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Preface

�e research for the study presented in this book began more than ��een 
years ago with my PhD dissertation (titled “�e Formation of Judah in 
the Ninth Century BCE: Archaeological, Historical and Historiographi-
cal Perspectives”), which was written under the supervision of Professor 
Oded Lipschits and submitted to Tel Aviv University (2007–2013). �e 
dissertation focused on the archaeology and history of Judah in the ninth 
century BCE, and thus from a biblical perspective it relied mainly on the 
study of the book of Kings. �e early beginnings of Judah in the tenth 
century BCE and how this period was portrayed in the stories about Saul 
and David in the book of Samuel were le� out of my dissertation. For this 
reason, the dissertation was never published as a book, despite the ongo-
ing encouragement by my Doktorvater, Professor Lipschits. Although it 
provided new insights into the archaeology and history of Judah during 
the ninth century BCE, which were consequently published in many 
articles, I felt that it did not provide a complete, wide-scale, and detailed 
study of the overall emergence and formation of the Israelite monarchies. 
During the ten years that have elapsed since the submission of my PhD 
dissertation, I managed to bring the overall study of this subject to what 
may be considered completion, at least in the sense that it is now worthy 
of being published as a monograph.

During these past ten years, I have dedicated much time to substan-
tiating the original research with a relevant and up-to-date theoretical 
framework related to the nature and social structure of ancient Near 
Eastern polities. In addition, the scope of the original research was 
extended both in time (beginning in the Late Bronze Age/Iron I transi-
tion) and in space (considering the archaeology and history of the entire 
southern Levant). �e study of the early beginnings of Israel and Judah 
likewise required revisiting the much-debated material embedded in 
the book of Samuel. All these di�erent studies were published in various 
articles over the past ten years. However, no attempt was made to col-
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late them into one compelling archaeological-historical narrative. It was 
thanks to two scholars—Professor Rainer Albertz, a renowned biblical 
scholar from Germany, and Dr. Assaf Kleiman, a young and promising 
Israeli scholar—that I eventually set out to do so. �ey both encouraged 
me to collect the di�erent threads of my research, to form a compre-
hensive study of state formation in Israel and Judah and the origins of 
Pan-Israelite identity. Such encouragement from two ends of contempo-
rary scholarship provided me with the drive to complete the un�nished 
study that began with my PhD dissertation and to present it in the fol-
lowing book. I am, therefore, indebted to both. In this regard, I should 
also mention the Covid-19 pandemic that governed our life during the 
past two years. �e cessation of travel and �eldwork during the �rst year 
of the pandemic (2020–2021) provided the necessary time (and patience) 
to complete much of the writing.

None of this would have been possible without the support and 
bene�cial advice of friends, colleagues, and family, to whom I wish to 
extend my gratitude. First and foremost, to my dear teachers, friends, 
and colleagues from the Department of Archaeology and Ancient Near 
Eastern Cultures in Tel Aviv University—Professor Lipschits, Professor 
Yuval Gadot, and Dr. Ido Koch. Each of them taught me much about 
the archaeology and history of Israel, how to calculate my steps in the 
scholarly world, and how to engage with �ne scholarship. I am lucky to 
consider such remarkable scholars not only as my colleagues but also as 
my friends: Professor Lipschits was (and still is) my mentor, who took 
the German term for PhD supervisor—Doktorvater—literally, treating 
his students (myself included) as his own family. His scholarship and 
multifaceted research activities, together with his constant and uncondi-
tional support, are a source of inspiration to me. Professor Gadot taught 
me the real essence of archaeology, its multivocality, and above all, its 
human nature, whether in �eldwork or in the library. He also taught me 
the importance of patience in archaeological research and much beyond. 
Professor Gadot has read large portions of the manuscript for this book 
and made valuable comments. Dr. Koch and I maintain a long-term 
friendship that goes well beyond our shared time at Tel Aviv University, 
�rst as students and later as colleagues. I would like to thank him for 
being a true and supportive friend, in good as well as in harder times, and 
for countless hours of discussing and debating various topics presented 
in this book. Dr. Koch has also read large portions of the manuscript and 
made helpful comments.
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I am also indebted to many other friends and colleagues from the 
Department of Archaeology and Ancient Near Eastern Cultures at Tel 
Aviv University who supported my research with good advice and learned 
discussions: Professor Israel Finkelstein, Professor Erez Ben-Yosef, Profes-
sor Ran Barkai, Professor Yoram Cohen, Professor Alexander Fantalkin, 
Dr. Dafna Langgut, Dr. Lidar Sapir-Hen, Ms. Helena Roth, Ms. Shua 
Kisilevitz, Ms. Nirit Kedem, Ms. Tzippi Kupper-Blau, and Ms. Dana 
Ackerfeld. I would like to single out Professor Nadav Na’aman and Dr. 
Assaf Kleiman: Professor Na’aman was an important source of inspiration 
throughout my research. I was lucky enough to participate in his well-
remembered seminars at Tel Aviv University, where we, the students, 
could become acquainted with his encyclopedic knowledge and sharp 
analytical skills. Prof. Na’aman discussed with me many of the topics that 
are also in this book, and I would like to thank him for his good advice 
and his harsh criticism, as both challenged me to better my work. Dr. 
Kleiman not only encouraged me to write this book but also spent count-
less hours discussing many of its aspects with me.

My deepest gratitude is likewise extended to colleagues from other 
institutions in Israel and Europe, who shared with me their knowledge 
and discussed the issues presented in this book: Professor Aren Maeir, 
Professor Amihai Mazar, Professor Gunnar Lehmann, Professor Ronny 
Reich, Professor Erhard Blum, Professor �omas Römer, Professor Bernd 
Schipper, Professor Christian Frevel, Professor Jakob Wöhrle, Profes-
sor Joachim Krause, Professor Kristin Weingart, Dr. Sabine Kleiman, Dr. 
Nava Panitz-Cohen, and Efrat Bocher. I would like to single out Professor 
Hannes Bezzel, from Friedrich-Schiller Universität Jena (Germany), my 
partner in the archaeological and historical research of the Jezreel Valley, 
who read large portions of the manuscript and made valuable comments. 
Dr. Karen Covello-Paran, from the Israeli Antiquities Authority, my part-
ner for the archaeological research of the Jezreel Valley, is also a dear 
friend from whom I learned and continue to learn how to conduct �ne 
archaeological research—from the �eld to the �nal publication. Special 
thanks extended to Professor Ronny Reich and to Efrat Bocher for assis-
tance in �nding the picture for the back cover of this book. 

Much of the research for the study presented in this book was con-
ducted during long research stays in Germany. I would like to thank 
Professor Manfred Oeming, who hosted me in one of the most beautiful 
towns in Europe, Heidelberg, where I spent two years (2012–2014) as a 
postdoctoral research fellow in the �eology Faculty of Karls-Ruprecht 
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Universität Heidelberg. I would also like to thank Professor Angelika Ber-
lejung, who hosted me periodically for research stays (2016–2020) in the 
beautiful city of Leipzig, as a guest scholar in the �eology Faculty of Uni-
versität Leipzig. It is thanks to their constant support and friendship that I 
was able to �nish the study needed for this book. 

Special thanks should also be extended to my students in Tel Aviv 
University throughout the past ten years. �eir smart questions in many 
introductory courses to the Bronze and Iron Age Levant and the stimulat-
ing discussions with them during seminars challenged me to articulate 
my views on the matters at hand. I would like to speci�cally thank Jordan 
Weitzel, Madeleine Butcher, Omer Peleg, and Maayan Hemed, who assist 
me in �eld and o�ce work. Special thanks to Sean Dugow, who edited 
the English text of the manuscript, doing wonders with my poor Eng-
lish skills, and to Itamar Ben-Ezra, who prepared the beautiful maps for 
this book. I am also indebted to Professor Brian Schmidt, the editor of 
Archaeology and Biblical Studies, the series that facilitates the publication 
of this book. Brian’s comments and editorial notes on earlier versions of 
the manuscript were insightful and helped me improve it.

A colleague at Tel Aviv University once told me, “No need to apolo-
gize; we are all obsessive to our research.” �is is indeed true. Nonetheless, 
obsessiveness comes with a price, and mostly it is our families that have 
to pay. I would therefore like to thank my family: my dear mother, Retta 
Sergi; my brothers, Idan and Daniel Sergi, and their families; and my 
beloved partner, Adar Mann, for years of support and understanding with 
love and much patience, without which I would never be able to do what I 
do. Above all, it is my partner, Adar, to whom I owe the deepest gratitude. 
It is never easy to endure me, especially through the long years of devel-
oping an academic career or in the time needed to accomplish this study. 
His love and friendship provided me with rock-solid support and gave me 
the drive to keep going and pursue my dreams. It is thanks to him—more 
than anyone else—that I eventually managed to do so, and therefore I am 
dedicating this book to him.
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1
The Early Israelite Monarchy:  

People, State, and Unity

�e narratives of Saul and David are among the most popular stories in 
the Hebrew Bible. �ey embody some of the most iconic scenes within the 
biblical accounts, many of which have become staples of Western art. Over 
the course of the past two millennia, Saul and David have been embraced 
as heroic �gures throughout the West by kings and outlaws, spiritual lead-
ers and theologians. �e vivid stories of their lives have served as a source 
of inspiration for artists, and likewise as a foil for philosophical explora-
tions of morality and politics, kings and states, divine rule and earthly rule. 
Indeed, the saga of the �rst kings of Israel is unparalleled elsewhere within 
the Hebrew Bible in terms of both scope and dramatic narrative. As a time-
less story of heroism, devotion, loyalty, and betrayal, it features the only 
plot entirely driven by human states of mind and the human emotions of 
love, jealousy, and hate. �e numerous characters and side narratives, each 
with their own plot, frame the main themes: the young shepherd’s ascent 
to power against all odds, the conspiracies within his con�icted court, the 
rise and fall of heroes and great kings, and ultimately the fragility of the 
human condition. As a result, the stories of Saul and David have earned a 
unique place in both Jewish and Christian cultural memory.

It is therefore unsurprising that, for the greater part of the last two 
centuries, the united monarchy of Saul, David, and Solomon held an axial 
position in the historical study of ancient Israel and the Hebrew Bible. 
�e biblical literature was uncritically accepted as a reliable source for the 
events and circumstances that prevailed during the tenth century BCE. 
Consequently, the united monarchy was taken for granted as a historical 
fact and thus became the prism through which all ancient Israelite history 
was interpreted. �e biblical texts were dated according to their own inter-
nal chronology, which was likewise applied to any associated archeological 
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2 The Two Houses of Israel

�nds. Despite its once-�rm establishment across multiple disciplines 
ranging from archaeology and ancient Near Eastern history to theology, 
con�dence in the historicity of the united monarchy rapidly collapsed over 
the course of the last decade of the twentieth century. With this collapse 
came the disappearance from the scholarly literature of a multitude of 
previously vaunted hypotheses and historical reconstructions. �e united 
monarchy of David had been demoted from historical fact to a literary and 
ideological construct. Given the former centrality it held in most historical 
reconstructions, its rapid evaporation naturally gave rise to new problems, 
some of which are of particular signi�cance for the understanding of the 
history and literature of ancient Israel. �ese have to do with the very idea 
of a union between Israel and Judah, either social or political, its expres-
sion in the biblical literature, and its potential expression in the material 
remains. It is these problems that the present book means to explore.

It is important to stress, however, that this is not a book about the 
united monarchy. While the united monarchy will be extensively dis-
cussed within this �rst introductory chapter, I will not elaborate further 
on its historicity or on the long debate over the issue. Rather, the focus of 
this book is on state formation and the evolution of social identity in the 
political landscape of the early Iron Age Levant. It seeks to explore the 
social developments that underlie the formation of Israel and Judah and 
the ways in which these developments were manifested in order to nor-
malize and legitimize the new structures of power. It also aims to shed new 
light on Israelite identities and how they were related to the very nature of 
the Israelite political entities. �is is, therefore, a book about early monar-
chic Israel and Judah in their social and geopolitical context—that of the 
early Iron Age Levant, which saw the emergence of new peoples and new 
kingdoms at a very speci�c moment of its history. �is is a book about that 
particular moment in place and time, and how it shaped the early history 
of Israel and Judah.

1.1. The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah and the United Monarchy

�e kingdoms of Israel and Judah are known, �rst and foremost, from 
the Hebrew Bible. �e story of these kingdoms is narrated in the books 
of Samuel and Kings, which, in their current position within the Hebrew 
Bible, present the advent of the Israelite monarchy as the culmination of a 
relatively coherent process that began with the ancestral family described 
in Genesis. According to this narrative, the Israelite monarchy reached 
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its zenith in its early days, when it was a great united monarchy encom-
passing the territories of both Israel and Judah, and ruled by David and 
Solomon from Jerusalem.

�e story of the united monarchy is told in the book of Samuel and 
in the �rst twelve chapters of Kings, where the political lives of its three 
kings—Saul, David, and Solomon—are vividly recounted, providing the 
framework through which the rise and fall of the united monarchy is por-
trayed. In broad strokes, the story can be divided into two parts: the �rst 
(1 Sam 1–2 Sam 5) describes the formation of the Davidic monarchy—it 
narrates the story of Saul, the �rst king of the Israelites, who failed in estab-
lishing a long-lasting dynastic monarchy. Consequently, it narrates the 
story of David, who rose to power in Saul’s court, ascended to the throne 
a�er Saul’s death, and united Israel and Judah under his rule. �e second 
part (1 Sam 9–1 Kgs 12) tells of the united monarchy and its ultimate divi-
sion—describing the intrigues and conspiracies in David’s court and the 
tensions between Israel and Judah (2 Sam 15–20), which ultimately bring 
about the schism of the united monarchy a�er the death of David’s son 
and heir, Solomon (2 Kgs 11–12). �is transpires despite the peace and 
prosperity that de�ne Solomon’s reign (1 Kgs 3–10). Only David �gures 
as a main protagonist in both parts; however, his characterization in each 
di�ers considerably. David in the second part retains hardly a trace of the 
boldness, wit, and charisma of the talented warrior described in the �rst, 
becoming instead an old, hesitant, and lazy king.

It was only in the 1980s and 1990s that doubts began to surface 
about the historicity of a great united monarchy ruled by David and Sol-
omon from Jerusalem. Scholars initially noted the discrepancy between 
the vivid depiction of the united monarchy in Samuel and Kings and the 
fact that no evidence of it could be found in the material remains or in 
extrabiblical sources (e.g., Garbini 1988). �e lack of evidence for the 
existence of a great united monarchy (e.g., Finkelstein 2010), and that 
Judah seemed to be almost completely absent from extrabiblical sources 
prior to the late eighth century BCE (but see below), prompted schol-
ars to dismiss the biblical narrative in a call for a reconstruction of the 
history of ancient Israel independent of the Hebrew Bible. According 
to this approach, Judah may not be considered a full-blown territorial 
kingdom before the Iron IIB, concurrent with the fall of Israel in 734–
720 BCE (e.g., Jamieson-Drake 1991; Finkelstein 1999a). Some of these 
scholars went so far as to argue that Saul, David, and Solomon were 
�ctional characters in a legendary narrative composed no earlier than 
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the Hellenistic period.1 Nevertheless, the discovery of the Tel Dan Stela 
(Biran and Naveh 1993, 1995) pulled the rug out from under these latter 
views, as the words “Beit-David” (house of David) are clearly inscribed 
on its smooth black surface. �ere is little doubt that the term “house 
of David” on the Tel Dan Stela refers to mid-ninth-century BCE Judah, 
indicating that someone named David was conceived of as the founder 
of the Judahite monarchy, at least by outsiders.2 In addition, the accu-
mulating archaeological data from the southern Levant made it clear 
that statehood in Judah (namely, the emergence of urbanism, hierarchi-
cal settlement pattern, and some level of centralization) existed much 
before the late eighth century BCE.3 Although none of this evidence 
proves the historicity of the united monarchy, it does suggest that Judah 
and the house of David rose to power long before the eighth century 
BCE. �erefore, the stories about their early formation should likewise 
not be dismissed out of hand.

Ultimately, it was the ongoing archaeological research in the 
southern Levant that dealt the �nal blow to the united monarchy as a his-
torical entity. It became clear that the northern Samaria Hills had been 
signi�cantly more densely populated relative to the regions of Judah and 
Jerusalem. �e former exhibited a rapid accumulation of wealth, which 
enabled the development of complex social structure and political central-
ization before any similar phenomena could be attested in the south.4 �e 
relatively poor remains from early Iron Age Jerusalem stood in marked 
contrast not only to the depiction of Solomon’s lavish and rich capital 
(1 Kgs 4; 5:1–25; 9:26–28; 10:18–29) but also to the degree of urbaniza-
tion and monumentality in contemporaneous northern sites, such as Tel 
Reḥov, and even more so in contrast to sites in the lowlands west of Judah, 
such as Tel Miqne/Ekron and Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. All these factors pointed 
to the relatively marginal local importance of Jerusalem and cast doubt on 
the possibility that it could have functioned as a capital ruling a consid-
erable swath of territory, whether extending to the north or to the west. 
However, if I had to pinpoint the watershed moment of the collapse of the 

1. E.g., �ompson 1992; Davies 1995; Whitelam 1996.
2. Albertz 2010; Weippert 2010, 266–69; Pioske 2015, 177–88.
3. Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004; Na’aman 2013a; Sergi 2013; Lehmann and Nie-

mann 2014. Chapters 4–5 of this book provide a detailed discussion of this subject.
4. Finkelstein 1995a, 1999a, 2003a.
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united monarchy episteme, it would be the publication of Israel Finkel-
stein’s “low chronology.”

Finkelstein (1996a, 1998) observed that the entire chronology of the 
early Iron Age southern Levant had been based on a questionable inter-
pretation of the biblical text rather than on solid archaeological grounds. 
His initial suggestion to lower the absolute dating of the Iron I/IIA transi-
tion to the late tenth/early ninth centuries BCE turned out to be somewhat 
of an overcorrection (as he himself later admitted),5 but there is little 
doubt today—even among his most devoted critics—that the monumen-
tal building activity in the northern valleys (e.g., Tel Megiddo VA–IVB), 
which was previously attributed to Solomon (Yadin 1958), should instead 
be dated to the early ninth century BCE and therefore be attributed to the 
Omride kings of Israel (Finkelstein 2000). Consequently, the existence of 
the united monarchy was le� without archaeological support and largely 
disappeared from the discourse. Since the turn of the century, investi-
gations have focused on understanding Israel and Judah as two distinct 
polities, each with its own origin. Among mainstream scholars, this shi� 
in the status of the united monarchy—from historical to �ctional entity—
was relatively rapid. Even scholars who may be seen as more conservative 
in their assessments of David’s kingdom (e.g., Gar�nkel, Ganor, and Hasel 
2012) do not maintain that it extended all the way to the northern valleys 
or that it encompassed any of the territories of the kingdom of Israel.

�e only challenge to the new paradigm came from scholars who dis-
missed the archaeological evidence as irrelevant. According to their line of 
thought, which relied on a particular reading of studies on the kin-based 
nature of ancient Near Eastern societies, the united monarchy would have 
been based on personal political bonds between its kings (David and Solo-
mon) and the other clans of Israel, who resided in the central highlands 
of Canaan and beyond. Accordingly, so it is argued, no material remains 
should be expected to represent the social nature of the united monar-
chy (Master 2001; Stager 2003). A more recent critique, in a similar vein, 
makes the case that prosperous nomadic societies could form a monarchic 
structure even in the absence of architectural remains (Ben-Yosef 2019).

Some of these observations are indeed important. �e social nature of 
early Iron Age societies should be considered in any historical reconstruction 

5. Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006a, 2006b, 2011; see details and further literature 
in §1.5 below.
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of early monarchic Israel. I will deal with this subject more thoroughly in 
the next chapter. However, these arguments that dismiss the archaeological 
evidence as irrelevant ultimately leave the united monarchy—once again—as 
a literary (rather than historical) entity. �e important point to be made in 
this context—as will be further shown throughout this book—is that even 
in a tribal society, where sociopolitical hierarchies are based on personal 
alliances (rather than bureaucratic apparatus), the formation of a more cen-
tralized power structure is still expressed in the material remains: personal 
bonds and tribal alliances were economically materialized and thus may be 
traced in the archaeological record, particularly in the form of exchange or 
accumulation of wealth. Furthermore, evidence from the southern Levant 
suggests that local nomadic groups, when they prospered, did express their 
social hierarchy in stone-built structures, some of which are of a public 
nature. Both a monumental gate (though small in scale) and a small fort 
have been discovered at copper production sites in the arid Arabah Valley 
(at Timnaʿ and Khirbet en-Naḥas, respectively), which were associated with 
the desert’s tribal and nomadic groups.6 �e many Iron IIA settlements in 
the Negev Highlands were likewise built of stone, in spite of their association 
with pastoral-mobile groups (Martin and Finkelstein 2013). More signi�cant 
for the current discussion, beginning in the early Iron IIA, there is clear evi-
dence for public and monumental building activity in Jerusalem,7 and even 
earlier, monumental structures were built in Iron I Shiloh. Both Shiloh and 
Jerusalem were highland strongholds among a relatively tribal and even (to 
some extent) mobile society (e.g., Finkelstein 1993a), and both still exhibit 
monumental and public architecture, which in turn could imply the existence 
of some centralized form of tribal alliance. Hence, any argument regarding 
architectural bias must consider that in the central Canaanite Highlands, the 
formation of a new and increasingly hierarchical social structure was mani-
fested in monumental building activity.

Even if we accept that David could have ruled the entire central 
Canaanite Highlands (a hypothesis that the material remains, as will be 
discussed in chs. 4–5, could hardly support)—that would still have been 
quite modest in contrast to the great united monarchy portrayed in Samuel 

6. For the gate in Timnaʿ, see Ben-Yosef, Langgut, and Sapir-Hen 2017. For the 
fort at Khirbet en-Naḥas, see Levy et al. 2004. For criticism, see Finkelstein 2005a and 
further discussion in 5.2 below.

7. Sergi 2017a; Gadot and Uziel 2017; A. Mazar 2020a; and further discussion at 
§4.1 and §5.3, below.
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and Kings. �ere is absolutely no evidence for the �ow of wealth to Jeru-
salem as depicted in 1 Kgs 3–11 or any to support the possibility that the 
Iron IIA Jerusalemite elite could have ruled over the strong urban centers 
in the lowlands west of Judah, much less those farther away in the northern 
valleys. �is stands in addition to the fact that all the available historical 
sources (admittedly, meager) point to the primacy of the kingdom of Israel 
as a local power with regional in�uence, making implausible the notion 
that Israel was once ruled from the relatively marginal Judah. It was in 
light of these observations that many archaeologists drew the conclusion 
that the united monarchy must be considered a literary construct with no 
historical grounds. Biblical scholars soon followed suit, reevaluating the 
stories of Saul, David, and Solomon and arriving at a similar conclusion.

1.2. The Books of Samuel and Kings and the United Monarchy

�e shi� in the historical and archaeological research on early monarchic 
Israel went hand in hand with major shi�s in the biblical studies �eld: 
long-standing paradigms regarding the formation of the Pentateuch and 
the Former Prophets were dismissed in the face of new and bold models. 
In a nutshell, the classic statement of the Documentary Hypothesis, which 
governed the study of the Pentateuch from the late nineteenth century, has 
been almost completely abandoned over the course of the past �ve decades. 
With it, gone are the old assumptions about relatively consistent narrative 
works, encompassing the entire mythic history in Genesis–Deuteronomy, 
many of which were dated to the monarchic period, in some cases even to 
the reign of Solomon.8 Instead, many scholars now agree that the narrative 
blocks of the Pentateuch (i.e., the ancestors’ stories and the exodus) were 
composed at di�erent times in di�erent places and were not compiled 
and redacted into the relatively coherent story in Genesis–Deuteronomy 
before the Persian period. Furthermore, there appears to be great agree-
ment among scholars that the formation of the entire narrative recounting 
the history of ancient Israel in Genesis–2 Kings was the end result of an 
extensive redaction process that took place over a long span of time.9 �is 
major shi� in what once was the predominant paradigm within the �eld 
of biblical studies has also a�ected the way in which the united monarchy 

8. For the history of this research, see Römer 2006.
9. See, for instance, various articles in Dozeman, Schmid, and Römer 2011; Gertz 

et al. 2016.
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is perceived: what was thought to be a pan-Israelite literary tradition origi-
nating in the united monarchy (in the allegedly enlightened period in the 
days of Solomon) is now thought to be a collection of di�erent traditions, 
originating in both Israel and Judah, that were redacted together through 
the lens of a pan-Israelite perspective only in the Persian period, a time 
when neither Israel nor Judah continued to exist. In other words, a sense 
of common Israelite identity, which was traditionally seen as the founda-
tional social bond behind the united monarchy, was now conceived of as 
an innovation of the postmonarchic period.

Naturally, this new understanding of the compositional history of the 
Pentateuch prompted a reappraisal of the reigning hypothesis regarding 
the composition of the Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and 
Kings), narrating a history of Israel from the conquest of the land until 
the exile. �is shi� will be discussed at length in chapter 6, but for now it 
will su�ce to say that the early date traditionally assigned to many of the 
stories about the united monarchy in 1 Sam 1–1 Kgs 12 was called into 
question as biblical scholars began to recognize the temporal gap between 
the composition and redaction of these narratives and the early reality 
they sought to depict. �us, literary works that had been considered to be 
contemporaneous to David and Solomon and to be reliable witnesses to 
historical events were now dated to a much later period, for the most part 
not before the late eighth century BCE.10 As a result, the shi� in archeo-
logical understanding was paralleled in other �elds, as biblical scholars 
began to see the united monarchy not as a historical entity but rather as a 
theological or literary idea.

Before moving on, a more general comment regarding the historicity 
of the Hebrew Bible should be made, particularly regarding the so-called 
historiographic narrative in Joshua–Kings. It is commonly agreed that 
the books of Samuel and Kings were �rst composed and redacted, based 
on older textual sources, not earlier than the late seventh or early sixth 
century BCE. Yet, the following should be noted: (1) the campaign of 
Sheshonq I (henceforth Shishak) to Canaan (during the second half of 
the tenth century BCE) is the earliest event documented in the Hebrew 
Bible (1 Kgs 14:25–28) supported by an extrabiblical source (Shishak’s 
Karnak Relief);11 (2) beginning with Shishak’s campaign to Canaan, 

10. E.g., Kratz 2005, 170–86; Dietrich 2007, 262–316. For further discussion, see ch. 6.
11. Shishak’s campaign to Canaan and the reference to it in Kings are discussed 

§4.2.1.
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many of the events preserved in Kings are also documented in extrabib-
lical sources; and (3) almost all the Israelite kings beginning with Omri 
(r. ca. 887–875 BCE), and all the Judahite kings beginning with Ahaz (r. 
ca. 732–715/734–727 BCE), are mentioned in extrabiblical sources in the 
same chronological order as they are listed in Kings. �erefore, it is evi-
dent that, from the second half of the tenth/early ninth century BCE, the 
narrative in Kings enters a more historical realm, at least to the extent that 
we �nd corroborating evidence in extrabiblical sources for many of the 
political events it mentions. Consequently, it is reasonable to argue that 
whenever it was composed or redacted, the book of Kings was based on 
some authentic historical sources, including the kings lists of both Israel 
and Judah, from which later scribes were informed about past events (Van 
Seters 1983, 297–98; Na’aman 2006a). �e contrasting lack of corroborat-
ing evidence for earlier events casts signi�cant doubt on the historicity 
of the biblical narrative prior to Omride rule in Israel. �is includes the 
reigns of Saul, David, and Solomon over the united monarchy.

In this context, it is noteworthy that most of the historical data in 
Kings, which is supported by extrabiblical sources, is provided in short, 
factual, and chronistic styled accounts (mostly within regnal formulas) 
that cover the entire history of Israel and Judah for almost 350 years. Such 
factual notes, accounts, or kings lists are well known from the ancient Near 
Eastern historiographic tradition. Beyond their historical value, they attest 
to a systematic recording of historical events within what could broadly be 
seen as a royal chancellery, which emerged in both Israel and Judah not 
earlier than the ninth century BCE (Sergi 2014a).12 In a marked contrast, 
the roughly one hundred years of the united monarchy are narrated as a 
complex literary work that includes a variety of characters and dialogues, 
with numerous diverging side narratives, using mental and emotional 
conditions as a vehicle for moving the plot forward. Such epic literary 
works, which are likewise known in the literary tradition of the ancient 
Near East,13 were composed by well-trained and highly skilled scribes, 
who must have had some earlier literary sources at their disposal and 
thus could hardly be dated to the early monarchic period. �ese stories 
are therefore �rst and foremost literary works that may refer to the past, 
imagined or real, but were not intended to accurately document it. Rather, 

12. For further discussion, see §5.4.
13. See Milstein 2016.



10 The Two Houses of Israel

they illustrate the past as the authors thought it should have been (Blum 
2007) in order to reconstruct it as such in the collective cultural memory.14

Of course, this does not mean that the stories about Saul and David 
have no historical value. A�er all, they still re�ect the geopolitical circum-
stances known to their authors and may even shed light on the way in 
which historical events were memorized and recounted. As I will dem-
onstrate later in the book, for the most part these stories were not simply 
legends, heroic and mythic tales about the foundation of the monarchy, 
but were actually rooted in the sociopolitical setting of the early monar-
chic period. �us, even if they only purport to depict historical reality, 
they should still be considered for their utility in providing potential 
insights about the historical and ideological origins of the concept of the 
united Israelite monarchy. Indeed, this is the direction biblical scholar-
ship has taken, engaging with the united monarchy as a theological idea 
rather than as a historical polity (to be discussed in the next section). �e 
point is that eventually, from neither an archaeological, historical, nor bib-
lical perspective, could the traditional view of the great united monarchy 
be maintained. �e con�uence of multiple streams of evidence inevitably 
undermined the plausibility of a great early Iron Age kingdom encom-
passing the territories of both Israel and Judah but ruled from Jerusalem. 
Nevertheless, this recognition led to new problems, as now the imagined 
unity of Israel and Judah required its own historical context: Where, when, 
and how could it be conceived?

1.3. The United Monarchy and the Origin of Pan-Israelite Identity:  
The Israelization-of-Judah Hypothesis

Replacing the reconstruction of a great united monarchy with a more 
gradual and contemporaneous formation of two neighboring king-
doms �ts better with all the available data. For this reason, it was rapidly 
accepted in the mainstream of scholarly discourse. However, the shi� of 
the united monarchy from the historical past to the intellectual and liter-
ary spheres generated new problems, both historical and literary. A�er 
all, the story of the united monarchy in 1 Sam 1–1 Kgs 12 is itself not 

14. �e term “cultural memory” introduced to the study of the ancient Near East 
by Assmann (2006, 2011) refers to the active construction of a very certain memory 
of the past and its performance in di�erent media (written and unwritten) as a means 
of identity construction.
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�ctional—it still exists, and scholars agree that much of it (if not all) pre-
dates the early composition and redaction of Samuel–Kings. What is the 
story all about, then? If the united monarchy is not more than a literary 
�ction, what were the origins of this biblical concept? On which sociohis-
torical backgrounds could Judahite scribes in Jerusalem envision the rule 
of the Davidic kings over Israel?

�is is not a mere problem of dating the biblical stories about the 
united monarchy or pondering the reality they yearn to depict. Beyond 
the political unity of Israel and Judah, the stories of the united monarchy 
presuppose a common sense of pan-Israelite identity, which provided the 
social grounds for the political union. In fact, the pan-Israelite identity is 
stressed throughout the Hebrew Bible: the biblical narrative in Genesis–
Kings relates to Israel as a unity until the schism of the united monarchy, 
as Judah is constantly considered to be part of Israel.15 Consequently, the 
questions regarding the intellectual and the literary origins of the united 
monarchy re�ect on a much more fundamental problem—the origins of 
pan-Israelite ideology and the common sense of Israelite identity.

Martin Noth (1930; 1965, 53–168) forwarded one of the most in�uen-
tial hypotheses in the twentieth century’s exegetical research regarding the 
pan-Israelite identity. In an attempt to historicize the biblical narrative, he 
argued that the tribes of Israel in the premonarchic period were united by 
faith around a central cultic place, within some sort of “league of tribes.” 
Noth’s thesis o�ered an institutional grounding for a religiously based 
collective identity that integrated di�erent tribes into an Israelite entity. 
For a while Noth’s hypothesis gained worldwide recognition, but by the 
1970s it could no longer withstand mounting critique.16 In many aspects, 
the united monarchy could replace Noth’s tribal league as the political 
origin for pan-Israelite identity, but since it has been discarded as merely 
a theological conception, a new explanation is needed. In fact, this is not 
exclusively a historical question regarding when and how the meaning of 
the name Israel was extended to include also Judah (see Na’aman 2009a, 
347–48), but it is a literary one as well. When and how were literary works 
of Israelite origin (such as the pre-Deuteronomistic book of Judges, the 
pre-Priestly Jacob story, Hosea, Amos, and the Israelite kings list) adopted 

15. See Kratz 2000, 6–8; Schütte 2012, 62–63; Weingart 2019.
16. Especially in light of the lack of any institutional or cultic unity in premonar-

chic Israel.
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by Judahite/Jerusalemite scribes and further presented as part and parcel 
of the cultural heritage of Judah itself?

While it is quite clear that the formation of a pan-Israelite ideology was 
an ongoing process that lasted into the Persian period, with the redaction 
of the Pentateuch and the Former Prophets, its origins are mostly sought 
in the monarchic period. Since Israel and Judah were never politically 
united, most scholars suggest the period a�er the fall of monarchic Israel 
(720 BCE) but before the fall of Judah (586 BCE) as the mostly likely time 
frame, during which Israelite written traditions could have been adopted 
in Judah. �e underlying assumption is that Judahite scribes could only 
have adopted Israel’s name and cultural heritage a�er its destruction, in 
what is o�en conceived of as the “Israelization of Judah.” In this context 
scholars can make a clear distinction between historical Israel, the politi-
cal entity that bore the name and ceased to exist in 720 BCE, and biblical 
Israel, an entity consisting of both Israelites and Judahites, now seen pri-
marily as a late Judahite/Judean construct, which could not have been 
conceived of prior to the fall of Israel (e.g., Kratz 2000, 2013). In essence, 
the Israelization-of-Judah hypothesis turned Noth’s original idea on its 
head: Noth argued that in the beginnings Israel was the name of a people, 
a social group, in his view a religiously based collectivity, which was only 
later reshaped as a political identity, a monarchically based collectivity. �e 
Israelization-of-Judah hypothesis suggests precisely the opposite: Israel 
was �rst a monarchy, a political identity, which was reconstructed as a des-
ignation of a people only a�er its monarchic institutions ceased to exit.

In the view of many scholars, the Israelization of Judah began with a 
wave of Israelite refugees who had �ed to Judah in the wake of the Assyr-
ian destruction and annexation of their homeland in 734–720 BCE.17 At 
�rst glance, this assumption regarding the �ight of Israelite refugees to 
Judah may seem quite appealing, as it solves both the literary and histori-
cal problems. Not only would these Israelite refugees have been the agents 
who carried Israelite literary works into Judah, but they likewise would 
have been the reason for the adoption of these works by the Judahite elite. 
�us, Israelite refugees in Judah (among them members of the Israelite 
elite) would have been the catalyst for the Israelization of Judah and the 
formation of pan-Israelite identity. Appealing as it is, the hypothesis is 

17. E.g., Kratz 2000; 2013, 140–59; 2016, 79–83; Fischer 2004, 280–91; Schnie-
dewind 2004, 68–89; Finkelstein and Silberman 2006; Finkelstein 2011a; Schütte 2012.
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nevertheless speculative, lacking any solid historical grounding. Archaeo-
logically, it was initially based on the belief that Jerusalem, and Judah in 
general, experienced a rapid and unnatural growth in the later decades 
of the eighth century BCE, the likes of which could only be explained as 
resulting from massive immigration (Finkelstein 2008, 2015). However, 
ongoing archaeological research has demonstrated that the population 
growth in Judah and its capital, Jerusalem, was a more gradual process that 
transpired over the course of the tenth to the eighth centuries BCE.18 Fur-
thermore, it is quite implausible that the Assyrians, who had just annexed 
Israel and subjugated Judah, would have allowed massive immigration 
from Israel to Judah (Na’aman 2007a, 2014a). Not only is there no known 
parallel anywhere within the Neo-Assyrian Empire, but such a notion 
stands in stark contrast to the well-known and well-planned Assyrian 
resettlement program (Radner 2018). It is therefore unrealistic to imagine 
that a wave of immigrants, refugees who le� their homes and lands behind, 
would have been accepted with open arms in Judah and allowed to settle 
in the capital and be further embraced to such an extent as to reshape 
Judahite cultural identity and traditions in order to encompass those of 
the newcomers—and all this within a few decades. Indeed, it is appropri-
ate to ask just how many refugees are required to carry a few scrolls from 
Samaria or Bethel to Jerusalem. �ere are better ways to explain how Isra-
elite ideology and texts found their way to Judah. A�er all, Samaria is a 
mere 45 km north of Jerusalem, and Bethel, the royal Israelite sanctuary of 
the eighth century BCE, even closer.

�e Israelite sanctuary at Bethel, situated just 20 km north of Jeru-
salem, makes a better candidate as the agent responsible for the arrival 
of Israelite literature to Judah. While some scholars have suggested this 
occurred during the postmonarchic period,19 Nadav Na’aman (2010a) 
proposes the most plausible scenario from a historical point of view. Since 
Bethel was annexed by Judah following the Assyrian retreat from the 
Levant, most probably by Josiah,20 Na’aman argues that it was likely Josiah 
who took the Israelite scrolls from Bethel and brought them to Jerusa-
lem (see 2 Kgs 23:16) in order to coopt Israelite cultural heritage for his 

18. E.g., Na’aman 2007a, 2009b; Uziel and Szanton 2015; Gadot and Uziel 2017; 
Shalev et al. 2019. �is subject will be thoroughly discussed in chs. 4–5.

19. E.g., Knauf 2006; Davies 2006, 2007; for persuasive criticism, see Na’aman 
2009a, 2010a.

20. Na’aman 1991; 2009a, 338–42; Lipschits 2020, 174–78.
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own purposes. �is hypothesis provides, to my mind, the most reasonable 
explanation for the arrival of Israelite scrolls in Jerusalem. �is is espe-
cially so in light of the Near Eastern cultural precedent Na’aman (2010a, 
6–14) provides for seizing of sacred texts from conquered temples, which 
occurred in Mesopotamia during the second and the �rst millennia BCE. 
�is does not explain, however, the alleged Israelization of Judah, speci�-
cally why such texts were adopted in Judah from the outset and why they 
were utilized to reconstruct a sense of common Israelite identity in which 
Judah was fully merged as part of Israel.

In an attempt to solve this problem, Na’aman discusses in detail the 
religious and cultic reforms of Sennacherib, king of Assyria (r. ca. 705–681 
BCE): Sennacherib destroyed the city of Babylon and removed its ashes and 
the statue of Marduk to Assur, the Assyrian cultural-religious capital; he cel-
ebrated the Babylonian New Year’s festival in Assur; and his scribes reworked 
the Babylonian epic of creation, replacing the Babylonian god Marduk, who 
was the creator god and the head of the pantheon, with the Assyrian god 
Assur. For Na’aman, the Assyrian e�orts to shi� the center from Babylon to 
its own domain might be interpreted as the attempt of an initially marginal 
and inferior kingdom to take over the heritage of its neighbor. Yet, the Assyr-
ian attempts to inherit the Babylonian cultural heritage cannot be paralleled 
with the hypothesized Israelization of Judah: the Assyrians did not adopt the 
Babylonian name or god (as assumed for Judah), but rather they usurped it, 
replacing Babylon and Marduk with their own city and god, Assur.

In fact, there is no parallel anywhere in the Near East or the classi-
cal world for taking over the cultural heritage of a polity by its inferior 
neighbor in such a way that the latter wished to be completely merged 
with the heritage of the former, as is assumed for the Israelization of Judah. 
�is alone casts some doubt on the likelihood of the proposition: Should 
we assume that the royal Judahite scribes in the late monarchic period 
dismissed their own literary and ideological traditions in the face of new 
traditions originating from a neighboring, even rival, kingdom? More-
over, should we imagine that the Judahite elite wanted to inherit Israel, 
immediately a�er it was brutally destroyed, its territories annexed by a 
foreign empire, and its elite exiled? �is is even more intriguing as the 
book of Kings, which is generally agreed to date to the late seventh century 
BCE,21 strongly condemns Israel on both theological and social grounds 

21. Römer 2005, 97–104; or slightly later, see Kratz 2005, 158–70.
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in an attempt to explain and justify its destruction (1 Kgs 12:26–30, 2 Kgs 
17:21–23). �is in itself stands against any proposal to date the Israeliza-
tion of Judah to exactly this same period.

�e greatest stumbling block for the proposal that Israelite identity 
was only adopted in Judah a�er 720 BCE is the presence of occurrences 
of the name Israel as a designation for Judah in prophetic texts, which are 
almost unanimously dated to the late eighth century BCE (Mic 1–3) and 
even to the period before the fall of Samaria (Isa 6–8). In Isaiah (8:14), 
for instance, the two monarchies—Israel and Judah—are called “the two 
houses of Israel” (Williamson 2011, 91–94; Weingart 2014, 201–12), and 
it is widely recognized that the god of Judah is already referred to as “the 
Holy One of Israel” in First Isaiah (Williamson 2001; Weingart 2014, 219–
27). Resolving this incongruence by automatically dating such references 
to the period a�er the fall of Samaria based solely on an a priori historical 
assumption (e.g., Kratz 2006) ignores the fact that they are well integrated 
within their literary context, which points in some cases to a date before 
the fall of Samaria or only slightly therea�er (Williamson 2011). In this 
regard, the case of Micah is striking, as its many references to Judah as 
part of Israel cannot be dated much later than 701 BCE (Williamson 2011, 
84–87; Weingart 2014, 227–35, 342–43). Accordingly, we are forced to 
believe that the conceptualization of Israel and Judah as one entity devel-
oped in a brief period of no more than two decades, between the fall of 
Samaria and Sennacherib’s campaign to Judah. It seems, therefore, that 
in order to explain how it came to be that Israelite identity was adopted 
in Judah, we must assume that some common sense of Israelite cultural 
heritage that predated the fall of monarchic Israel was well established in 
both Israel and Judah.22

In recent years, there has been a renewed interest in the social and 
political formation of pre- and early monarchic Israel, which has prompted 
scholars to revisit Noth’s hypothesis that Israelite identity originated within 
a league of tribes.23 E�orts have been made to identify speci�c Israelite 
traditions embedded within the biblical narrative in order to reconstruct 
Israelite identity during the monarchic period, which would thus shed 
light on its pre- and early monarchic nature. A unifying feature of these 

22. Frevel (2016, 2021) suggests that the origins of pan-Israelite identity should 
be sought in the days of the Omride dynasty (ninth century BCE). See further discus-
sion in §5.5 and ch. 6.

23. E.g., Fleming 2012; Weingart 2014; Benz 2016.
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studies has been the conclusion that Israelite identity was rooted in the 
kinship structure typical of ancient Near Eastern societies rather than in 
any religious or cultic unity, as Noth had hypothesized.

Daniel Fleming (2012) and Kristin Weingart (2014) conducted two 
of the most in�uential studies to have applied this approach. Based on an 
analysis of texts, which he attributes to “Israelite” tradition, Fleming con-
cludes in light of parallel examples from the ancient Near East that Israel 
was a “de-centralized polity”: a tribal alliance that maintained a decentral-
ized political system even under the monarchic rule. He further argues 
that David was initially a king of Israel and accordingly that Israelite iden-
tity could have been conceived in Judah even prior to the fall of Samaria 
(Fleming 2012, 47–51, 98–109; Leonard-Fleckman 2016). �e problem 
is the lack of su�cient archaeological discussion, especially in relation to 
Israelite and Judahite state formation in the Iron IIA. Nevertheless, the 
importance of Fleming’s study lies in the attempt to bring back to the fore 
the question of Israelite identity as a kinship group prior to and during the 
monarchic period.

Kristin Weingart (2014) carried out a comprehensive diachronic 
analysis of references to Israel throughout the biblical text, noting the 
changing meanings and varying utilizations of the name from the monar-
chic period to the postmonarchic period. Referencing speci�c texts that 
she dates to the period before the fall of Samaria, Weingart (2014, 171–
286, 340–45) argues that the designation “Israel” maintained its tribal and 
kinship association and thus was likewise applied to Judah. Counter to 
the trend of understanding Israel as strictly a reference to a state, Wein-
gart (2014, 346–60) argues that the kinship association of the name Israel 
had been predominant throughout the monarchic period, which allowed 
the incorporation of Judah within Israel both in texts originating in Judah 
(e.g., 2 Sam 15–20, Isa 8:14, Mic 1–3) and in those originating in Israel 
(e.g., Gen 29–30).

Criticism of Weingart’s study centers on the early date she attributes to 
some of the texts (e.g., Römer 2015a), but there should be little doubt that 
other texts she discusses can reasonably be attributed to the monarchic 
period and even prior to the fall of Samaria (Williamson 2011). Moreover, 
it is important to note that Weingart never actually argues that Judah had 
borrowed the political designation of its northern neighbor, but rather 
that Israel had also been a concurrent kinship identity that may have over-
lapped but was not synonymous with the political one. Her conclusions 
are open to dispute or modi�cation, but to rule out any understanding of 
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Israel as a kinship identity would be to ignore the inherent kinship ideol-
ogy common to all ancient Near Eastern societies.

�e name Israel was used to identify a kinship group (in Merenptah’s 
Israel Stela) long before it was used as a designation for the Northern King-
dom.24 �at the name Israel was �rst and foremost understood as a kinship 
identity and not strictly as a political designation is well demonstrated in 
several texts of the Hebrew Bible. Most signi�cant for the purpose of the 
current discussion is the Song of Deborah in Judg 5, which is commonly 
dated to the monarchic (or even early monarchic) period (Groß 2009, 
344–49) and attests to Israel as a kinship identity, formed by the alliance 
of several clans.25 �is by itself lends considerable weight to Weingart’s 
conclusion regarding the kinship nature of Israelite identity, which appar-
ently remained strong even in the monarchic period. Kin-based groups 
are without distinct geographical boundaries, and this would have been 
even more so the case in the ancient Levant, where political borders were 
invisible. Accordingly, any investigation into the nature of Israelite kinship 
identity should not exclude, a priori, its identi�cation with Judah at some 
point, even prior to the fall of Israel.

1.4. On This Book

What seems to be an unbridgeable gap between the portrayal of the united 
monarchy in Samuel–Kings, on the one hand, and the gradual and inde-
pendent formation of Israel and Judah as two neighboring polities, on the 
other, constitutes the point of departure for the study presented in this 
book, which aims to bridge that gap. Accordingly, the present study has 
two main goals: �rst, to reconstruct the social and political developments 
that culminated in the formation of Israel and Judah as two territorial 
kingdoms, and second, in light of the �rst, to situate the stories of Saul and 
David in their accurate social and historical context, in order to illuminate 
the historical conception of the united monarchy and the pan-Israelite 
ideology out of which it grew.

Israel and Judah were not unique phenomena within the politi-
cal landscape of the early Iron Age Levant, which saw the emergence of 
kin-based territorial polities from southeast Anatolia to the southern 

24. See discussion in ch. 2.
25. J. L. Wright 2011a, 2011b; Fleming 2012, 63–66; Blum 2020.



18 The Two Houses of Israel

Levantine desert fringe. �e formation of the Iron Age Levantine king-
doms provides the historical context in which Israel and Judah should 
be understood. It is to this subject that the second chapter of the book 
is dedicated: it explores the origins of the Iron Age Levantine territorial 
polities, the social and political landscape in which they emerged, and the 
newly forged kinship identities associated with them. Particular attention 
is paid to Aram and Israel.

A�er I set out the sociohistorical framework in chapter 2, chapters 3–5 
are dedicated to an in-depth discussion of state formation in Israel and 
particularly in Judah. Since only a handful of textual sources potentially 
shed light on the early Iron Age in the southern Levant, the discussion 
of state formation in Israel and Judah is based, �rst and foremost, on 
archaeological remains: examining settlement patterns and other aspects 
of material culture that likely re�ect socioeconomic networks and thus 
o�er evidence regarding various political con�gurations over the course 
of a long span of time. �e archaeological discussion, which makes up the 
lion’s share of the book, focuses on the Iron I–IIA but o�ers glimpses into 
both the Middle and Late Bronze Ages and the Iron IIB–IIC. Within this 
frame, the archaeological discussions in chapters 3–5 revisit some of the 
thorniest problems in the interpretation applied to material remains and 
present them in their southern Levantine context. Among these are ques-
tions regarding the association of material remains with particular social 
or political identities and questions regarding the interpretation of social 
complexity and the material expression of political power, as well as ques-
tions regarding literacy and a scribal tradition in early monarchic Israel 
and Judah.

�e archaeological discussions in these three chapters are accompa-
nied by a review of the relevant textual sources, which presents its own 
problems and possibilities. �e primary textual source for the histories 
of early monarchic Israel and Judah is the book of Kings, which, as I have 
shown above (§1.2), enters the historical realm with its recounting of 
Shishak’s campaign in Canaan. �e historical information found in Kings 
is predominantly contained within regnal formulas applied to Israelite and 
Judahite kings, which appear to provide some reliable data on local politi-
cal history. �is kind of data is discussed in chapters 3–5 in conjunction 
with and in light of the preceding archaeological discussions. �e aim in 
assessing these data is to shed further light on the political history of Israel 
and Judah from the late tenth to the late ninth or early eighth centuries 
BCE, which cover the latter parts of the period discussed in this book. 
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In addition to the regnal formulas, Kings contains a few short narrative 
accounts (1 Kgs 15:17–22; 22:1–38; 2 Kgs 3:4–27; 11:1–20; 14:8–14) relat-
ing to the periods discussed in this book. For the most part, these narrative 
accounts were composed sometime a�er the events they depict and thus 
do not necessarily record accurate historical reality. In spite of this, I will 
examine these accounts within the overall discussion of state formation 
in Israel and Judah, for they may at the very least re�ect on how the early 
monarchic period was commemorated. In addition to the textual sources 
embedded in Kings, the meager extrabiblical sources that may shed light 
on the political and social history of Israel and Judah in their Levantine 
context will likewise be discussed.

Together, the archaeological and historical discussions in chapters 
3–5 present an overall reconstruction of the social and political transfor-
mation that culminated in the emergence of early monarchic Israel and 
Judah. More than anything else, the discussions in these chapters demon-
strate that there was hardly any historical link between the formation of 
Israel and of Judah, each of which eventually took on di�erent courses and 
resulted in di�erent sociopolitical structures. It is, of course, the formation 
of Judah and the rise of the house of David (to which the united monarchy 
is attributed) that stands as the focal point of the discussion. �us, chap-
ter 3 will assess the social and political structure of the central Canaanite 
Highlands in the early Iron Age in order to reconstruct the formation of 
the Northern Kingdom of Israel. �is in turn will serve as an introduc-
tion to the discussion of the Judahite state formation featured in chapters 
4–5. In these chapters, I will demonstrate that the formation of Judah was 
a long and gradual process that lasted throughout most of the tenth and 
ninth centuries BCE, beginning with the formation of a polity localized in 
the southern parts of the central Canaanite Highlands (ch. 4). �is polity 
developed into a relatively wealthy territorial polity on the margins of the 
southern Levant (ch. 5).

Based on the main trajectories and patterns of Judahite state forma-
tion identi�ed in the archaeological and textual evidence, I will examine, 
in chapter 6, the biblical traditions about early monarchic Judah in Samuel. 
I will do so in an attempt to bridge the gap between the history of early 
monarchic Judah and the manner in which it is commemorated and 
reconstructed in Samuel–Kings. �e main obstacle in discussing the bibli-
cal traditions about Saul, David, and the united monarchy is the lack of 
agreement among biblical scholars on what may be considered as facts. 
�is situation is very much unlike most of the archaeological treatments 
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presented in this book, wherein the facts, namely, the �nds on the ground, 
are not disputed, and only their interpretation is debated. In the case of 
the narratives of Saul and David, biblical scholars can hardly agree on 
identifying the core narratives, their extent, date, and origin. In order to 
overcome this obstacle, I will base the discussion here on the archaeologi-
cal and historical reconstruction presented earlier in this book. I will do so 
in an attempt to trace the sociopolitical reality presupposed by the authors 
of the stories about Saul and David. Such an approach will better locate 
them within time and space. �is in turn may not only facilitate the e�ort 
to ultimately determine the date and origin of these texts, but it may also 
illuminate the nature of the kingdoms of Saul and David, and by exten-
sion the origin of pan-Israelite identity, at least as far as these phenomena 
were conceived of by the authors of these texts and perpetuated in Judahite 
cultural memory.

Before proceeding further, the chronological framework of this book 
should be brie�y addressed.

1.5. A Note Regarding Relative and Absolute Chronologies and the 
Chronological Framework of This Book

As a rule, archaeological discussions of stratigraphy, settlement patterns, 
and material culture exclusively use relative chronology (e.g., LB IIA, 
Iron IIB). �e relative chronology is based on the clustering of ceramic 
assemblages in clear stratigraphic contexts. In other words, relative 
chronology refers to speci�c pottery assemblages (which we term Iron 
I, Iron IIA, etc.). �e relative chronology distinguishes earlier from later 
assemblages and strata and thus facilitates chronologically and spatially 
oriented assessments even when absolute dates are unknown or in dis-
pute. It is important to understand that the relative chronology represents 
the sequencing of ceramic assemblages and not historical dates. Our 
understanding of these ceramic assemblages is based on the clustering 
of various complete or nearly complete vessels within destruction layers. 
�at means that our relative chronology is based on snapshots in which 
certain forms and shapes of vessels were frozen in time. �e problem with 
this construct is that changes in conservative cra�smanship such as pot-
tery production were never immediate. Such changes re�ect an elongated 
development over time that is mostly concealed from us due to the nature 
of archaeological remains. �is has two major implications for our dating 
system: (1) it is impossible to date with precision the transition from one 
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archaeological period to the other, and for this reason scholars incorpo-
rate into their dating systems a relatively long transitional period lasting a 
few decades; and (2) archaeological remains can be broadly dated, at best, 
to a resolution of circa one-half century. It is almost impossible to achieve 
a more precise dating to as �ne as a decade. �is is true of radiocarbon 
dating as well, which has indeed improved our ability to provide absolute 
dates for relative chronology, but still only within a range of roughly half 
a century.

For these reasons, the translation of pottery assemblages to abso-
lute dates should not be taken for granted. In fact, the establishment of 
relative and absolute chronologies of ceramic assemblages is one of the 
most intriguing tasks of archaeology. �e period under investigation in 
this book, the Iron I–IIA, stood at the heart of a �erce and emotionally 
charged debate that lasted more than ��een years, during which time it 
overshadowed every aspect of archaeological research in the southern 
Levant. �anks to our ever-increasing knowledge of ceramic assemblages 
acquired from well-controlled stratigraphic excavations and to the exten-
sive use of radiocarbon dating, the Iron Age chronological debate seems 
to have �nally been quietly resolved. Of course, some disagreements and 
lacunae remain, but the overall chronological frame of the Iron I–IIA 
seems to have arrived at a general consensus.26 Since the early Iron Age 
chronological debate is particularly relevant to the primary subject of this 
book, it might nevertheless still be useful to outline the initial disagree-
ments and the trajectories that led to their resolutions.

�e Iron I pottery assemblage is associated with the destructions of 
the so-called Canaanite towns, especially in the northern valleys (e.g., 
Tel Megiddo Stratum VIA and its contemporaries) but also in southwest 
Canaan (Tel-Miqne/Ekron Stratum IV). It had been conventionally dated 
to circa 1000 BCE based on the assumption that King David was responsi-
ble for the destructions27 and despite the fact that the Bible never attributes 
the destruction of these cities (or any other) to David. Accordingly, the 
beginning of the Iron IIA was dated to the early tenth century BCE, while 

26. �is is mostly true for the southern Levant and even more speci�cally to the 
region of modern-day Israel. As for the northern Levant, the relative chronology of 
the Iron Age sequence was �xed by Mazzoni (2000a, 2000b) and was only recently 
corroborated with radiocarbon dates from Tell Taʿyinat in the ʿAmuq Valley (Har-
rison 2021).

27. E.g., Yadin 1970, 95; Dothan 1982, 296; A. Mazar 1992, 371–75.
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subsequent urban revitalization in the northern valleys (e.g., Tel Megiddo 
VA–IVB) was associated with the united monarchy under the reign of Sol-
omon and dated to the mid-tenth century BCE (e.g., Yadin 1958; A. Mazar 
1992, 375–97). �e Iron IIA destructions in the “Solomonic” towns of the 
northern valleys were associated with Shishak’s campaign in Canaan and 
dated to circa 925 BCE (A. Mazar 1992, 398–99).28

Finkelstein (1996a, 1998) suggested lowering the traditional date of 
the Iron IIA from the tenth to the ninth century BCE.29 Accordingly, he 
dated the Iron I assemblage characterizing the destruction of the “Canaan-
ite” towns (e.g., Tel Megiddo VIA) to the end (instead of the beginning) 
of the tenth century BCE. He attributed these destructions to Shishak (ca. 
925 BCE) rather than to David (ca. 1000 BCE). �e Iron IIA assemblage 
associated with the destruction of the so-called Solomonic towns in the 
northern valleys was dated to the end of the ninth century (instead of the 
end of the tenth century BCE). Finkelstein argued that these destructions 
should be associated with the campaign of Hazael of Aram-Damascus 
against Israel (2 Kgs 10:32–33; 13:3–4, 7). Finkelstein based the lower-
ing of the absolute dates of the Iron IIA to the ninth century BCE on the 
fact that the ceramic assemblage associated with the so-called Solomonic 
towns should now be associated with the palatial compounds identi�ed 
exclusively with the Omrides of Israel.30 �e proposed ninth-century date 
of the Solomonic towns was later con�rmed by radiometric dating,31 and 
thus Finkelstein’s low chronology removed from the tenth century BCE 
many of the �nds that had been previously attributed to this period. Con-
sequently, the archaeological evidence for the existence of a great united 
monarchy essentially disappeared. Nevertheless, by including the ninth 
century BCE within the Iron IIA, the low chronology brought new life and 
material content to a period that had been devoid of substantial remains 
in the traditional chronological system (Finkelstein 2005b, 34–39). �is 
is despite the fact that the ninth century BCE had seen dramatic events 

28. Aharoni and Amiran (1958) include the ninth century BCE in the Iron IIA.
29. Finkelstein’s low chronology relates also to the transition from the LB to the 

Iron I, and the inception of local production of the so-called Philistine pottery. �ese 
subjects are beyond the scope of this book, but see the discussion on the end of the 
LB in §2.1. Further discussion of the Philistines and the Philistine pottery is found in 
§5.1.1.

30. Zimhoni 1997, 25–26, 28–29; Finkelstein 2000; Franklin 2001, 2005.
31. To�olo et al. 2014; Finkelstein et al. 2019; Kleiman et al. 2019.
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such as the rise and fall of the Omride dynasty in Israel and the rise of 
Aramaean hegemony in the southern Levant.

�e proposal of Finkelstein’s low chronology aroused an intense 
debate regarding the absolute dates of the early Iron Age in the southern 
Levant. Unfortunately, the initial stormy discussion focused on choos-
ing between only two options (traditional versus low chronology), which 
hampered any serious e�ort to reassess the advantages and the problems 
inherent within each dating system and therefore to suggest a new model.32 
�e �rst breakthrough in this regard arose out of a series of studies con-
ducted by Ze’ev Herzog and Lily Singer-Avitz (2004, 2006, 2011), who 
noticed that the Iron IIA assemblages characterize at least two succes-
sive occupational layers in the southern Levant. �is suggests a long time 
span for the Iron IIA, so accordingly Herzog and Singer-Avitz subdivided 
the period into the early Iron IIA (which spans mostly the second half 
of the tenth century BCE) and the late Iron IIA (which spans the ninth 
century BCE).33 In order to do so they observed some nuanced typologi-
cal distinctions between the assemblages of the early and late Iron IIA. In 
addition, accumulating the results of radiocarbon dating from controlled 
well-strati�ed excavations (primarily in the Jezreel and the Beit Shean 
Valleys) demonstrated that layers yielding assemblages of the early Iron 
IIA should be dated within the tenth century BCE (although not particu-
larly early in the century), while those of the late Iron IIA should be dated 
to the ninth century BCE. �erefore, it is now generally agreed that the 
Iron IIA began sometime in the �rst half of the tenth century BCE, which 
aligns more closely with the modi�ed conventional chronology suggested 

32. A. Mazar (1997a) was the clearest voice rejecting Finkelstein’s low chronol-
ogy in favor of the traditional one, and many scholars followed him (e.g., Ben-Tor 
and Ben-Ami 1998; Bunimovitz and Faust 2001; Dever 2001). A. Mazar (2005) later 
suggested a modi�ed chronological scheme including the ninth century BCE in the 
Iron IIA. Mazar’s suggestion of a modi�ed chronology represented an important step 
toward a resolution of the chronological debate. On the other end of this debate, an 
“ultra-low chronology” was proposed (Gilboa and Sharon 2001, 2003; Gilboa, Sharon, 
and Zorn 2004; Sharon et al. 2007).

33. In order to date each assemblage, they have chosen two chronological 
anchors: for the southern sites: Tel Arad XII, associated with a toponym bearing the 
same name in Shishak’s Karnak Relief and thus dated to the second half of the tenth 
century BCE (Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004, 209–19); for the northern valleys, the 
royal compound at Jezreel, which is solely identi�ed with the Omride dynasty and 
thus dated to the early ninth century BCE.
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by Amihai Mazar (2005). However, it includes the entire ninth century 
BCE, as originally suggested by Finkelstein’s low chronology.34 Beyond the 
absolute dating of the early Iron Age, the archaeological discussions in this 
book require a wider chronological scale in order to investigate changes in 
settlement patterns and cultural trends over a larger span of time. Table 
1.1 provides the relative and absolute chronologies for all archaeological 
periods discussed in the book.

Table 1.1. Relative and Absolute Chronology of the  
Bronze and Iron Ages in the Southern Levant

Middle Bronze Age
(ca. 1950–1600/1550 BCE)

MB I ca. 1950–1800 BCE

MB II-III ca. 1800–1600/1550 BCE

Late Bronze Age
(1600/1550–1130/1100 BCE)

LB I ca. 1600/1550–1400 BCE

LB IIA ca. 1400–1300 BCE 

LB IIB ca. 1300–1200/1180 BCE

LB III ca. 1200/1180–1130/1100 
BCE

Iron Age
(1150/1100–550 BCE)

Iron I ca. 1100–980/950 BCE

Early Iron IIA ca. 980/950–900 BCE

Late Iron IIA ca. 900–800/780 BCE

Iron IIB ca. 800/780–680/650 BCE

Iron IIC ca. 680/650–550 BCE

34. See A. Mazar 2011a; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2011. See also the quiet agree-
ment regarding the absolute dates of the early and late Iron IIA in the Jezreel and the 
Beit Shean Valleys in Lee, Bronk-Ramsey, and Mazar 2013; To�olo et al. 2014.



2
The Social and Historical Context:  
The Levant in the Early Iron Age

�e term Levant refers to a geographical unit. �e Levant is de�ned as a 
narrow, hospitable, and fertile strip along the eastern Mediterranean lit-
toral, which is sandwiched between the Mediterranean Sea on the west 
and the Syrian and Arabian Deserts on the east (�g. 2.1). Topographi-
cally, the Levant is characterized by distinct longitudinal zones along the 
great Syrian-African Ri�: to the west, the coastline, narrow and rocky in 
the north, wider and sandy in the south; further inland, a series of ri�s 
and valleys (the ʿ Amuq, the Orontes, and the Baqʿah Valleys in the north; 
the Huleh, the Jordan, and the Arabah Valleys in the south) are locked 
between a western mountain range separating them from the Mediter-
ranean coast (the Amanus Range and Mount Lebanon in the north; 
Galilee Hills and the central Canaanite Highlands in the south) and an 
eastern mountain range (the Anti-Lebanon in the north; Transjordan in 
the south), beyond which lie the Syrian and Arabian Deserts.1 �e lon-
gitudinal topographical structure of the Levant provided geographical 
niches and communication routes that shaped the societies inhabiting 
this region. Hence, beyond its geographical meaning, the Levant may 
also be treated as a sociocultural unit.

By convention, historians and archeologists tend to distinguish 
between the northern and southern Levant.2 �is north-south distinc-
tion results, at least partially, from the nature of the current political 
borders (which in many cases are uncrossable) as well as from di�er-
ing research interests (e.g., biblical-related research is focused on the 

1. Suriano (2014) discusses the term Levant, its history, and the region’s geo-
graphical features.

2. For the history of research, see Davis 2014; B. W. Porter 2016, 378–81.
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southern Levant), yet the north-south distinction is justi�ed not only in 
a geographical sense (the Levant becomes more arid as one goes south) 
but also within a sociopolitical frame.3 �us, for instance, throughout the 
second and �rst millennia BCE, northern Levantine societies were bor-
dered and o�en dominated by the great cultures of Mesopotamia and 
Anatolia, while southern Levantine societies shared a border with and 
were dominated by the great culture of Egypt. �is resulted, naturally, in 
some marked social and cultural di�erences between the southern and the 
northern regions of the Levant, which is evident, for example, in language 
and script (Garr 1985; Gzella 2014) as well as royal and monumental art.4 
Nevertheless, the very fact that both the northern and southern Levantine 
societies bordered the great imperial cultures of the ancient Near East jus-
ti�es discussion of Levantine society as a whole. �us, despite the marked 
di�erences between north and south, the existence of some similar and 
contemporaneous social, cultural, and political trends, which are for the 
most part observable in material remains across the two regions, neces-
sitates a broad view of Levantine history.5 Within that greater context, this 
book naturally focuses primarily on the southern Levant, which will like-
wise be referred to as the land of Canaan.

�e overall social, cultural, and political unity of the Levant was 
particularly pronounced in the Iron Age. For a short period of time in 
the early Iron Age (ca. eleventh–eighth centuries BCE), the Levant was 
not ruled by strong external powers, as it had been throughout the Late 
Bronze Age (by the empires of Egypt, Mittani, and the Hittites) and would 
be again from the second half of the eighth century BCE (when it was 
ruled successively by the Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian Empires).6 
During this hiatus, the sociopolitical organization of the Levant took the 
form of a network of urban centers with strong maritime economies along 
the coasts (the “Phoenicians” in the north and the “Philistines” in the 

3. On the Syro-Anatolian component, which goes beyond the classic de�nition of 
the Levant, see also Osborne 2020, 1–29.

4. Akkermans and Schwartz 2003, 327–97; Gilibert 2011; Osborne 2020, 
69–164. For the di�erent economic strategies in northern Levantine palaces vis-à-vis 
southern Levantine palaces of the Bronze Age, see Yasur-Landau et al. 2015; Yasur-
Landau 2019.

5. �is approach is taken by Bunnens 2000a, 2000b; Steiner and Killebrew 2014; 
B. W. Porter 2016; Routledge 2017.

6. For the reconquest of the Levant by Mesopotamian empires during the �rst 
millennium BCE, see B. W. Porter 2016, 398–401, with further literature.
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south), together with inland kin-based territorial polities (�g. 2.2). �e 
inland territorial polities were a new and one-time phenomenon that were 
formed and maintained in a very particular political landscape. Israel and 
Judah were part of a much wider sociopolitical phenomenon that encom-
passed the entire Levant. It is therefore surprising that the formation of 
Israel and Judah has hardly been discussed within its broader Levantine 
context, which may provide a secure historical background against which 
the inception of Israel and Judah can be evaluated. �is is the purpose of 
the current chapter: to discuss the big picture, speci�cally to contextualize 
Israel and Judah within the broader Levantine cultural milieu.

Before moving on, it will be helpful to comment brie�y on terminology. 
In recent years, ancient Near Eastern scholarship has been preoccupied 
with terminology and semantics, with the intent to better de�ne social 
phenomena such as a state. Deriving from the postcolonial discourse, this 
e�ort aims to deconstruct our own metaphoric and intellectual precon-
ceptions while devising new terminology that more accurately represents 
social phenomena from the ancient world. While such discussions are 
certainly needed, as they may provide a more nuanced theoretical frame-
work through which we can reenvision the subjects of our research, it 
would seem that at least in some cases, the postcolonial (and postmod-
ern) discourse undermines a historical investigation altogether. �us, for 
instance, scholars sometimes struggle to formulate novel models which 
may be regarded as neutral, that is, free from anachronistic modern con-
ceptions, colonialism, and so on. Yet in doing so, they inadvertently apply 
newly invented terms to ancient societies that are no less anachronistic. 
A good example of this can be seen in the utilization of the concepts of 
“state” and “state formation,” which have been subjected to intense criti-
cism in recent decades: the ancient Near Eastern polities, so it is argued, 
were not states, and thus it is inappropriate or misleading to use terms 
such as “state formation.” Instead, scholars speak about changing politi-
cal landscapes, sociocultural interaction, complex chiefdoms, and the 
like. �e use of such terms is justi�ed as long as they are able to de�ne 
better (for us) the social structures and institutions of ancient societies. 
Clearly, ancient Near Eastern states were not the bureaucratic nation-
states known from modern history. Having said that, scribes in the Near 
East still referred to the polities they knew as “kingdoms” (and not as 
chiefdoms or complex chiefdoms), and they still referred to their rulers 
as kings. �us, and for the sake of convenience, in the following chap-
ters I will use the terms kingdom, state (or occasionally polity), and state 
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formation without compromising the imperative that they must be under-
stood in their own social and historical context, that of the early Iron Age 
Levant (Osborne 2020, 9–11). In many respects, this is the primary objec-
tive of this chapter.

2.1. The Early Iron Age Levant: Forging Identities, Forming Polities

�e Late Bronze Age Levant was characterized by a system of regional 
powers (such as the Egyptian and the Hittite kingdoms) that held politi-
cal and, to a certain extent, economic control over local powers (Liverani 
1987). �ese local powers, which formed the basic unit of the social fabric, 
were mostly constituted by a territory and dominated by a city, in which 
there was a palace symbolizing the centralized institutions. �e excava-
tions of these palaces reveal that elites were in contact with numerous other 
prominent eastern Mediterranean groups, who participated in intensive 
maritime exchange with one another and had access to prestigious goods 
as well as to scribal culture.7

�e end of this system, during the Late Bronze/Iron Ages transition 
(thirteenth–twel�h centuries BCE) was marked by the collapse of the 
central Hittite rule in the northern Levant and by the retreat of imperial 
Egyptian rule from the southern Levant. Social unrest was the predictable 
outcome, as is evidenced by the series of Late Bronze IIB–Iron I destruc-
tions and abandonments of urban centers throughout the Levant. �e 
process of collapse was not uniform, neither temporally nor geographi-
cally. Some of the most prosperous urban centers, such as Ugarit along 
the northern Levantine littoral, were destroyed prior to the end of the 
Late Bronze Age and were never restored. Others, such as the powerful 
kingdom centered on Tel Hazor in northern Canaan, or Tel Lachish in 
southern Canaan, were destroyed and abandoned for a few decades or cen-
turies before being resettled. Yet others still were only partially destroyed, 
then were rapidly restored, exhibiting considerable continuity from the 
Late Bronze II to the Iron I (such as Tel Megiddo). Hence, contemporary 
scholarship regarding the Late Bronze Age “collapse” emphasizes that it 
was likewise a process of regeneration.8 According to this approach both 

7. See B. W. Porter 2016, 384; Yasur-Landau and Samet 2017. For an overview of 
the LB in the southern Levant, see Greenberg 2019, 272–347.

8. Schwartz and Nichols 2006; Greenberg 2019, 341–47; B. A. Knapp 2021; for 
southwest Canaan, see recently Koch 2021.
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aspects—collapse and regeneration—re�ect internal social transforma-
tion, possibly fueled by climatic crisis (Langgut, Finkelstein, and Litt 
2013),9 and were not the mere outcome of external invasions. �e result, 
however, was the same: the retreat of the regional powers from the Levant 
and the (partial) demise of the city-state system (thirteenth–twel�h centu-
ries BCE) resulted in a re-formation of political organization, which in the 
early Iron Age (twel�h–ninth centuries BCE) took the form of territorial 
kingdoms (�g. 2.2, above).

Bryce (2012, 202–4) de�nes the Levantine territorial kingdom as an 
“independent, kin-based political entity, ruled by a local dynasty whose 
capital served as the administrative center of the whole kingdom, and to 
which other urban centers were subjugated” (see also Sader 2014, 11–13). 
�is de�nition, as will be shown below, captures both the political and the 
social change that took place in the Levant with the transition from the 
Late Bronze Age to the Iron Age. �e political and territorial aspect of the 
Iron Age Levantine kingdom is highlighted by the assertion that its “capi-
tal serves as the administrative center of the whole kingdom, and to which 
other urban centers were subjugated.” Examples from the kingdom of 
Israel are Tel Megiddo and Tel Hazor, which were in the Late Bronze Age 
the traditional seats of local rulers who controlled their immediate sur-
roundings; by the early ninth century BCE, they probably maintained their 
former political role, albeit now they were integrated within a complex 
political-economic system ruled from a palace located in the highlands of 
Samaria (Niemann 2006a). If we adopt the counter point of view—that of 
the ruling dynasty that resided in Samaria (de�ned by Bryce as “local”)—
the formation of the territorial kingdom was in fact a process of extending 
political power by integrating di�erent territories, communities, and poli-
ties under centralized rule (Routledge 2004, 27–40).

However, Bryce’s de�nition makes it clear that the act of “extending 
political power” was only the political re�ection of a much wider social 
development, the nature of which is highlighted by the assertion that the 
Levantine territorial kingdoms were kin-based political entities, ruled by 
local dynasties. In the past, it was assumed that the territorial kingdoms 
were formed by intruders—Hittites/Luwians in northern Syria, Aramae-
ans in Syria, and Israelites in Canaan—who either invaded or immigrated 

9. Zuckerman 2007; B. A. Knapp and Manning 2016; Middleton 2017, 155–81. 
For criticism of climatic crisis as the reason for the LB collapse, see Greenberg 2019, 
275; B. A. Knapp 2021, 40–45.
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into the Levant in the thirteenth–twel�h centuries BCE and brought about 
the end of the Late Bronze regional systems (e.g., Unger 1957, 38–46; 
Albright 1975, 532). However, not only does this theory raise some serious 
historical di�culties (Bunnens 2000b, 15–16), but archaeological studies 
conducted in recent decades highlight ongoing continuity in many aspects 
of the material culture throughout Syria and Canaan.10 �is continuity may 
also be observed in some cultural aspects of social life, such as the use of 
language or the system of beliefs.11 It is therefore widely agreed today that 
“the Israelites,” “the Aramaeans,” and “the Luwians” were neither invaders 
nor immigrants, and certainly not foreign, but rather were the indigenous 
populations of the Levant in changing social conditions (Sass 2005, 63).

Routledge (2017, 66) de�nes the social and political transformation in 
the early Iron Age Levant as follows: 

Communities across the Levant experienced the domino e�ect of com-
petition as populations shi�ed in their distribution, “Great Kingdoms” 
collapsed or withdrew, modes of resource acquisition broke down and 
formerly minor powers attempted to expand into, what was e�ectively, 
a power vacuum. �ese circumstances created pressures towards mili-
tarization and resource centralization in at least a relative sense. In such 
circumstances, if power and force are to be centralized and reproduced, 
they also need to be domesticated and stabilized. �is requires the con-
struction of hegemonic moral orders that legitimize and normalize new 
relations of power.

In other words, it was the collapse of the Late Bronze Age hierarchy with 
its former urban elites that enabled the rise of new elites, which did not 
necessarily originate within the traditional urban system but could also 
have come from marginal groups. State formation in the Iron Age Levant 
should therefore be considered a social transformation, a process during 
which the ruling elites—related to the former city-state system and to 
the regional powers—were replaced by a new elite, of di�erent origin, 
who found their legitimacy in a di�erent social structure. Guy Bunnens 
(2000b, 16) puts it well when discussing the Aramaeans, asserting that 
“the Aramaization of Syria results less from the conquest of the region by 

10. Sader 2014, 17–20. For further discussion see Schwartz 1989; Bunnens 2000b; 
Mazzoni 2000b, 31–35; Bryce 2012, 163–65, 202–4; Osborne 2020. For Canaan see 
Finkelstein 1988a, 2003b, 2003c; Gadot 2017; and further below.

11. Zadok 2012; Niehr 2014; Gzella 2015.
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Aramaean invaders, than from the emergence of new elite, whose legiti-
macy had its roots in the tribal system.”

Returning to the example of Israel, the Omride palace at Samaria, in a 
manner of speaking, revived the former palatial system of the Late Bronze 
Age, according to the traditional political and economic model. Although 
the Omride palace was lavishly built on what was previously an agricul-
tural estate that had no preceding urban or monumental tradition (Stager 
1990; Franklin 2004), it was located quite close to (and somewhat above) 
the region’s traditional ruling center at Shechem. �us, on the one hand, 
it re�ects some political continuity with the Late Bronze Age, while, on 
the other, it represents the social development that transpired in the early 
Iron Age: the Omride palace manifests the power and wealth of a newly 
emergent elite who chose to reside in a newly constructed political center 
rather than in the traditional one. �ough it adopted a preexisting political 
model, the palace at Samaria re�ects a newly acquired political authority 
within a new form of sociopolitical organization (Sergi and Gadot 2017). 
�e construction of new political structures had its own unique social and 
cultural outcomes, as it triggered the inception of new concepts of social 
belonging, de�ning the bonds between di�erent members of the groups 
now integrated under a new centralized rule.

In this same sense, we should similarly view the use of royal display 
inscriptions made by the rulers of the Levantine territorial kingdoms from 
the ninth century BCE onward. �e appearance of Levantine royal inscrip-
tions goes hand in hand with the emergence of new centralized polities 
that had autonomous scribal education and centralized administration 
(Sanders 2010, 113–22; Gzella 2015, 60–61). It marks another di�erence 
between them and their Late Bronze Age predecessors, as no such inscrip-
tions were found in the Late Bronze Age Levant, when writing seems 
to have been largely restricted to administrative purposes within impe-
rial and interregional networks (Sanders 2010, 76–102). �e appearance 
of royal inscriptions, a tradition probably adopted from Assyrian royal 
propaganda,12 was a rather new media chosen by the emerging Levantine 
elites as another way to reinforce their political legitimacy.

Another expression of this social development may be observed in the 
use of language and script: during the Late Bronze Age, communication 
between local rulers and regional powers was made in the Old Babylo-

12. Na’aman 2000; Sass 2005, 56; Sanders 2010, 120–22.
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nian language using cuneiform script. �is communication system fell 
out of use in the Iron Age and was replaced by the earliest attempts to 
have the local spoken languages committed to writing through alphabetic 
scripts (Sanders 2010, 103–55). �ese acquired the status of written o�cial 
languages as the result of state formation (Gzella 2015, 20–22). From the 
second half of the ninth century BCE, we see in the epigraphic �nds the 
earliest appearance of local dialects such as Hebrew, Aramaic, Moabite, 
and Ammonite committed to writing through speci�c and di�erentiated 
scripts. �ese �nds apparently re�ect a conscious attempt at shaping o�-
cial royal language.13 �e ongoing use of standardized royal languages and 
scripts must have contributed to a sense of self-awareness. �is awareness, 
however, was restricted mainly to the ruling and intellectual (literate) elites, 
and not necessarily shared with the entire communities that came under 
their political control. What is more important for the current discussion 
is that writing in local vernaculars on publicly displayed inscriptions was 
ultimately a new mode of expression chosen to manifest the royal mes-
sage. It re�ects not only the rise of new elites but also the locality in which 
political hegemony and legitimacy were reproduced.

It is in this sense that the employment of local vernaculars in Levan-
tine royal inscriptions is so striking: beginning in the ninth century BCE, 
Levantine scribes represented the world in their own vernaculars and for 
the �rst time in history introduced historical narratives in West Semitic 
languages (Sanders 2010, 114). �e content of these inscriptions, mostly 
commemorating the king’s conquests and building projects, creates the 
notion of a culturally and politically uni�ed territorial kingdom under 
the rule of a local dynasty and its patron deity. As noted by Sanders 
(2010, 114–19), these inscriptions proposed a new kind of political order 
not only in their content but also in their form, which was designed to 
embody the existence of the very realities they were trying to create on the 
ground: each uses a speci�c script to represent a local language, claiming 
a newly de�ned local territory for a personal war god. In other words, 
these inscriptions utilized a new mode of communication in the form of 
text meant to reconstruct a single people, language, territory, and deity 
(Sergi 2015a). �ey further represent the use of writing and script in the 
service of state formation and, in a much broader sense, in the construc-
tion of new political identities and cultural memories, at least among the 

13. See further discussion at §5.4.
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new, rising elites. �e use of written vernaculars likewise re�ects on the 
localization of political power in the Iron Age Levant, and by doing so it 
captures the essence of Levantine state formation.

Addressing the question of material culture and, to be more speci�c, 
the material culture of the ruling elites, it is clear that ruling dynasties in 
northern Syria and in southeast Anatolia, regardless of their social belong-
ing, adopted former Hittite traditions of monumental art and royal culture 
and appropriated them in order to manifest their own political power.14 In 
other words, rulers (or new elites)—regardless of their ethnic origin or 
social identity—appropriated a preexisting and prestigious royal tradition 
in order to manifest their newly acquired political power. �is attests to the 
rather transferrable nature of cultural symbols as a means of constructing 
social or political identity: di�erent manifestations of identity, or, for that 
matter, political power, could be transferred and adopted, assuming they 
had already acquired a certain degree of prestige and were therefore trans-
ferable over time and space (Mazzoni 2016).

�us, for instance, the so-called Luwian (or, as labeled formerly, 
Neo-Hittite) nature of the Iron Age Syro-Anatolian polities, which was 
expressed mainly in royal inscriptions and royal art, was unrelated to 
the “ethnicity” of the ruling dynasties and even less so to that of the local 
inhabitants.15 Evidently, most sites yielded both Luwian and alphabetic 
inscriptions, while the rulers of these kingdoms had both Semitic and 
Indo-European names, sometimes attested within the same dynasty. �is 
likewise is true for the so-called Aramaean kingdoms in Syria and Ana-
tolia, which are most o�en identi�ed as such based on the Semitic names 
of their rulers.16 Apparently, when we talk of Aram we have in mind the 
entire region from northern Canaan up to the Jazira, yet this region was 
a composite of territorial polities that used di�erent dialects and script 
traditions; the populace did not share the same religion, and there was 

14. Bryce 2012, 60–61; Gilibert 2011; Bunnens 2009, 2013; Pucci 2015, 2017; 
Bonatz 2019; Osborne 2020, 44–47.

15. Bunnens 2013; Mazzoni 2016; Pucci 2017; Osborne 2020, 31–68. Note also 
the multilinguistic nature of the region as addressed by Niehr (2016) and Berlejung 
(2019), or its multicultural (or hybrid) nature as addressed by Osborne (2020, 44–47).

16. For a comprehensive and recent study of Aramaean state formation, see Bun-
nens 2016; Younger 2016, 35–108. For the histories of the Aramaean polities, see 
Lipiński 2000; Younger 2016. For criticism of the preconception as if some kind of 
encompassing Aramaean culture ever existed, see Bonatz 2019 and further below.
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no speci�c material culture that could be assigned to them (Bonatz 2014, 
2019). �e royal art, language, and architecture that appeared throughout 
the Syro-Anatolian region in the early Iron Age do not re�ect any spe-
ci�c ethnicity or identity (Aramaean, Luwian, or otherwise). Rather, they 
re�ect the cultural complex of these polities and the means adopted by the 
local elites to normalize and moralize the new regional power structures.17

In this regard, perhaps we should ask to what extent it was the adop-
tion of the Aramaic language and script by the Assyrian administration, 
and the consequent rise of Aramaic to the status of the Levantine lingua 
franca, that facilitates our modern conceptions of Aram and Aramae-
ans. A brief review of the use of this term in ancient sources will clarify 
the problem. �e “Aramaeans” �rst appear on the historical stage in the 
inscriptions of Tiglath-pileser I and his heir, Ashur-bel-kala (in the late 
twel�h and eleventh centuries BCE), where they seem to be a component 
of a quite complex composite group of so-called Aḥlamu, with a strong 
kinship identity. According to these inscriptions, they occupied a vast area 
and organized themselves in a variety of social and political forms.18 Still, 
it should be asked to what extent these inscriptions re�ect the Assyrian 
point of view, namely, the way in which the Assyrians labeled di�erent 
groups that might have had di�erent identities and traditions in order 
to de�ne their own identity and role within the complex society they 
encountered.19 Later in the Iron Age, with the appearance of the Levantine 
royal inscriptions, the term Aram is employed to designate the kingdom 
of Damascus (in the Zakkur Inscription) or the nearby kingdom of Beit-
Gush/Arpad (in the Se�re Stela).20 In biblical historiographic narratives, 
the designation Aram refers in most cases to the kingdom of Damascus. 
Only in 2 Sam 10 is it employed to designate other “Aramaean” polities 
(Aram-Ṣobah), but such entities were in the vicinity of Damascus and to 

17. See the treatment of Osborne 2020, 69–125, 165–208.
18. See di�erent reconstructions in Bunnens 2016; Younger 2016, 35–108; Fales 

2017. However, note as well the criticism of the automatic connection made between 
the kin-based nature of Aramaean social structure and their alleged nomadic origin 
(Osborne 2020, 37–41).

19. See the work of Fales (2013, 2015, 2017) regarding how the Assyrians con-
ceived and reconstructed their place within the social world around them.

20. Bunnens 2015; Na’aman 2016a; Younger 2016, 502–8. Another common 
interpretation of the term “upper and lower Aram” in the Se�re Stela is that it refers 
to the geographical region of north and south Syria (Sader 2014, 15–16), but see the 
reservations of Bunnens (2016).
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a certain extent were also under its political hegemony. In this regard, it is 
interesting that Zakkur, king of Hamath and Luath, who bears a Semitic 
if not Aramaic name and who was taken to be an Aramaean usurper of a 
Luwian dynasty from Hamath (e.g., Bryce 2012, 137; Younger 2016, 476–
86), used the term Aram to identify his enemy, the king of Damascus.

It seems, therefore, that historical sources dated to the Iron II—both 
the biblical narrative and royal inscriptions—re�ect quite a limited con-
cept of the designation Aram that seems to be used in a more geographic 
or political (and less ethnic) sense to de�ne a speci�c territory/kingdom 
ruled by a king. In fact, as far as the contemporaneous sources go, only two 
more or less neighboring territorial kingdoms in the Iron Age Levant were 
designated as Aram: Aram-Damascus and Beit-Gush/Arpad. �is is nota-
bly di�erent from the earlier Iron I (Assyrian) sources that refer to Aram 
in a more ethnic sense, de�ned as a group present across the northern 
Levant, southeast Anatolia, and the Euphrates. �e written sources attest, 
therefore, to the �uidity of the use of the term, which by the Iron II was 
employed in the service of state formation for constructing new political 
and social identities. Whatever the original meaning of the term, by the 
Iron II it had been reloaded with a new one. A similar case may be argued 
for the term Israel, as will be demonstrated below.

�ese examples demonstrate that the appearance of new ethnicities, 
or rather identities, in the Iron Age Levant was the result of new social and 
political con�gurations on a local level. In the absence of a dominant elite 
(as had been present in the Late Bronze Age), the newly emergent political 
powers employed symbols of social identity from a set of existing presti-
gious cultural traits that were available to them, whether inherited from 
the Late Bronze Age or newly forged in the Iron Age. In many respects, the 
emergence of these new identities (i.e., Israel, Aram, and Moab) can also 
be seen as new constructs—the intellectual products of state formation: 
new identities were the outcome of the constant need to form a politically 
and socially uni�ed structure under centralized rule, on the one hand, and 
to legitimize and manifest that centralized rule, on the other.

From a macro-level perspective, the social development that occurred 
throughout the Levant in the twel�h–eighth centuries BCE can be 
described as a threefold process (B. W. Porter 2016, 390; Routledge 2017, 
59–60). �e earliest phase (twel�h–eleventh centuries BCE) is usually 
associated with the emergence of territorial polities in southeast Anato-
lia, probably as early as the Iron I (Mazzoni 2000b, 35–37; Bryce 2012, 
195–204). �e fact is that some of the former Hittite political centers (e.g., 
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Carchemish and Melid) survived the transition to the Iron Age and main-
tained their former political power, thus providing the entire region with 
a political model (Mazzoni 2000b, 37–41; B. W. Porter 2016, 385). �e 
�rst stage of state formation in the Iron Age Levant is therefore character-
ized by the centralization of authority in the hands of local dynasties from 
southeast Anatolia in what may be broadly conceived as the fragmentation 
of the Hittite Empire—urban centers that �ourished previously under Hit-
tite rule became independent in the early Iron Age.

�e second phase (tenth–early ninth centuries BCE) is characterized 
by a similar social transformation that occurred throughout most of the 
Levant, from the north of Syria to the north of Canaan (Sader 2014; B. W. 
Porter 2016, 390–92). �e formation of territorial polities in southeast 
Anatolia and the Assyrian pressure from the east, in a period that saw the 
gradual growth of international trade, were probably the main generators 
of this second phase: rural society that settled throughout the twel�h–
eleventh centuries BCE in the Syrian hinterland and the central Canaanite 
Highlands (Sader 2014, 17–20), clustered around local elite families who 
translated their agricultural surplus into political hegemony. As the politi-
cal and economic status of this sector grew in strength, it engaged in a 
relentless e�ort to expand both strategically and economically, extending 
its political power by integrating di�erent territories and communities 
under centralized rule. Archaeologically, this process is marked in the 
rapid urbanization of Syria and Israel in the tenth–ninth centuries BCE 
(Sader 2014, 21–27; Sergi 2019).

Urbanization in the northern Levant took the form of large, forti�ed 
urban centers established in the transition of the Iron I/Iron IIA.21 To be 
sure, Luwian inscriptions found in Aleppo (a former religious center of the 
Hittite Empire, which exhibits continuity in the transition from the Late 
Bronze Age to the Iron I) and in other regions of the northern Levant imply 
the political centralization in these regions already in the eleventh–tenth 
centuries BCE (Weeden 2013). However, the overall textual evidence is 
fragmented and thus vague, and eventually it was not before the late tenth 
or early ninth centuries BCE that the region of the northern Levant took 
the form of various local territorial polities, centered on large, forti�ed 
cities. Some of these cities were established in sites that were not settled 
throughout the second millennium BCE, such as Tell Taʿyinat (ancient 

21. Mazzoni 2000a, 2000b; Pucci 2020; Harrison 2021.
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Kullania) and Zincirli (ancient Samʾal) in the ʿAmuq. Both were revital-
ized by the beginning of the Iron II as large forti�ed cities, the capitals of 
the territorial kingdoms of Unqu/Patina and Yaʾadi/Samʾal, respectively.22 
In other cases, large forti�ed urban centers were established in sites that 
were in the previous period no more than villages or small towns under 
Hittite rule (such as Tel Hama, Tel A�s, Tel Rif ʿat).23 Whether inherited 
from the Late Bronze Age or newly established in the early Iron Age, these 
urban centers marked the rise of new elites to power throughout the Syro-
Anatolian region. Interestingly, they all shared spatial and urban planning, 
features of monumental architecture, royal art, and iconography, which 
were mostly adopted from the former Hittite royal traditions but repre-
sented in a new context: instead of advancing the Hittite theology, they 
extolled the local dynasty and its urban capital as the center of social, reli-
gious, and political life.24 James Osborne (2020) terms this phenomenon 
“the Syro-Anatolian City States Complex.” By this he means that the Iron 
Age territorial kingdoms in the Syro-Anatolian region were centered on 
large urban centers, and these urban centers stood at the heart of the social 
and political spheres.

Rapid urbanization extended also to northern Canaan in the late 
tenth through early ninth centuries BCE and contemporaneously with 
the emergence of the Syro-Anatolian polities further north. �e urban-
ization in the north of Canaan at this period took, however, a di�erent 
form, which will be discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. It 
marked, as it did in the northern Levant, the emergence of a local ter-
ritorial kingdom—the kingdom of Israel. �e third and �nal phase of 
state formation in the Levant occurred during the ninth and early eighth 
centuries BCE, when centralization of political power was realized in 
the more arid regions of southern Canaan. From the ninth century BCE 
onward, these regions saw the emergence of territorial kingdoms on the 
desert fringe: Judah in southern Canaan, and Ammon, Moab, and Edom 
in Transjordan.25

22. For Tell Taʿyinat, see Osborne et al. 2019; Harrison 2021. For Zincirli, see 
Schloen and Fink 2009.

23. For discussion, see Mazzoni 2000a, 2000b, 2014; Venturi 2013; Soldi 2015; 
Pucci 2019.

24. E.g., Gilibert 2011; Pucci 2015, 2017; Osborne 2020, 165–208.
25. For Judah, see Sergi 2013. For Transjordan, see Routledge 2004; B. W. Porter 

2004; Tebes 2016.
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�is rather general description of Levantine state formation reveals 
some important patterns. First, the formation of territorial polities may 
be seen as a domino e�ect, moving from the richer north to the more 
arid south. It is against this background that the primacy of Israel over 
Judah in extrabiblical sources may be explained. Second, the formation of 
Israel was concurrent with that of the so-called Aramaean kingdoms to its 
north and northeast and likely contemporaneous with the formation of 
Aram-Damascus.26 Indeed, throughout its history Israel was much more 
engaged with the coastal and inland polities to its north as well as with 
the rising Assyrian Empire. While Israel practiced some southern poli-
tics, especially toward Judah, its rise and fall were more connected to its 
northern neighbors. �ird, it was in this sense that Israel (like its northern 
neighbor, Aram-Damascus) could exercise political hegemony on a much 
larger scale and in various forms, extending its regional and interregional 
impact beyond its borders, while Judah, like its neighboring Transjorda-
nian kingdoms, situated on the fringes of Levantine sedentary culture, 
could realize political hegemony only on a much smaller and more local-
ized scale.

In closing, and before discussing the social structure of the Levan-
tine territorial polities, I would like to comment on the subject of political 
borders in the Iron Age Levant. If we look at a map of the period (�g. 
2.2), we might get the impression that the Iron Age (political) world was 
an ordered whole. However, the rather modern concept that political 
hegemony is equally distributed within a given territory marked by bor-
ders could hardly be applied to the Iron Age Levant. Rather, the Iron Age 
Levant is characterized by more of a patchy, variegated political author-
ity that constituted a form of territoriality in which authority was neither 
evenly distributed across the landscape nor contained within a �xed 
border (Osborne 2013). Furthermore, continuity of land and settlement 
was not a necessary requirement for political control, as is demonstrated, 
for instance, by the fact that the kingdom of Israel controlled in the early 
eighth century BCE the remote desert site of Kuntillet ʿAjrud far to the 
south (Finkelstein 2013a, 135–38; Ornan 2016).

Such territorial-political authority was in many respects the result of 
state formation as a process of extending political power. �at is, borders 

26. For a recent reconstruction of the early phases of the formation of Aram-
Damascus as a territorial polity, see Kleiman 2019.
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were the result of political actions and not necessarily of social or cultural 
ones, when di�erent groups, having distinct social structures and cultural 
practices, were brought together under centralized rule. Such a reality is 
re�ected, for instance, by the Mesha Inscription (Routledge 2004, 133–53) 
and by the archaeological evidence from the Judahite Negev (�areani 
2014). Moreover, under these circumstances the formation of political bor-
ders was the result of loyalty bonds and patron-client relationships between 
local elites, which further implies the borders’ �uidity. �is �uidity may be 
demonstrated again by the Mesha Inscription, which relates to the “man of 
Gad” as the indigenous residents of the Madaba Plain, now brought under 
the newly formed Moabite polity, while in biblical literature the Gadites are 
portrayed as an Israelite tribe, de�nitely not Moabite (Blum 2020, 210–13). 
Hence, the �uidity of borders also bears on the construction of communal 
social belonging. In light of that, it is also clear that the very existence of a 
political border did not negate the constant interaction (on the economic 
and thus also on the social and cultural levels) between groups a�liated 
with the political hegemony of potentially rival rulers. In other words, not 
only were borders �uid, in the sense that they were a re�ection of the strug-
gle for political power, but they were also transparent, in the sense that they 
were not �xed barriers, separating di�erent groups from one another by 
preventing social and cultural interaction. Borders, even when they exist 
on a political level, can hardly mark any clear cultural or social di�erentia-
tion between groups living side by side. I shall further elaborate on these 
points in chapters 3 and 5 and in relation to Israel, Judah, and Philistia.

2.2. The Sociopolitical Nature of the Iron Age Levant and the 
Problem of Statehood in Kin-Based Societies

Past evolutionary approaches to state formation in the ancient Near East 
assumed a sharp dichotomy between the tribe and the state, the �rst being 
more mobile and based on kinship identity and the latter being more sed-
entary and based on urban-political identity. Accordingly, state formation 
was viewed as a process resulting from sedentarization and/or conquest, 
which led to the suppression or dissolution of kinship relations, as the 
tribe gave way to the state.27 Michael Rowton (1974, 1977) articulates 

27. For discussion and criticism of past evolutionary approaches, see Yo�ee 2005, 
4–21.
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some of the prevailing perceptions regarding the nature of Near Eastern 
societies. Rowton maintains that ancient Near Eastern society consisted of 
two distinct social components that were based on di�erent lifestyles: the 
nonsedentary/pastoral population and the sedentary/agricultural, urban-
based population. Although Rowton acknowledges the interdependence 
of these two groups, he conceptualizes the ancient Near Eastern society as 
dimorphic, consisting of two separate entities—one mobile, maintaining 
tribal identity, and the other urban-based and organized within a state-
like polity. Lifestyle, according to Rowton, was not only a matter of social 
classi�cation but the focal point of political structure and social identity.

Rowton’s work articulates the lenses through which we look at ancient 
Near Eastern society to this day; however, his concept of dimorphic soci-
ety came under increasing criticism, mainly for the assumed dichotomy 
between sedentary and nonsedentary populations.28 Ethnographic studies 
indicate that groups organized in a tribal system maintain a �exible way 
of life, moving between di�erent modes of mobile pastoralism and vil-
lage-based agriculture. Hence, there is hardly any contradiction between 
agriculture and pastoralism or between sedentary and mobile popula-
tions, which could all coexist within the same kinship group (Van der 
Steen 2004, 102–31; B. W. Porter 2013, 20–37, 69–103). �is is not to argue 
that ancient societies did not consist of groups di�erentiated by lifestyle, 
but rather that lifestyle was not the focal point of these group identities: 
ancient Near Eastern societies considered themselves as part of one social 
family, divided not by mode of life or place of residence but according to 
traditional associations of kin (see Gen 5–11).29

In essence, kinship relations were used to stretch time and space and 
to enable the conception of common identity with unknown others (A. 
Porter 2012, 57–58, 326; B. W. Porter 2013, 56–57). �ey appear to main-
tain their essential integrity over long periods of time, as demonstrated by 
the fact that the ruling elite in early second millennium BCE Mari could 
maintain their tribal, kin-related identity even when residing in a wealthy 
urban center.30 Similarly, and closer to the arena dealt with in this book, 
the late ninth century BCE Mesha Inscription presents Mesha as “king 
of Moab … the Dibonite.” Already, Ernst Knauf (1992) noted that Mesha 

28. E.g., Van der Steen 2004, 102–32; A. Porter 2009; 2012, 24–27, 238–40; Flem-
ing 2009; Benz 2016, 111–25.

29. A. Porter 2012, 12–37, with further literature.
30. Fleming 2009; A. Porter 2009; 2012, 240.
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did not identify himself as a Moabite—with the territorial polity that he 
formed and ruled—but as a Dibonite, probably his kinship identity, the 
social group with which he was a�liated (Van der Steen and Smelik 2007). 
�ere are, therefore, no evolutionary relations between the tribe and the 
state, and as argued by Anne Porter (2012, 39–63, 238–40, 326–29), they 
represent contemporaneous identities. �ey do not represent two di�erent 
worlds where one identity gives way to the other, as kinship remained in 
essence the dominant ideology of interaction in Near Eastern societies.

Rather than bringing about the dissolution of kinship ties, the state 
contained them, incorporating kin-based communities within a more 
centralized, sometimes hierarchical structure. Moreover, as kinship pro-
vided the organizing principles of the entire society, both the tribe and the 
state shared a conceptual unity within an overarching social order: it was 
the metaphorical extension of kinship itself that provided the vocabulary 
needed to conceptualize the ancient Near Eastern state, and in some cases 
it also provided its administrative structure (Schloen 2001, 69–73). �is is 
well demonstrated by the Samaria ostraca, which provide a glimpse into 
Iron IIB Israelite palace administration, demonstrating the signi�cance 
of kinship a�liation as a structural element within the relations between 
the palace and the communities living around it (Schloen 2001, 155–64; 
Niemann 2008). But even more signi�cantly, this explains much of the 
Iron Age Levantine state formation: it was the nature of kinship struc-
ture, which enabled the inclusion of di�erent communities and kin-based 
groups under a relatively centralized rule.

�is last point is crucial, as it elucidates the ways in which political 
hegemony was practiced within a kin-based society: through alliances 
between communities formed in a network of patronage relations. 
Patronage relations were personal and o�en involved asymmetrical bonds 
between the patron, who possessed honor and prestige within society, 
and his client, who was obliged to loyalty/service in return for protection 
and recognition from his patron. Patron-client units could expand their 
bonds up and down a pyramidal hierarchy, forming a structure where 
minor patrons were at the same time clients of superior patrons.31 �e 
Iron Age Levantine territorial polities were therefore not centralized in 
the impersonal bureaucratic sense of the word. Rather, they were based 

31. Patronage as a conceptual framework for interpreting Levantine social struc-
ture was recently developed by Pfoh 2008; 2009a, 115–43; 2009b, with precursors in 
Lemche 1995; Westbrook 2005.
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on a network of personal patronage relations, centered on ruling elites, 
o�en residing in palaces. Patronage network could re�ect itself within a 
hierarchical administrative, bureaucratic-like apparatus or within direct, 
personal alliances between the palace and the clans, and in most cases it 
was employed in both ways at the same time.32

It was in this context that kinship and household terminology (e.g., 
house, father, son, brother, master, servant) provided the most common 
metaphors for political relations (e.g., 2 Kgs 16:7), thus shaping the social 
dependencies and political hierarchies that structured the ancient Levan-
tine state.33 Beginning in the late tenth century BCE, Assyrian royal 
inscriptions utilized the term “house PN [personal name]” in order to 
conceptualize at least some of the newly formed polities in the early Iron 
Age Levant (“house of Gush,” “house of Eden,” “house of Gabbar,” and 
later also “house of Omri,” referring to Israel). �e ninth-century BCE Tel 
Dan Stela (referring to Judah as the “house of David”) indicates that such 
conceptualization was also common in the southern Levant, as is likewise 
clear from the books of Samuel and Kings (e.g., “Aram the house of Rehob” 
in 2 Sam 10:6). �ere has been a long scholarly discussion regarding the 
exact meaning and nature of the “house PN” formula, at least as an attempt 
to de�ne what it meant for the Assyrians.34 Clearly, it was used to refer to 
the members of a territorial polity,35 but there is also a wide agreement 
that such conceptualization embodies a strong association with kin. �e 
“house PN” formula represents some constructed relatedness, association 
of groups, under the same roof, or better, within the same household. As 
this was the very essence of the social development referred to here as state 
formation, the house terminology clearly indicates the strong association 
of Levantine territorial polities with kin, as it was perceived by their own 
elites and by outsiders.

To be sure, there was a range of terms used to refer to the Iron Age 
Levantine polities, and phrases such as “land of X,” “city of X,” “house PN,” 

32. See, for instance, the case of Mari in Fleming 2009; see further regarding 
Judah at §5.6.2, below.

33. For a detailed discussion, see Schloen 2001, 50–165.
34. See recent discussions and overviews with previous literature in Leonard-

Fleckman 2016, 41–105; Younger 2016, 43–63; Fales 2017.
35. �e Assyrians attributed to the house + PN formula “royal cities,” “forti�ed 

cities,” and “neighboring towns,” which implies a settlement hierarchy of three tiers 
(so Fales 2017, 153–54).
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and “sons of PN” are all used by the Assyrians and Levantine rulers, and in 
many cases more than one term is used to refer to the same polity.36 �is 
may re�ect on the social diversity of the Levantine polities but above all on 
their complex and fragmented structure. It is against this background that 
scholars disagree on the exact nature of the Iron Age Levantine territorial 
polities and how they should be conceptualized, whether as secondary 
states (Knauf 1992; Jo�e 2002), patrimonial states (Schloen 2001), tribal 
states (Van der Steen 2004; Bienkowski 2009), segmented states (Rout-
ledge 2004), or complex chiefdoms (Pfoh 2008). Naturally, it is impossible 
to encompass all the di�erent political formations of the Iron Age Levant 
in one inclusive term. Each polity had its own patterns and sociopolitical 
trends and traditions (Routledge 2017, 59–67), as is also the case with 
Israel and Judah. Beyond that, it is important to remember that in the 
eyes of their own elites, these territorial polities were o�en strictly king-
doms, whose rulers were called kings. In the �nal analysis, the various 
terms used by scholars in their attempt to better express the nature of the 
Levantine kingdoms aim to highlight a common structural element: the 
fragmented nature of those kingdoms, ultimately based on an overarch-
ing concept of kinship.

2.3. The Emergence of Israel in the Southern Levant: People and Polity

It almost goes without saying that the name Israel in the Hebrew Bible 
refers, �rst and foremost, to a kinship group: 1 Chr 1–9 demonstrates that. 
Earlier literary works from the Persian period, such as the so-called Priestly 
document (e.g., Schmid 2018), and the overall composition of the Penta-
teuch and the Former Prophets convey a similar perception: the history of 
Israel in Genesis–Kings is a history of a family that grew to be a tribal alli-
ance and then a monarchy. �e dating of most of the editorial work of the 
Former Prophets and the Pentateuch to the Persian period led some schol-
ars to conclude that the Israelite tribal system was an entirely intellectual 
construct of the postmonarchic period (e.g., Levin 1995, 2003). However, 
as was shown by Weingart (2019), the di�erent traditions about the Isra-
elite tribes in the Hebrew Bible, some of which must predate the Persian 
period (Gen 29–30; Judg 5), could not have been entirely constructs that 

36. Routledge 2004, 125, table 6.1, sometimes even in the same inscription; see 
also Younger 2016, 47, table 2.1.
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had absolutely no roots in the social reality of monarchic Israel. Otherwise 
it is impossible to understand some of their most visible patterns (such as 
the primacy of Reuben). Similarly, Erhard Blum (2020, 210–13) demon-
strates that the extrabiblical sources, such as the Mesha Inscription or the 
Samaria Ostraca, attest to some patterns of Israelite kinship structure as 
they are also known from various biblical references.

In light of the above, and before moving on to the question of state 
formation in Israel and Judah, it may also be productive to examine how 
“Israel” was viewed by (and what it meant to) Israel’s neighbors. Interest-
ingly, the name Israel is hardly mentioned in extrabiblical sources and 
appears historically in only two periods: the very late thirteenth cen-
tury BCE (ca. 1207 BCE), just before the sociopolitical order of the Late 
Bronze Age southern Levant collapsed (in the Israel Stela of the Egyptian 
king Merenptah, r. ca. 1213–1203 BCE), and then again in the second 
half of the ninth century BCE, immediately a�er the sociopolitical order 
of the southern Levant had been reconstituted in the form of territorial 
kingdoms (in the Moabite Mesha Inscription, the Old Aramaic Tel Dan 
Stela, and the Neo-Assyrian Kurkh Monolith). �is temporal distribution 
reveals a close parallel to the historical usage of the name Aram, as was 
discussed above: what �rst seems to be the name of a people, a group, or 
community with strong mobile or rural elements reappears later as the 
name of a territorial polity.

�e earliest mention of Israel is made in the well-known inscrip-
tion of Merenptah, which is otherwise known as the Israel Stela (ca. 1207 
BCE). Israel is mentioned within a formulaic hymn praising the victories 
of Merenptah in Canaan, placed at the end of a much longer annalistic 
review of his victories in Libya (Kitchen 2004). �roughout the history 
of research there have been many attempts to undermine this evidence as 
an attestation to any kind of Israel that could be associated with the bibli-
cal or historical one. However, the vast majority of scholars agree that, 
in spite of the formulaic character of the hymn, which blurs the exact 
nature and location of the Israel to which it refers, it is beyond doubt 
that it relates to a group of people named Israel who lived somewhere 
in Late Bronze Age Canaan.37 �e problem is not so much with the his-
toricity of the hymn but rather whether the Israel here has any genuine 

37. Kitchen (2004) persuasively rejects recent criticism, but see also Hasel 1994; 
1998, 178–93; Morris 2005, 376–81; Morenz 2008; Nestor 2010, 179. Against the attempt 
of Ahlström and Edelman (1985), who argue that “Israel” refers to a geographical region, 
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relation to the much better known Israel of the Iron Age, which appears 
as a monarchic polity in ninth-century BCE inscriptions. Some biblical 
scholars have dismissed this evidence, maintaining that it does not refer 
to the twelve tribes of Israel but to a “lost group of people in Canaan” 
(Kratz 2000, 2–3). In essence, such an approach highlights, and rightly 
so, the chronological and historical gap between the two attestations of 
the name Israel in extrabiblical sources. However, it is only problematic if 
we wish to reconstruct the political history of that Israel. �e fact is that 
the same name appears in the Late Bronze IIB, and then again in the Iron 
IIA, and in both cases it is associated largely with the same geographical 
region. �us, it is the history of a name or a concept that is under investi-
gation. In other words, the only way to somehow bridge the chronological 
and historical gap between the two attestations of Israel is to ponder what 
the name Israel meant to the Egyptian scribes in the very late thirteenth 
century BCE versus what it meant to the Levantine and Assyrian scribes 
in the ninth century BCE.

�e hymn reads as follows (translation by Ho�meier 1997–2016, 
2.6:41):

�e (foreign) chie�ains lie in prostrate, saying “Peace.”
Not one li�s his head among the nine Bows.
Libya is captured, While Hatti is paci�ed.
Canaan is plundered, Ashkelon is carried o�, and Gezer is captured,
Yenoʿam is made into non-existence;
Israel is wasted, its seed is not;
and Hurru is become a widow because of Egypt.
All lands united themselves in peace.

�e three place names—Ashkelon, Gezer, and Yenoʿam—are given the 
throw-stick determinative for “foreign” entity and the three-hills sign for 
foreign territory; thus they could be read “the land of Ashkelon/Gezer/
Yenoʿam.” Similar rendering may also be found in the slightly earlier 
(mid-fourteenth century BCE) El-Amarna correspondence, which 
refers to the political entities in Late Bronze Age Canaan as KUR + 
URU + (place name), namely, “the land of the city of (place name).” �is 
formula represents the so-called city-state system, in which strong and 

see Hasel 1994, 47–51; Morenz 2008, 3–9. For the history of research, see Nestor 2010, 
179–87.
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wealthy families based in urban centers ruled their immediate rural hin-
terlands.38 By contrast, “Israel” is also determined with the throw-stick 
for foreigners, plus here the man + woman over plural strokes, which 
mark in many other examples a people or group (Hasel 1994, 51–52). 
As far as Merenptah’s soldiers, record keepers, and the stela’s scribe and 
engraver were concerned, this Israel was a people/group in Canaan 
(Kitchen 2004, 271–72).

�e interpretation of the term seed in relation to Israel (“its seed is 
not”) is a matter of dispute: whether it refers to grains or to o�spring. 
Supposedly, the interpretation of seed as o�spring may attest to a more 
pastoral-nomadic nature of Israel as a group, while grain may attest to 
a more sedentarized nature of the group (Hasel 1994). In fact, from the 
semantic point of view there is no clear contrast between the two inter-
pretations (Morenz 2008), but regardless it is an anachronistic discussion, 
relying on Rowton’s much-criticized dichotomy between sedentary and 
pastoral societies in the ancient Near East. In light of the overall context of 
the hymn, which portrays the subjugation of polities/entities in Canaan, 
the expression “its seed is not” is meant to indicate the destruction of 
Israel, a Canaanite social entity that was not associated with one speci�c 
urban center. It cannot be used to classify this Israelite entity as a nomadic 
or a sedentary population (Rainey 2001).

Many scholars have somehow concluded that Israel of the Merenptah 
Stela should be located in the Samarian Hills (e.g., Monroe and Fleming 
2019), the location of premonarchic Israel according to Judges–Samuel and 
the core territory of the kingdom that bore the same name. However, the 
hymn gives no indication regarding the location of Israel. �e locations of 
Ashkelon and Gezer are well known, and accordingly the hymn implies a 
southwest–northeast movement. �e location of Yenoʿam is disputed, but 
all scholars identify it somewhere along the central Jordan Valley (from 
both sides of the Jordan) between the Sea of Galilee in the north and the 
Beit Shean Valley to the south (Na’aman 1977). However, this gives no 
indication that the location of Israel was in the Samarian Hills, though this 
possibility cannot be ruled out.

�roughout the Late Bronze II–III, Tel Beit Shean was the location of 
an Egyptian garrison town, an administrative and military center of the 

38. So we �nd “the land of the city of Jerusalem” in EA 290; see further discussion 
in Benz 2016, 81–110. For a recent publication and translation of the El-Amarna let-
ters, see Rainey, Schniedewind, and Cochavi-Rainey 2015.
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Egyptian rule in Canaan.39 It is thus not surprising that the Egyptians had 
their eyes and ears on this region. Interestingly enough, the second Stela of 
Sethi I, found in Tel Beit Shean and dated a century before the Merenptah 
Stela, provides another glimpse of the sociopolitical organization of the 
area on the eve of the collapse. It narrates the victory of the king over 
some “rebellious” groups in the Lower Galilee region and in the vicin-
ity of the Beit Shean Valley. �ese groups are portrayed as follows: “the 
ʿApiru [Habiru] of the mountains of Yarmutu [probably lower Galilee], 
along with the Tayaru [folk] have risen up, attacking the Asiatic Ruhma.”40 
�e Habiru are given a determinative of an armed man, and the Tayaru are 
referred to as peoples/groups. It seems, therefore, that according to both 
the Israel Stela and the Stela of Sethi I, the region of Beit Shean and the 
highlands to its west and east were inhabited by groups, whether seden-
tary or not, that were not a�liated with city-state polities and occasionally 
drew Egyptian attention. More than an attestation to the exact location 
of Israel, its mention in the stela commissioned by Merenptah, seen in 
the overall context of Egyptian domination in Late Bronze Age Canaan, 
re�ects the Egyptian interests in the Beit Shean Valley and its vicinity, 
and that the Egyptians had a hard time controlling it due to the di�er-
ent kin-based groups inhabiting it. �e social unrest in Late Bronze II–III 
northern Canaan re�ected in the Egyptian sources41 contextualizes the 
early appearance of Israel and thus also clari�es the way it was conceived 
by the Egyptians. Apparently, Israel was only one of various groups with 
a strong mobile identity who were an integral part of the Canaanite social 
fabric despite not being connected to any speci�c urban center. �us, if the 
Merenptah inscription says anything about the identity of Israel, it testi�es 
to its association with kin.

�e next time the name Israel appears in textual sources, circa 350 
years later, it refers to the polity ruled by the Omride dynasty—in the 
Assyrian Kurkh Monolith, in the Mesha Inscription, and in the Tel Dan 
Stela.42 In the Assyrian Kurkh Monolith (852 BCE), the name Israel is 
applied to Ahab (the king of Israel according to 1 Kgs 16:29), who is iden-
ti�ed as an “Israelite,” while his father, Omri, and his son and heir, Joram, 

39. Na’aman 1981, 1988; A. Mazar 2011b.
40. Kitchen 1997–2016, 2.4D:28.
41. See also from the El-Amarna correspondence EA 246, EA 250, EA 255, EA 256.
42. For some general discussion of these sources, see Weippert 2010, 242–48, 

252–53.
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are identi�ed in the contemporaneous Mesha Inscription and the Tel Dan 
Stela, respectively, as “kings of Israel.” Israel accordingly was understood 
as a polity, but it is impossible to de�ne the nature of this polity, beside 
that it was ruled by a single monarch at each point in time in what appears 
to have been a hereditary system of rule. �e usage in the Assyrian Kurkh 
Monolith appears to indicate a preservation of the association between the 
name Israel and a kinship group. If so, there is more in common between 
the occurrences of the name Israel in the late thirteenth century and the 
mid-ninth century BCE than is usually acknowledged: in both cases, it was 
located in Canaan, or even in northern Canaan speci�cally, and in both 
cases the name was associated with a kin-based identity, even when it was 
simultaneously utilized to designate a monarchic polity.

To be sure, there is no clear-cut distinction between Israel in the Late 
Bronze IIB Egyptian inscription of Merenptah and Israel in the late Iron 
IIA Assyrian and Levantine inscriptions. �e name Israel in the phrase 
“king of Israel,” which appears in both the Mesha Inscription and the Tel 
Dan Stela, does not specify what exactly this Israel was but only that it was 
ruled by a king. In light of the fact that within the same period another 
king from the same dynasty, Ahab, is referred to as an “Israelite,” it may 
well have been that Israel was still the name of a kinship group, even if 
by the ninth century BCE its usage extended well beyond the group that 
the scribes of Merenptah identi�ed as Israel 350 years earlier. A�er all, 
the kingdom of Israel never had �xed borders, and so the name could 
hardly refer to a geographical region alone. It is exactly this fact—the 
kinship association of Israel—that provided the �exibility and �uidity 
between kin as social belonging and kin as a political designation. It was 
the kinship social structure that legitimized and normalized the alliance 
of di�erent kin-based groups under a more inclusive de�nition of Israel, 
as may be seen, for instance, in the Song of Deborah in Judges 5, where 
Israel is presented as a tribal alliance.43 Within the historical framework of 
state formation in the early Iron Age Levant, forming kin-based polities 
brought with it the construction of more encompassing kinship identi-
ties that applied to di�erent groups who were clustered beneath a ruling 
family. Hence the name Israel in the ninth century BCE denoted a much 
more complex sociopolitical entity than the Israel of the late thirteenth 

43. See Groß 2009, 344–49; Wright 2011a; 2011b; Fleming 2012, 63–66; Blum 2020.
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century BCE, yet they share the same fundamental underlying conceptu-
alization of Israel as a kin-based group.

�e name Israel disappears, however, from the textual records a�er 
the second half of the ninth century BCE. Eighth-century BCE Assyr-
ian inscriptions refer to the kingdom of Israel by the name of its capital 
(Samaria), then later in the inscriptions of Tiglath-pileser III as the “house 
of Omri.” It seems, therefore, that in extrabiblical sources the name Israel 
was exclusively identi�ed with the Omrides, and thus it is reasonable to 
believe that Israel was the kinship group with which the Omrides were 
a�liate and by which they identi�ed themselves. �e size, extent, and 
exact nature of this kin-based group are relatively unknown, at least when 
relying exclusively on extrabiblical evidence. �ere is some parallel that 
may be drawn here to the case of the name Aram, which in Iron I Assyr-
ian sources refers to a group of people, while its appearances in Iron II 
texts (the Bible included) refer more to a territorial monarchy. Both cases 
demonstrate the �uidity of a name that was �rst and foremost associated 
with a kin-based group and which likewise developed in usage, re�ecting 
the sociopolitical change Levantine society underwent in the early Iron 
Age. �at the name of a kin-based group could be used to denote a monar-
chic polity may mirror the process in which new elites, originating in 
marginal groups, �lled the political vacuum created by the fall of the Egyp-
tian-linked urban elite. In other words, the di�erent connotations of the 
names Israel and Aram, which shi�ed between denoting kin-based groups 
and monarchic polities, re�ect the process of Levantine state formation. 
Hence, Omri, Ahab, and Joram were not just kings of some abstract Israel 
but the kings of the Israelites. �e kinship nature of their polity caused the 
concept of Israel to extend and include more and more kin-based groups, 
even those that were not initially considered Israelites, as was probably the 
case with Gad. It is therefore evident that the kinship association of the 
name Israel was also prevalent in the monarchic period, and therefore any 
discussion of the united monarchy, the pan-Israelite identity, or the alleged 
Israelization of Judah should take this into account.

2.4. Summary: The Emergence of Israel in Its Levantine Context

State formation in the Iron Age Levant resulted, �rst and foremost, from 
a social transformation when the traditional rule by elites, related to the 
Levantine urban system and to the great powers (Egypt and the Hittite 
kingdom) collapsed, thus allowing individuals and groups who might 
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have been previously more marginal to recon�gure local sociopolitical 
hierarchies and to emerge as the new political elite. �ese newly rising 
elites were involved in a constant attempt to extend their political hege-
monies and to include an ever-growing number of communities under 
their rule. To that end, they employed symbols of social identity from a set 
of prestigious cultural traits that were available to them, whether inher-
ited from the Late Bronze Age or newly forged in the Iron Age (such as 
royal display inscriptions), and that were meant to moralize and normalize 
newly formed sociopolitical hierarchies.

Since kinship was the most dominant ideology of interaction in 
ancient Near Eastern societies, the newly formed Levantine polities were 
not centralized in the bureaucratic sense, but rather they incorporated 
kin-based communities within a more hierarchical, sometimes centralized 
structure. It was the metaphorical extension of kinship itself that provided 
the administrative structure of the ancient Near Eastern state, and this, 
more than anything else, clari�es much of Levantine state formation: 
the nature of a kinship structure that facilitated the inclusion of di�erent 
communities and kin-based groups under a relatively centralized rule. In 
many respects, the construction of new identities (i.e., Israel, Aram, Moab) 
may also be seen as an intellectual product of state formation—namely, as 
the outcome of the constant need to form politically and socially uni�ed 
structure under centralized rule, on the one hand, and to legitimize and 
manifest the power of this centralized rule, on the other.

It is in this context that the appearance of the name Israel—�rst in 
the last century of the Late Bronze Age, and then again at the beginning 
of the Iron Age—should be seen: Israel was �rst and foremost a concept 
of social belonging, a name of a group associated by kinship. �is kinship 
association was neither blurred nor dissolved with the formation of the 
kingdom of Israel. Israel seems to have been the kinship group with which 
the Omrides were a�liated, and hence they were not just kings of some 
amorphic Israel, but rather they were the kings of the Israelites. It was the 
very nature of kinship relations, their �uidity and �exibility, that facilitated 
the integration of di�erent social groups under a common identity and 
that enabled the formation of Israel under some sort of centralized rule. 
�is exact process will be discussed in the next chapter.



3
Setting the Scene:  

The Central Canaanite Highlands in the  
Iron I–IIA and the Formation of the Kingdom of Israel

�e central Canaanite Highlands consist of a mountain range that stretches 
from the Jezreel Valley in the north to the more arid desert of the Beer-
sheba and Arad Valleys in the south. To the west of the highlands lies the 
coastal plain; to the southwest, the hills of the Judean Lowlands (herea�er, 
the Shephelah) stand between the highlands and the coast; to the east lies 
the Jordan Valley and the Dead Sea, which despite their arid nature were 
relatively hospitable due to numerous springs and seasonal river beds (�g. 
3.1). �e central Canaanite Highlands may be divided into two major geo-
graphical units—the Samarian Hills to the north and the Judean Hills to 
the south—each of which may be further divided into two subunits. �e 
Samarian Hills stretch from the Jezreel Valley in the north to the highlands 
of Shiloh-Bethel in the south and constituted the most habitable area in 
the central Canaanite Highlands. Its northern part, north of Shechem, is 
characterized by broad valleys, separated by mountain ridges, while the 
region south of Shechem is characterized by a hillier terrain with narrow 
valleys crossing it. To the south, the Judean Hills, between Jerusalem and 
the Beersheba Valley, have desert on their eastern and southern slopes. 
�e central range is relatively �at but rocky and steep on its western �ank. 
�e area north of Jerusalem, the Benjamin Plateau between Jerusalem and 
Bethel, was relatively amenable to habitation and hence makes an interme-
diate zone between the more hospitable Samarian Hills to the north and 
the less amenable Judean Hills to the south (Finkelstein 1995a, 353).

�e capitals of both Israel and Judah were located in the central 
Canaanite Highlands, and this is where the early beginnings of these 
kingdoms should be sought. Moreover, the central Canaanite Highlands 
provide the scenery for most of the stories embedded within the narra-
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Fig. 3.1. Geographical regions in the southern Levant
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tive of Genesis–Kings, especially those that related to the pre- and early 
monarchic periods in Joshua, Judges, and Samuel. It is no wonder, then, 
that scholars have always looked for the ancient Israelites in the central 
Canaanite Highlands, and to that end the search for ancient Israel has 
overshadowed any other archaeological or historical investigation of the 
region. Of course, none of this occurred in a vacuum remote from the in�u-
ence of current political and religious trends, which more than anything 
else over the past century have shaped the approaches and methodologies 
applied to the study of this region (e.g., Sergi and Gadot 2019). In spite of 
that, and in spite of constant attempts to harness the archaeology and his-
tory of this region for political purposes, its importance for understanding 
ancient Israel—as a people, as a concept, and as a political entity—cannot 
be underestimated. �e study of state formation in Israel and Judah is in 
essence the study of the central Canaanite Highlands during the Iron I–
IIA, though, as will be demonstrated below, not exclusively there.

3.1. The Central Canaanite Highlands during the  
Iron I and the Origins of Ancient Israel

�roughout most of the Late Bronze Age, the central Canaanite High-
lands, like the rest of Canaan, were dominated by a few local urban centers 
under the patronage of the Egyptian hegemony. Since the beginning of the 
second millennium BCE, Shechem (identi�ed as Tell Balaṭah) was heav-
ily forti�ed, with sanctuaries built on its summit. �e forti�ed town in 
Shechem persisted to the Late Bronze Age.1 Material remains indicate the 
existence of a settlement also in Late Bronze II Bethel (identi�ed in the 
modern village of Beitin),2 located on the southern edge of the Samarian 
Hills just 20 km north of Jerusalem. Textual evidence, especially the El-
Amarna correspondence from the mid-fourteenth century BCE, mentions 
the highland polities of Shechem and Jerusalem but omits any reference to 
Bethel. A similar discrepancy between textual evidence and archaeologi-
cal �nds is mirrored in the case of Jerusalem. According to the El-Amarna 

1. For Shechem in the Middle and Late Bronze Ages, see E. F. Campbell 2002, 
27–167. For the Shechem polity in the Middle and the Late Bronze Ages, see also the 
recent assessment of Greenberg 2019, 243–44, and further below.

2. For Bethel, see Kelso 1968; for a recent evaluation, see Finkelstein and 
Singer-Avitz 2009a. A short overview of the main �nds in Bethel is also available in 
the appendix.
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correspondence, Jerusalem stood at the center of a relatively signi�cant 
polity, at least in the context of southern Canaan (Na’aman 1992, 2011a), 
but intensive archaeological work in Jerusalem itself has so far only yielded 
meager remains that could be dated to the Late Bronze II.3

In the case of Jerusalem, the discrepancy between textual and material 
evidence may be explained in light of the limits of archaeological research 
in the modern-day city.4 As was demonstrated by Na’aman (1996a), it 
also bears an important lesson: when the sociopolitical organization is 
reconstructed in light of material remains and settlement patterns solely, 
the result may mislead us to monolithic reconstructions that ignore the 
�uidity of the highlands’ political landscape.5 �is may even be more 
problematic considering that Bronze Age urban centers in the highlands 
could not be compared with their neighboring lowland towns: even when 
heavily forti�ed, as was Shechem, they lacked substantial domestic quar-
ters and thus were more like “highland strongholds,” the seat of the local 
ruling elite families and not urban centers per se (Finkelstein 1993a). 
�erefore, despite the fact that Shechem and Jerusalem are, so far, the only 
ones mentioned in textual sources from the mid-fourteenth century BCE, 
the possibility that other local highland strongholds, such as Bethel, might 
have asserted some degree of political hegemony within their vicinity 
should not be ruled out.6

�e hilly terrain between Shechem and Jerusalem was sparsely 
settled throughout the Late Bronze Age, with most of the sedentary 
population concentrated north of Jerusalem, primarily in the region 
of Shechem (Finkelstein 1995a, 360–61; 1996b, 206–9). �is, however, 
does not mean that the central Canaanite Highlands were also sparsely 

3. Noteworthy are two broken pieces of tablets, engraved with cuneiform script 
(E. Mazar et al. 2010, 2014). In addition, a few pottery sherds (mostly found in later 
�lls and not in a clear archaeological context) and other items may indicate some 
human activity in the northern parts of the City of David. For a recent reevaluation of 
the Late Bronze Age in Jerusalem, see Uziel, Baruch, and Szanton 2019.

4. �e ongoing occupation of the city restricts the areas that can be archaeo-
logically explored; due to religious and political concerns, some areas of the city are 
restricted in terms of archaeological investigation (e.g., the Temple Mount); and 
ancient Jerusalem is situated on hilly terrain and mainly on the mountain ridge known 
as the City of David, which is quite steep. Erosion should also be taken into consider-
ation. See further in ch. 4.

5. See Benz 2016, 17–138, and further below.
6. Na’aman 1997; Benz 2016, 141–59; contra Finkelstein 1996c.
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inhabited. Textual sources, especially the El-Amarna correspondence, 
attest to various mobile groups living in the highlands, their foothills, 
and the desert fringe on the margins of the urban-based polities,7 but 
this situation rapidly changed at the end of the Late Bronze Age with the 
transition to the Iron I.

3.1.1. The Iron I Settlement Wave in the Central Canaanite Highlands 
and Its Origins

�e retreat of the Egyptians from the southern Levant and the partial 
demise of the city-state system at the end of the Late Bronze Age brought 
with it a change in the urban map of Iron I Canaan (�g. 3.2): in the south-
west and in the north, new urban centers rose to power, at the expense of 
earlier Late Bronze Age polities.8 But the Jezreel and Beit Shean Valleys, 
to the immediate north of the Samarian Hills, exhibit—in spite of some 
traumatic events during the Late Bronze III—clear continuity through 
the transition from the Late Bronze to the Iron Ages.9 A major change 
occurred in the Iron I central Canaanite Highlands, when for the �rst time 
since the Middle Bronze Age, the region became densely sedentarized.

�e settlements established in the central Canaanite Highlands 
during the Iron I were clustered in four geographical locales (�g. 3.3), 
largely corresponding to the four topographical niches of the region (see 
Gadot 2017):

1. In northern Samaria, settlements were formed between Shechem 
and the Jezreel Valley: on the northern margins of the highlands that 
include the low hills south of Tel Taʿanach and the broad valleys (Dothan 
Valley and the Qabateyeh Plains) leading to the Jezreel Valley (Zertal 
2008, 52–56, maps 11–13; Zertal and Mirkam 2016, 28–30, map 13). New 
settlements were also situated in the region of Shechem, which includes 
the hilly terrain north and northwest of the Shechem Valley (the Sebastia 

7. Na’aman 2010b, 2011a, 2011b; Benz 2016, 47–209.
8. For example, Tel Miqne/Ekron emerged in southwest Canaan, instead of 

the former supremacy of Late Bronze III Tel Lachish and Late Bronze II Tel Gezer 
(Koch 2017). See further §5.1. Tel Kinrot and Tel Abel Beth-Maacah emerged in 
north Canaan, instead of the former supremacy of Late Bronze II–III Hazor (Panitz-
Cohen and Mullins 2016; Sergi and Kleiman 2018; Kleiman 2019).

9. Finkelstein 2003b; 2013a, 22–36; Arie 2011.
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Hills).10 In northeast Samaria, settlements were established in the large 
valleys of Zebabdeh and Tubas northeast of Shechem (Zertal 2008, 29–32, 
33–35), in Wadi Farʿah, which leads to the central Jordan Valley (Zertal 
2004, 44–45), and on the northeastern margins of Samaria, which border 
the Beit Shean Valley.

2. In south Samaria: settlements were founded between Bethel and 
Shechem, mainly along the central range between Shechem and Shiloh, while 
the western slopes were less densely settled (Finkelstein 1988a, 185–98).

3. On the Benjamin Plateau: new settlements were formed on the 
relatively �at plateau between Bethel and Jerusalem and on the southern 
margins of south Samaria (Sergi 2017a).11

4. In the Judean Hills: settlements were established between Hebron 
in the south and Beth-Zur (identi�ed in Khirbet Tubêqâ) in the north, but 
still some 20 km south of Jerusalem.12

Settlement patterns in these clusters di�ered: in the northern, north-
eastern, and eastern margins of Samaria (near the Beit Shean Valley and 
along the perimeters of the Dothan Valley and Qabatiyeh Plains), the 
newly founded settlements exhibited clear spatial continuity with set-
tlement incursion into the Jezreel and Beit Shean Valleys north of the 
Samarian Hills (Arie 2011, 315–34; Gadot 2017). As more than 30 percent 
of the Iron I settlements there had already been formed in the previous 
period, chronological continuity was also maintained (Zertal 2004, maps 
12–13; Zertal and Mirkam 2016, maps 12–13). In the central hilly range 
of both north and south Samaria, the picture was di�erent, as settlements 
expanded to regions that were sparsely populated since the Middle Bronze 
Age. �e central range south of Shiloh, extending all the way to Bethel, 
was not as densely settled during the Iron I (and even less so during the 
Iron IIA), whereas the next cluster of dense settlements was concentrated 
south of Bethel, on the Benjamin Plateau.13 Farther to the south, settle-

10. Zertal 2004, 54–56, maps 11–13; 2008, 32–33, 35–41, maps 26–29; Gadot 
2017, table 1.

11. See further in §4.1.3.
12. �e archaeological survey of the Judean Hills conducted by Ofer (1993, 1994) 

was only partial and failed to identify the early Iron Age ceramic assemblage (Herzog 
and Singer-Avitz 2004, 220). Despite that, the survey of the Judean Hills at least identi-
�ed regions of human activity in the Iron I.

13. Finkelstein 1988a, 188–92, 198–99, 201–2; Finkelstein, Bunimovitz, and 
Lederman 1997, 949–51. On the central range south of Shiloh, see Finkelstein and 
Singer-Avitz 2009a, and see further in §4.1.3.
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ments were clustered some 20 km south of Jerusalem, in the region of 
Hebron–Beth-Zur.

In summary, most of the newly sedentary population was concentrated 
north of Shiloh, while settlements on the northern and eastern margins of 
the Samarian Hills were signi�cantly related to settlement activity in the 
Jezreel, Beit Shean, and central Jordan Valleys, which had already existed 
in the Late Bronze Age. �e settlement expansion into the hillier terrain 
of the Shechem and Shiloh regions demonstrates clear spatial continuity 
between north and south Samaria, while no such continuity existed south 
of Shiloh or south of Jerusalem. �is le� the cluster of settlements on the 
Benjamin Plateau relatively isolated.

It is easy to see why the numerous newly founded Iron I settlements in 
the central Canaanite Highlands were assumed to be associated with the 
emergence of biblical ancient Israel. But before dealing with the problem 
of connecting material remains with a speci�c group such as the Israelites, 
the origin of this newly settled highland population will �rst be addressed. 
From the early beginnings of the scienti�c quest for historical Israel, the 
Israelites were believed to have been outsiders in their land: whether they 
were assumed to have been geographical outsiders who either conquered 
the land or peacefully in�ltrated it or were viewed as social outsiders, that 
is, the lower classes of Canaanite society who had �ed to the highlands, the 
Israelites were conceived of as foreign to the central highlands of Canaan.14 

It was Finkelstein’s �e Archaeology of the Israelite Settlement (1988a) 
that revolutionized scholarly understanding of premonarchic Israel. 
Finkelstein demonstrated that the settlement wave that characterized 
the central highlands in the Iron I was not a one-time phenomenon but 
rather part of cyclical settlement �uctuation that had antecedents in the 
Early Bronze I and Middle Bronze II–III. He suggested that these settle-
ment �uctuations should be explained not as the result of migrations or 
demographic expansion and withdrawal from the nearby lowlands, but 
rather in terms of socioeconomic shi�s toward either more sedentary or 
more pastoral ways of life, in accordance with political, economic, and 
social transformations. Finkelstein argued that the settlement pattern, the 
architectural layout, and the typical ceramic assemblage of the newly sed-
entarized Iron I population re�ect their agropastoral subsistence economy, 
which revealed their mobile-pastoral background. In other words, the Iron 

14. For a recent summary of past research, see Benz 2016, 278–99.
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I inhabitants in the highlands had never been outsiders; they were rather 
the preexisting indigenous mobile population of the central Canaanite 
Highlands (Finkelstein 1995a, 1996b).

It would seem that Finkelstein’s view, according to which most of the 
Iron I settlers in the central Canaanite Highlands originated from local 
pastoralist groups, is still valid. Scholars studying the history and archae-
ology of the ancient Near East in recent decades have acknowledged the 
signi�cant role of mobile pastoralists in Near Eastern societies,15 which 
further strengthens Finkelstein’s original conclusion. However, in light 
of the importance of this question to the discussion of Israelite identity, 
the main arguments will be summarized in support of the mobile pastoral 
origin for most of the Iron I population in the central Canaanite High-
lands.

1. Finkelstein’s main arguments (1988a, 198–200, 238–54, 264–69, 
336–46; 1996b, 206–9)—that the settled regions attest to subsistence 
economy based on both herding and small-scale land cultivation and that 
the architectural layout of “enclosed settlement” employed in many of the 
Iron I sites re�ects a mobile pastoralist background—are both still valid. 
In regard to the latter, the assumption that the central open courtyard 
in enclosed settlements was used for animal husbandry was con�rmed 
through micro-archaeological investigations conducted in similar early 
Iron IIA Negev Highlands sites (Shahack-Gross and Finkelstein 2015).16

2. �e cluster of settlements along Wadi Farʿah and in the central 
Jordan Valley points to preference of transhumance routes, enabling 
mobility between grazing lands according to seasonal needs—in this case, 
between the warm Jordan Valley in the winter and the cool Samarian Hills 
in the summer (Van der Steen 2004, 109–12, 125–26, 202, 274).

3. �e Middle Bronze II–III highland strongholds in Shechem and 
Shiloh (and likely in Hebron and Jerusalem) were no more than the seats 
of local elites, without substantial residential quarters. Yet they exhibited 
massive earth and stone works that could not have been carried out solely 
by the residents of these towns or by the residents of the sedentarized 
population in their vicinities. Hence, a signi�cant component of mobile 
groups, mostly invisible to the archaeological record, participated in the 

15. E.g., Fleming 2004; A. Porter 2012; and see various studies in Szuchman 2009. 
For the southern Levant, see also Van der Steen 2004; B. W. Porter 2013.

16. For the Negev Highlands sites, see §5.2.1.
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erection of these strongholds and probably also in the cultic activities car-
ried out in them (Finkelstein 1993a, 377–81).

4. �e Late Bronze Age tombs found in regions devoid of any seden-
tarized settlements together with open-air cult places outside settlements 
(Tananir near MB II–III Shechem, Amman airport, and see below) 
have long been acknowledged as archaeological remains attesting to the 
existence of mobile groups in the central highlands (Finkelstein 1988a, 
343–46; Benz 2016, 232–42).

5. A special case for identifying pastoral groups in the archaeological 
record was demonstrated by the fate of Shiloh following its destruction at 
the end of the Middle Bronze II–III: cultic favissa �rmly dated to the Late 
Bronze I imply that even when Late Bronze I Shiloh laid in ruins, it was 
still the center of cultic activity. As its vicinity was devoid of sedentary 
population, it seems that local mobile groups repeatedly visited the ruins 
of Shiloh, maintaining its memory as a cultic site (Lederman and Finkel-
stein 1993, 43–47; Finkelstein 1993a, 381–83).

6. �e transition from a more sedentary population to mobile pasto-
ralism and back is also con�rmed by the faunal remains: the shi� from a 
plowing society in the Middle Bronze Age toward a more pastoral mode 
of life in the Late Bronze Age is re�ected by the decrease in cattle (used to 
draw a plow) and the sharp increase in herding animals. Intensive seden-
tary agriculture resumed in Iron I when, side by side with herding animals, 
there was an increase in cattle (Rosen 1993).

7. In spite of the massive Iron I sedentarization in northern Samaria, 
Shechem maintained its status and role as the seat of the local ruling elite 
(below). �is may further indicate that the new sedentary population was 
neither foreign nor hostile. �e only way to explain Shechem’s endurance 
in the Iron I is to assume that the settlers in its wider vicinity originated 
in local groups that were part and parcel of the highland social fabric and 
thus well acquainted with the Shechemite elite.

8. Ethnographic studies based on Ottoman records demonstrate the 
signi�cant role of mobile pastoral society in the highlands on both sides 
of the Jordan Valley, not only as providers of meat and wool but also as 
mediators of commodities between Cisjordan and Transjordan (Van der 
Steen 1995, 2004).

In light of the above, it is certainly possible to conclude that a sig-
ni�cant component of a mobile pastoral population inhabited the central 
Canaanite Highlands throughout the second millennium BCE. Hence, the 
settlement wave of the Iron I primarily re�ects the gradual sedentariza-
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tion of such groups. �ese groups were not only well acquainted with the 
regions in which they chose to settle but were actually an integral and 
important component of their social and economic fabric. �e question 
is, therefore: What were the socioeconomic circumstances that drove the 
mobile population of the highlands to shi� their pastorally based economy, 
which dictated a more mobile way of life, to an agropastoral subsistence 
economy, which dictated a more sedentary way of life?

Most scholars explain the appearance of many sites across the Samar-
ian Hills as a reaction to the collapse of Late Bronze Age urban culture. 
Finkelstein, for instance, argues that the collapse of Canaanite urban cul-
ture brought with it a shortage of grains, which in turn drove the mobile 
pastoral groups in the highlands to practice small-scale land cultivation. 
�ose who reject Finkelstein’s conclusion regarding the local origin of 
the Iron I highland settlers argue that the settlers were refugees from the 
decaying urban centers of the Late Bronze Age (Bunimovitz 1994; Dever 
1995). In either case, it is thought that the emergence of settlements in the 
highlands was precipitated by the collapse of urban society at the end of 
the Late Bronze Age.

Yuval Gadot (2017) demonstrates that Canaanite urbanism did not 
collapse at the end of the Late Bronze Age but rather went through a period 
of turmoil (in the LB III–Iron I). Indeed, a wave of destructions accompa-
nied the Egyptian withdrawal close to the end of the twel�h century BCE, 
but by the Iron I, urban culture in Canaan was again thriving (�g. 3.2). 
Whether in the old traditional urban centers (such as Tel Megiddo VIA, 
Shechem, and Tel Reḥov VII) or in newly established urban centers (such 
as Tel Abel Beth-Maacah, Tel Kinrot, Tel Miqne/Ekron). Gadot further 
demonstrates how the new sedentary settlements in the highlands were 
economically and thus also socially related to urban centers in the low-
land (further elaboration on this point is provided below). He concludes, 
accordingly, that it was not the collapse of Canaanite urban culture that 
sparked the sedentarization of the highlands but vice versa:

When placed in its archaeological context, the settlement surge in the 
Samarian Hills becomes an integral part of the settlement surge all across 
the land. Cities located in di�erent regions of the country stabilized the 
rural sector and fostered agricultural activities in places located farther 
and farther a�eld.… In the Early and Middle Bronze Ages, the rise in the 
number of settlements corresponded to a rise in urbanism. Apparently, 
the fact that the Iron I settlement oscillation happened parallel to yet 
another rise in urbanism better explains it as a cyclic event within a long-
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range socio-demographic process. It seems that, throughout history, a 
stable urban system in the lower and fertile lands brought with it a rise in 
rural activities in the Samarian Highlands. (Gadot 2017, 110)

One point should be noted, however: the settlement wave in the Iron I 
central Canaanite Highlands culminated in a major sociopolitical change, 
de�ned formerly in this book as state formation. But before discussing this 
topic further, a few more issues regarding politics, society, and identity in 
the Iron I central Canaanite Highlands need to be addressed.

3.1.2. The Iron I Material Remains in the Central Canaanite Highlands 
and “Israelite” Identity: Pots and People?

Archaeologically speaking, Finkelstein’s conclusion regarding the local 
origin of the Iron I settlers brought with it an important observation: 
material culture may only re�ect the subsistence economy and the 
social mode of life of the population settled in the highlands and not 
its ethnic identity (Finkelstein 1988a, 270–85; 1996b). �is conclusion 
went against contemporaneous attempts to de�ne the Israelites by iden-
tifying “ethnic markers” in the material remains associated with them. 
�e “ethnic” discourse is rooted in the cultural-history approach, which 
views Levantine history in terms of well-de�ned ethnic groups moving 
in space and o�en in con�ict with one another. Each ethnic group men-
tioned in textual sources that could be located in time and space was 
identi�ed in the contemporaneous archaeological record as such. Con-
sequently, archaeological �nds that were attributed to a speci�c group 
(in light of textual sources) were viewed as ethnic markers that could be 
used to demarcate this group over against others, and in some cases even 
to reconstruct the movement of a group in time and space. �e circular 
reasoning embedded in this approach to material remains assumes that 
objects and materials used by human beings re�ect their ethnicity, and 
that ethnicity, in turn, even when changing through time, has its own 
speci�c expression, which enables distinguishing archaeologically visible 
ethnic boundaries between groups (e.g., Faust and Lev-Tov 2011). 

�is kind of circular reasoning governs the interpretation given to the 
Iron I material remains in the central Canaanite Highlands: for example, 
since the Hebrew Bible locates premonarchic Israel in the Samarian and 
Judean Hills, it is argued that settlement layout, architectural styles, and 
ceramic assemblages characterizing the newly founded settlements in 
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these regions re�ect a speci�c Israelite ethnic identity that was forged vis-
à-vis the Canaanite urban culture (Dever 1995) or vis-à-vis the Philistines 
in southwest Canaan (Faust 2006).

Recent e�orts to defend the use of material remains as ethnic iden-
tity markers have been the focus of intense scrutiny, even when rooted 
in the sociological and anthropological literature. Ongoing archaeological 
exploration, which has demonstrated signi�cant continuity in Levantine 
material culture (as well as the linguistic, religious and social practices), 
together with current trends in processual and postprocessual archaeol-
ogy, has cast signi�cant doubt on the role material remains can play in 
reconstructing ethnic boundaries.17 Material remains, it has been argued, 
could hardly re�ect speci�c ethnicity and thus should be interpreted in 
light of their functional and symbolic roles. Accordingly, material culture 
better re�ects economic strategies, modes of life, political structures, and 
social practices of past societies, but none of these features can be used to 
draw distinct ethnic boundaries or to mark speci�c ethnic groups.

�us, for instance, as already observed by Finkelstein (1988a, 270–
85; 1996b), the new sedentary Iron I–IIA population on both sides of the 
Jordan River and in the Negev Highlands shared much of their material 
remains, in spite of the fact that textual sources refer to the communities 
inhabiting these regions as di�erent and well-de�ned groups (Israelites, 
Hivites, Qenites, Ammonites, Moabites, Gadites, Dibonites, to mention 
just a few). �is example demonstrates the limited role that archaeology 
can play in identifying ethnic groups, but at the same time it highlights 
the importance of textual sources in such a task. A�er all, the naming of 
social groups is a textual (and not an archaeological!) question. Yet, con-
sidering the social context of ancient Near Eastern text production under 
the auspices of the ruling elites, our textual sources may only re�ect a very 
speci�c point of view: ancient Near Eastern text production was used not 
in order to accurately re�ect a speci�c reality but rather to construct it 
as such. It means that even our textual sources may provide only limited 
access to the actual ethnicity of past societies. Furthermore, recent stud-
ies highlight the role of kinship relations as the dominant social ideology 
in the ancient Near East (see §2.2, above). �is means that communities 
employing di�erent economic strategies (rural versus urban or sedentary 

17. E.g., Sherratt 2003, 2005; Nestor 2010; B. W. Porter 2016, 380–90; Matney 
2016; B. A. Knapp 2021, 38–40; and various essays in Steadman and Ross 2016.
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versus mobile) could still be a�liated with the same kinship group. All in 
all, ethnicity, so it has become clear, is an elusive concept that could hardly 
be reconstructed in terms of archaeological or historical investigation, and 
in light of the above it is doubtful whether it may be appropriately applied 
to ancient Near Eastern societies at all (Sherratt 2005).

�is is the same context in which the alternative but no less elusive 
concept of identity (and more recently the concept of social belonging) 
made its way into the mainstream of scholarly discussion. Considering 
the extent to which economic strategies and social practices a�ect the way 
a community identi�es itself or is identi�ed by others, archaeology may 
re�ect at least some aspects of a group’s identity. By doing so, it should, 
however, be acknowledged that many other aspects of such an elusive 
identity—materialized (e.g., clothing) or not (gender)—are underrepre-
sented in the archaeological record. �us, for instance, material remains 
may shed light on social strati�cation within a group, but they can hardly 
de�ne the extent of that same group. �e concept of identity accord-
ingly enables one to re�ect on speci�c social aspects—whether these are 
inferred from material remains or textual sources—without binding one 
to monolithic de�nitions of cultural units that presumably could be di�er-
entiated from one another. It also recognizes that each individual within 
a group has many di�erent points of reference for their social and politi-
cal belongings rather than one speci�c, �xed ethnicity.18 Furthermore, the 
identity discourse highlights the role played by ruling elites in the process 
of constructing identity in adherence to their need to establish centralized 
rule over fragmented social structures. In this regard, monumental build-
ings, royal art, and textual sources are o�en viewed not as an expression 
of a speci�c identity but rather as an attempt to construct such identity 
within a speci�c social and political landscape (Mazzoni 2016). Identity, 
accordingly, is of a multifaceted nature, constantly in the making. Hence, 
textual sources or material remains may only shed light on some of its 
aspects, acknowledging that a fully encompassing and well-de�ned iden-
tity is almost impossible to grasp.

�e architectural layout of the Iron I highland settlements, their cluster-
ing around local centers or in topographical niches, their material remains, 
and especially their poor ceramic assemblage—all demonstrate that the 
highlands people lived in small, rather isolated, agropastoral communities 

18. See also B. A. Knapp’s (2016) discussion of identity in archaeology.
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whose entire subsistence economy, both in terms of production and con-
sumption, was local.19 �is may indicate that the focal point of their identity 
was de�ned �rst and foremost by the extent of their local communities 
(Lehmann 2004). Nonetheless, as there is little doubt that these communi-
ties were organized in kin-based groups, they potentially could share a more 
encompassing form of collective identity. A�er all, kinship relations were 
forged in order to do just that—to stretch time and space in order to facili-
tate the conception of a common identity with unknown others.

�at the mobile groups that settled in the Iron I central Canaanite 
Highlands were an integral part of it may be deduced from the fact that 
the traditional power balance did not change much during the settle-
ment period. Settlement continuity between the northern margins of the 
Samarian Hills and the Jezreel and Beit Shean Valleys demonstrates the 
geographical and hence social proximity between the highland and low-
land populations, whether sedentary, mobile, or urban. Similarly, Gadot 
(2006, 2008) demonstrates how agropastoral communities on the western 
slopes of southern Samaria (e.g., ʿIzbet Ṣarṭah) interacted with the urban 
centers along the Yarkon Basin. Economic exchange brings social bonds, 
and thus kinship relations could stretch far beyond the core highland 
communities to encompass other mobile, sedentary, and even urban com-
ponents both in the highlands and in the lowlands.

�us, for instance, the sanctuaries of Shechem and Shiloh were uti-
lized by both sedentary and nonsedentary populations (Finkelstein 1993a, 
377–81). �e sanctuary at Tel Shiloh (below) appears to have been partic-
ularly associated with mobile groups, as it was erected only in accordance 
with the massive sedentarization of southern Samaria in the Middle 
Bronze II–III and then again in the Iron I but continued to be visited by 
mobile groups during the Late Bronze I. As for Shechem, it must have 
o�ered various economic opportunities for the highland population sur-
rounding it, whether sedentary or mobile. Hence, the possibility that the 
Shechemite elite shared some degree of common identity with at least 
some of the mobile clans in their vicinity is certainly plausible. Such a 
reality is depicted in the story of Abimelech (Judg 9:1), who represents the 
nonsedentary component in the region of Shechem; his mother, however, 
was related by kin to the Shechemite elite.

19. Finkelstein 1988a, 102–8, 270–75; 1996b, 201. For Transjordan, see B. W. 
Porter 2013, 69–132.



 3. Setting the Scene 69

�e integration of the Shechemite elite with other groups in its vicin-
ity is well demonstrated archaeologically by the Middle Bronze II–III 
open-air cultic site at Tananir, at the northern foothills of Mount Gerizim, 
just outside the con�nes of Middle Bronze II–III Shechem.20 Scholars 
agree that such a nonurban sanctuary was the location where communi-
ties based on di�erent social practices and economic subsistence could 
gather for ritual, communal meals and social exchange, which would thus 
engender the formulation of a broadly inclusive social belonging that tran-
scended local and communal con�gurations (Finkelstein 1988a, 343–46; 
Benz 2016, 237–40). A similar open-air cultic site was erected during the 
Iron I on Mount Ebal (�g. 3.4), north of Shechem (Zertal 1986–1987). �e 
otherwise ample discourse regarding the site’s cultic nature and potential 
connection to biblical Israel21 has overlooked that cultic activity at Ebal, 
which includes evidence for communal meals, was practiced throughout 
the Iron I, a period when nearby Shechem was still the regional political 
and cultic center. In this sense, the location chosen for the cultic site is 
illuminating: the only existing track on Mount Ebal (Zertal 1986–1987, 
105–6) could be easily approached from Shechem or from the Sebastian 
Hills northwest of Shechem (Zertal 2008, 25–29, map 8). �e site itself 
overlooks the Sebastian Hills to the west, and Wadi Farʿah is visible to 
the east, but Shechem itself is not visible. �e regions that are easily seen 
from Mount Ebal are those regions that exhibited massive sedentariza-
tion during the Iron I. Accordingly, it may be argued that the erection 
of the Iron I open-air cultic site on Mount Ebal, like the erection of the 
Middle Bronze II–III Tananir complex previously, was the result of the 
massive sedentarization in the region of Shechem. As a cult center, it pro-
vided the diverse clans settled in the Sebastian Hills and Wadi Farʿah, 
perhaps together with the Shechemite elite, some level of a common sense 
of belonging that was practiced through cult and expressed through kin. 
It fell out of use following the destruction of Shechem, when the social 
and political structure of the region was undergoing a drastic change. �e 
open-air cultic site on Mount Ebal may therefore be seen as the (sole?) 
archaeological evidence for attempts at reconstructing some type of col-
lective identity that could encompass the di�erent clans residing in and 
around Shechem. Determining the speci�c kinship identity practiced by 

20. Boling 1969; E. G. Wright 1969; E. F. Campbell 2002, 154–61.
21. For a summary of the discussion, see Hawkins 2012.
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these groups is impossible based on archaeology alone and thus requires 
the examination of textual sources.

Unfortunately, there are no textual sources that might shed light 
on the social or political identity of the Iron I highland population. �e 
Merenptah Stela, discussed above, is dated to the late thirteenth century 
BCE, prior to the massive sedentarization of the highlands. Its impor-
tance lies in that it attests to the strong kinship association of Israel. Israel 
was probably also the kinship identity of the Omrides, who are associ-
ated exclusively with Israel in extrabiblical sources, in one case even being 
explicitly identi�ed as Israelites (see §3.2.3). If indeed their home was in 
the region of Samaria (Sergi and Gadot 2017, 105–6, 109), it may be argued 
that at least some of the mobile and sedentarized population in this region 
were a�liated with a kinship group named Israel. �e size, extent, and 
exact nature of this group are relatively unknown. �e point remains that 
the only way to refer to the kinship identity of the agropastoral population 
in the Iron I central Canaanite Highlands is by investigation of textual 
sources and not material remains. By now we can say with some certainty 
that at least some of the settlers in northern Samaria were a�liated with 
a kinship group named Israel. Of course, that does not mean that other 
communities located in other regions could not have been a�liated in one 
way or another with the Israelite kinship group.

3.1.3. Political Entities in the Iron I Samarian Hills

As may be deduced from contemporaneous textual sources and from 
the material remains unearthed at Tell Balaṭah, Shechem was the most 
important urban (in local terms) center in the Samarian Hills throughout 
the second millennium BCE: by the Middle Bronze II–III it was already 
a well-forti�ed stronghold with sanctuaries on its summit that exhibited 
continuity during the transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Iron I.22 
Shechem was utterly destroyed toward the end of the Iron I (mid- to late 
eleventh century BCE) and was probably only sparsely settled through-
out the Iron IIA (tenth–ninth centuries BCE).23 Tel Shiloh was the main 

22. E. F. Campbell 2002, 210–33; Finkelstein 2006a; Du� 2015. Following a short 
hiatus in the LB I (E. F. Campbell 2002, 185–88, but see Du� 2015, 6–8), Shechem was 
restored by the LB II (E. F. Campbell 2002, 169–233).

23. For the late Iron I destruction of Shechem, see Finkelstein 2006a, 352. �e 
published data (Campbell 2002, 235–70) do not provide su�cient evidence to con-
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center south of Shechem (in southern Samaria), and like Shechem it was 
a well-forti�ed stronghold by the Middle Bronze II–III, probably with 
a sanctuary built on its summit (Finkelstein 1993a, 372–81). Following 
its destruction at the end of the Middle Bronze II–III, Tel Shiloh (unlike 
Shechem) lay in ruins throughout the Late Bronze Age, though it was still 
visited (at least in the LB I) by local mobile groups who maintained its 
cultic importance. Tel Shiloh �ourished again for a short period of time 
during the Iron I, but it was destroyed by the mid-Iron I, around 1050 
BCE, and did not regain its former strength throughout the Iron Age (Fin-
kelstein 1993a, 388–89; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006b). Another urban 
center was established during the Iron I at Tel Dothan (�g. 3.4), located in 
the Dothan Valley in northern Samaria (Master et al. 2005). Despite the 
site’s being situated in the lowlands, its occupational history parallels that 
of the highland sites: substantial urbanism in the Middle Bronze II–III and 
then again in the Iron I, with a long occupational gap throughout the Late 
Bronze Age (Monson 2005).

Shiloh and Shechem were the two main urban centers in the Samarian 
Hills: they both rose to power in the Middle Bronze II–III, but Shechem 
outlived Shiloh in the transition from the Middle to the Late Bronze Ages 
(and perhaps later as well, during the Iron I). �e question is: To what 
degree was the political organization in the central highlands of Canaan 
centralized? Was it more centralized, as suggested by Finkelstein (1993a; 
1995a, 359–60), who argues that Shechem was the epicenter of a single 
polity in the Samarian Hills (with Shiloh subordinate to it), or was the situ-
ation more �uid, allowing for the growth of more than one political entity 
in the highlands, as argued by Na’aman (1992, 1997)?

A key element in understanding the nature of political hegemony in 
ancient Near Eastern societies is the concept of patronage, expressed in 
patrimonial and kinship relations.24 Consequently, the network of politi-
cal relations between di�erent groups may have been much more complex 
and less centralized than assumed. �is is especially true in regions such 
as the central Canaanite Highlands, which were inhabited by mobile 
and sedentary groups that lived alongside a few wealthy centers. A good 

clude when exactly in the Iron Age Shechem again �ourished—whether in the late 
Iron IIA or later, in the early Iron IIB. In either case, it seems that throughout most of 
the tenth century and probably some parts of the ninth century BCE, Shechem was 
not a major player in the region.

24. See §2.2, above.
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example may be seen in the well-known case of Labʾayu, recorded in the 
El-Amarna correspondence. Labʾayu, the king of Shechem, installed his 
sons as the rulers of Pella, situated east of the Beit Shean Valley, while 
establishing a patronage relationship with the rulers of Taʿanach and 
Gath-Carmel in the lowlands north and west of Samaria respectively 
(Finkelstein and Na’aman 2005). In addition to that, Labʾayu was allied 
with local Habiru groups, representing the mobile component of the 
highlands. Labʾayu headed a polity that encompassed both highland and 
lowland populations, bonded in a web of patronage relationships and 
alliances (Benz 2016, 180–209). Such temporal formations are largely 
invisible in the archaeological remains; hence, and in light of the lack of 
textual sources, a more modest approach is needed that takes into account 
the �uid sociopolitical nature of the region.

As for the question at hand regarding the political entities in the Iron 
I Samarian Hills, it seems that Shechem and Shiloh, even if they main-
tained some kind of patronage relationship, were competitors. �ey did 
not belong to one polity, though the possibility that Shiloh was subju-
gated (at least to a certain extent) to Shechem should not be ruled out. �e 
excavations of Iron I Shiloh demonstrate that agricultural products were 
collected and accumulated in central storages at the site (Bunimovitz 1993, 
20–30). �is may attest to the ability of the ruling elite in Shiloh to extract 
a portion of agricultural produce, most probably from the communities 
residing in its immediate vicinity, and to that extent we should certainly 
acknowledge the existence of a Shiloh polity in the southern Samarian 
Hills. In addition to that, Shiloh rose to power only in accordance with 
the massive sedentarization around it (MB II–III, Iron I). �us, it must 
have been connected to the mobile pastoral and agropastoral communities 
that resided in the southern Samarian Hills and kept visiting the site even 
when it laid in ruins during the Late Bronze I. Shechem, on the other hand, 
remained an urban center within the primarily mobile pastoral milieu of 
the Late Bronze Age. Considering this alongside the fact that Shiloh was 
twice destroyed while Shechem survived further attests to the complex 
nature of political relations in the region. It seems, therefore, that Shiloh 
and Shechem (and likewise Tel Dothan) were regional centers that were 
not necessarily (or not always) components of a single polity.25

25. See also Greenberg (2019, 243–44), who argues that Shiloh and Shechem 
seem to have been independent forti�ed polities with a few associated villages already 
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In any event, by the tenth century BCE, Shechem, Shiloh, and Dothan 
lay in ruins, leaving the Samarian Hills devoid of any urban center for 
the �rst time in centuries. Consequently, none of these sites were directly 
connected to the political centralization that characterized the central 
Canaanite Highlands in the Iron IIA with the formation of the kingdoms 
of Israel and Judah. Neither Shechem nor Shiloh ever regained the ruling 
status it once had. With this background in mind, it is interesting to note 
that the historiographic narratives in the Hebrew Bible associate both 
Shechem (Judg 9) and Shiloh (1 Sam 1–4) with the premonarchic period. 
Regardless of the historicity of the larger narratives relating to these sites, 
they nevertheless preserve an authentic memory of the past: both Shechem 
and Shiloh were the highland seats of ruling elites prior to the Iron IIA 
and prior to the formation of Israel and Judah. For whatever reason, by 
the tenth century BCE at the latest, the ruling elite in both Shechem and 
Shiloh had lost their legitimacy to rule altogether, opening the way for 
the rise of new elites in the northern and southern parts of the central 
Canaanite Highlands.

3.2. The Formation of the Northern Kingdom of Israel:  
Archaeological and Historical Perspectives

By the early ninth century BCE, from their seat in Samaria, the Omride 
family ruled vast territories that included the northern valleys (Jezreel, 
Beit Shean, and the Huleh Valleys), the Samarian Hills, and portions 
of central Transjordan. �is provided them with a variety of economic 
resources, which maintained their building projects and their army. �eir 
power and wealth enabled them to exercise political hegemony far beyond 
their borders and thus to be counted among the most powerful rulers in 
the southern Levant, a fact that can be clearly deduced from extrabibli-
cal sources. �e Omride kingdom is well identi�ed archaeologically: the 
palace in Samaria (Building Period I) and the contemporaneous royal 
compound in late Iron IIA Tel Jezreel are exclusively identi�ed as Omride 
building projects; the contemporary palatial town in Tel Megiddo (Stra-
tum VA–IVB), the two small forti�ed towns in Tel Yaqneʿam (Stratum 
XIV) and Tel Hazor (Stratum IX), and the prosperous urban center in Tel 

in the MB II–III. �is situation probably recurred with the reconstruction of Shiloh 
in the Iron I.
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Reḥov (Stratum IV) are likewise associated with the Omride polity by the 
vast majority of experts. �ese urban and royal centers attest to the power 
and wealth of the Omrides from Samaria. �ey may also illuminate the 
various means by which they integrated the di�erent regions and com-
munities under their rule.

In spite of all that, the span of Omride rule was relatively brief, lasting 
only two or three generations (ca. forty years). It is clear, therefore, that 
their achievements could not have been realized in such a short period 
of time if they had not been built on preexisting sociopolitical networks. 
Understanding the development of the various social and political pro-
cesses that culminated in the rise of the Omrides is the aim of the following 
section. In order to achieve this, the following archaeological discussion 
will focus on the urban system associated with the Omrides and the ways 
in which it developed.

�e formation of Israel is o�en conceived of in terms of a contest 
between the populations of the Samarian Hills and those of the northern 
valleys, resulting in the expansion of the “highlanders” into the lowlands.26 
While this conceptualization is rooted in the narrative of Genesis–Kings, it 
received reinforcement from Rowton’s tribal/urban dichotomy. However, 
the case of Labʾayu documented in the El-Amarna correspondence dem-
onstrates that sociopolitical formations in the north of Canaan were never 
restricted to one speci�c geographical region or to one speci�c group. 
Labʾayu ruled a polity that included sedentary and mobile groups residing 
in the Samarian Hills and in the lowlands. His polity was not by any means 
centralized but was the result of complex patronage relations constructed 
by a formidable ruler. Sociopolitical formation encompassing northern 
Samaria and the Jezreel/Beit Shean Valleys was not an innovation of the 
Iron Age, and thus our conceptualization of the Israelite expansion from 
the highlands into the lowlands should be modi�ed accordingly.

3.2.1. The Formation of the Kingdom of Israel: Archaeology

Interestingly, the transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Iron I, which 
saw the Egyptian withdrawal and the sedentarization of mobile groups 
throughout the Samarian Hills and the Jezreel/Beit Shean Valleys, did not 
change the traditional power balance in these regions, which had been 

26. E.g., Niemann 2006a; Finkelstein 2011b; 2013a, 63–118.
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maintained since the Late Bronze I (and in some cases even before) on an 
east-west axis.27 Tel Megiddo preserved its signi�cant role as the promi-
nent urban center in the western Jezreel Valley.28 Shechem sustained its 
role as the major urban center in northern Samaria. Starting in the Late 
Bronze I, Tel Reḥov stood out as the most prosperous and enduring urban 
center in the Beit Shean Valley.29 �is long-standing sociopolitical struc-
ture expired, however, at the end of the Iron I: Tel Megiddo (Stratum VIA) 
was completely destroyed, and even when settlement at the site resumed 
in the early Iron IIA (Stratum VB), it was not until the late Iron IIA that 
Tel Megiddo (Stratum VA–IVB) regained its former status as palatial and 
ruling center.30 Shechem in northern Samaria was destroyed and was only 
sparsely settled in the Iron II. Together with Shechem, other local urban 
centers in the Samarian Hills—Tel Dothan and Tel Shiloh—were also 
destroyed, marking the collapse of all former social and political hierar-
chies throughout the highlands north of Bethel (�g. 3.4).31

�at the Samarian Hills and the Jezreel Valley were le� throughout 
the early Iron IIA with no urban center only highlights the magnitude 
of the social change. �e collapse of former sociopolitical systems pro-
vided a rare opportunity for marginal groups to seize on new economic 
strategies and to recon�gure local power structures. �is point is well 
demonstrated by the archaeological data: it took almost one hundred years 
from the destruction of Shechem—the main urban center in the Samarian 
Hills throughout the second millennium BCE—until a new urban center 
emerged in the region, �rst and only for a short time at Tell el-Farʿah 

27. �is is what Finkelstein (2003b) calls “New Canaan,” meaning that the north-
ern valleys in the Iron I maintained their previous LB sociopolitical structure, based 
on city-states.

28. For the city-state of Tel Megiddo in the MB and the LB, see the summary in 
Ussishkin 2018, 171–280. For its �nal phase in the Iron I (Megiddo VIA), see Ussish-
kin 2018, 281–315.

29. For Tel Reḥov, see the informative overview in A. Mazar 2020b and also 2015, 
2016a, 2016b. For Tel Reḥov in the LB, see Mazar and Davidovich 2019.

30. For Iron I Tel Megiddo (Stratum VIA) and its destruction, see also Finkelstein 
2009; 2013a, 27–32; Finkelstein, Ussishkin, and Halpern 2006, 848–51; Arie 2011, 
385–93, 472–74. For Tel Megiddo in the early Iron IIA (Stratum VB), see Ussishkin 
2018, 317–18.

31. For Tel Dothan, see Master et al. 2005. Destructions were also in�icted on 
urban sites in the northern Jordan Valley and in the Huleh Valley; see Sergi and Klei-
man 2018; Kleiman 2019.
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(North), identi�ed as the biblical Tirzah (Albright 1925), and later in 
Samaria, the capital of Omride Israel. �e transition of power from the 
long-enduring center in Shechem to sites that had no prior urban or royal 
tradition, and the instability that characterizes such a transition of power 
among neighboring sites, demonstrates the formative nature of the period.

Tel Reḥov (Stratum VI) was the only urban center in the northern val-
leys that survived the Iron I/IIA transition, and it continued to �ourish in 
the early Iron IIA (A. Mazar 2020b, 85–86) while the adjacent Samarian 
Hills and Jezreel Valley remained devoid of any urban or political center 
(�g. 3.5). Tel Reḥov (Stratum V) maintained its urban prosperity at the 
beginning of the late Iron IIA.32 It was only then, in the late tenth–early 
ninth centuries BCE, that the recovery of the urban system in the valleys 
(destroyed in the Iron I) began.33 Early signs of monumental architecture 
appeared at Tel Megiddo (Level Q5) in the Jezreel Valley.34 A forti�ed 
town was erected on the upper mound of Tel Hazor (Stratum X) in the 
Huleh Valley.35 A new urban center emerged at Tell el-Farʿah (North)/
Tirzah (Stratum VIIb) in northeast Samaria. �e latter rapidly developed 
from a poor settlement in Stratum VIIa to a rich urban center in Stratum 
VIIb (Kleiman 2018).

Finkelstein and Assaf Kleiman (2019) argue that urban revitalization 
in northeast Samaria and in the northern valleys at the very beginning 

32. For Tel Reḥov Stratum V–IV (the late Iron IIA town), see A. Mazar 2020b, 
91–113.

33. Many of the urban centers in the northern valleys exhibit two successive late 
Iron IIA layers, the latter of which is characterized by destruction/abandonment (e.g., 
Tel Megiddo Q5–Q4, Tel Reḥov V–IV, Tel Hazor X–IX, Tel ʿAmal IV–III, Ḥorbat 
Rosh-Zayit IIb–IIc). Based on numerous radiocarbon measurements (especially from 
Tel Megiddo Q5 and Tel Reḥov V), the end of the earlier of the two late Iron IIA layers 
is dated to ca. 900 BCE (Finkelstein and Kleiman 2019; Kleiman et al. 2019).

34. For Megiddo Level Q5, see Finkelstein and Kleiman 2019, 280–87.
35. For the kingdom of Hazor in the MB and LB, see Ben-Tor 2016, 45–117. 

Ben-Tor (2016, 132–45) dates Strata X–IX in Tel Hazor to the tenth century BCE and 
identi�es the forti�ed town with the united monarchy (see Ben-Tor 2000). Besides the 
fact that there is absolutely nothing to associate this town with Jerusalem, the ceramic 
assemblage retrieved from Tel Hazor X–IX includes hippo jars, cylindrical holemouth 
jars, and black-on-red ware—all of which characterize the late Iron IIA exclusively 
(none of them appear earlier, in the early Iron IIA). According to numerous radiocar-
bon measurements, the late Iron IIA should be dated to the ninth and not the tenth 
century BCE (Finkelstein 1999b; Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2006; Sergi and Kleiman 
2018, 4 n. 9; Kleiman et al. 2019).
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of the late Iron IIA was associated with the formation of the pre-Omride 
kingdom of Israel. �ey base this conclusion on the fact that the urban 
centers in the northern valleys—Tel Megiddo, Tel Reḥov, and Tel Hazor—
continued to develop uninterrupted in the late Iron IIA and under the 
well-identi�ed Omride rule (archaeologically and historically) from 
Samaria. All three sites exhibit early signs of monumental architecture 
and early consumption of Cypriot black-on-red ware (Kleiman et al. 
2019), trends that intensi�ed in the succeeding late Iron IIA occupational 
levels (Tel Megiddo VA–IVB, Tel Reḥov IV, Tel Hazor IX). �e continuity 
observed by Finkelstein and Kleiman in settlement patterns and consump-
tion trends indicates that the urban network, which was for the most part 
associated with the Omrides, had developed previous to their actual rise to 
power, already in the late tenth/early ninth century BCE.

According to Kings (1 Kgs 15:33; 16:8–9, 16–18), Tirzah was the 
capital of Baasha, who ruled Israel before the Omrides, and therefore Fin-
kelstein and Kleiman argue that the contemporary urban growth in Tirzah 
(Stratum VIIb) and in the northern valleys (Tel Megiddo Level Q5, Tel 
Hazor X, Tel Reḥov V) was associated with the kingdom of Israel in the 
days of Baasha. �is conclusion is certainly plausible, and there should 
be little doubt that the urban revitalization in the north was associated 
with the early beginnings of Israel (see below). It nevertheless must be 
acknowledged that the identi�cation of Tirzah as the center of the polity 
is based solely on the biblical data. From a strict archaeological point of 
view, the entire urban system that Finkelstein and Kleiman attribute to 
the polity of Baasha developed in the early phases of the late Iron IIA in 
association with the already existing and prosperous urban center at Tel 
Reḥov (Stratum V).36 Since Tel Reḥov and Tirzah are situated less than one 
day’s walk from each other, at two ends of a road connecting the Samar-
ian Hills with the Beit Shean Valley, it is only reasonable to assume that 
the rulers of Tirzah were in one way or another related to the rulers of Tel 
Reḥov. Moreover, viewed from that perspective, the sudden emergence 
of urban prosperity in Tirzah in the late tenth/early ninth centuries BCE 

36. Late Iron IIA Tel Reḥov (Strata V–IV) exhibits extraordinary wealth and pros-
perity, with evidence for specialized industries (apiary culture that was speci�cally 
related to Stratum V, textile production), trade networks that extended to the entire 
eastern Mediterranean, rich cultic assemblages, and other aspects of conspicuous con-
sumption. For an overview with historical discussion, see A. Mazar 2020b, 86–128, 
with additional literature.



 3. Setting the Scene 79

looks more like an expansion or an o�shoot of the long-enduring urban 
prosperity at Tel Reḥov.

Tirzah was destroyed, however, shortly a�er its emergence as a ruling 
center, and the power balance shi�ed again when a lavish palatial com-
pound was built on the Samaria hilltop (Building Period I) on what had 
previously been an agricultural estate (Building Period 0) with no former 
urban or monumental traditions. �e highest part of the rocky summit 
was leveled o� and separated from its surroundings by an arti�cial rock-
cut scarp circa 4 m high. A monumental building, interpreted by most 
scholars as a palace, was then built with ashlar masonry on this rocky 
platform (Reisner, Fisher, and Lyon 1924, 60–61, plan 5; Franklin 2004, 
194–200).37 �e scarp was cut in order to situate the palace in a position 
that would look imposing from the surrounding landscape. �e entire 
construction is exclusively associated with the Omride dynasty (see 1 Kgs 
16:24).38 Assuming that the agricultural estate preceding the Omride 
palace at Samaria had belonged to the Omride family, it re�ects the wealth 
accumulated in the hands of the Omrides prior to their rise to power (Sergi 
and Gadot 2017, 105–6, 109). �e lavish palace erected in Samaria, the 

37. Although three stratigraphic phases have been attributed to early Iron Age 
Samaria, dating them according to pottery typology is impossible (E. G. Wright 
1959, 20–22; Tappy 1992, 1–14). Following the agricultural estate de�ned as Build-
ing Period 0 (Stager 1990; Franklin 2004, 190–94), Building Period I is character-
ized by the reshaping of the summit of the hill and the erection of a palace on a lev-
eled rock-cut scarp. Building Period II is characterized by a large casemate wall that 
was constructed around the summit, creating a huge elevated podium that arti�cially 
extended the area of the summit to the west, north, south, and east. As a result, the 
scarp that had been cut by the builders of the �rst palace was now buried under an 
arti�cial �ll, e�ectively eliminating the previous palace’s high pro�le and merging it 
with other buildings (Reisner, Fisher, and Lyon 1924; Crowfoot, Kenyon, and Sukenik 
1942, 97–100; Franklin 2004, 100). Ussishkin (2007) and Finkelstein (2011c) argue 
that the two building periods represent one construction e�ort that should be attrib-
uted to the Omrides. However, stratigraphically, it makes little sense, especially when 
considering that the key architectural element that di�erentiates the two main build-
ing periods is the rock scarp, which was meant to emphasize the palace built on it and 
was later covered by the casemate enclosure. It is less plausible that the covering up 
of the impressive work of an earlier Omride building would have been done by the 
same ruling family, and thus Building Period II should be attributed to the subsequent 
dynasty, the Nimshides (Sergi and Gadot 2017, 105–6). For further stratigraphic argu-
ments, see Franklin 2004, 2007; Niemann 2011.

38. E.g., Finkelstein 2000; 2013a, 85–94; Niemann 2006a, 2007.
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Omrides’ core territory and homeland, functioned as the location where 
their power was demonstrated through rituals and through the redistribu-
tion of wealth among other members of the local society.

�e erection of the palace at Samaria was accompanied by further 
urban development in the Jezreel Valley as palaces and a royal compound 
were erected on the western (Tel Megiddo VA–IVB) and eastern (Tel Jez-
reel) ends of the valley (respectively), thus marking it as one political unit. 
In Tel Jezreel, as in Samaria, it seems that a rural settlement preceded 
the establishment of a royal compound (Zimhoni 1997, 83–109; Ussish-
kin and Woodhead 1997, 68), and the erection of the compound likewise 
involved the reshaping of a natural hill. Here the royal compound con-
sisted of a grand scale casemate enclosure in a uniform plan, creating a 
leveled platform or podium. Towers were probably installed in the corners 
of the enclosure (although only two of them, on the eastern corners, have 
actually been found), and a gate was built on the southern side. �e royal 
enclosure was surrounded by two additional components that must have 
required a substantial amount of work: a rock-cut moat and a glacis.39

At Tel Megiddo, following the destruction of the Iron I urban center 
(Stratum VIA), the site was abandoned for several decades (Arie 2011, 375–
76, 388–89, 393–96). When settlement was renewed, it was subsequently 
restricted to the upper tel only, and a�er thousands of years of continu-
ous use, cultic activity in Area BB ceased (Ussishkin 2018, 200–220). �e 
settlement was renewed in Stratum VB, which represents a rather small, 
humble town that grew with time and by the very beginning of the late 
Iron IIA exhibited its �rst monumental and public works (Level Q5; see 
above). In addition, some sectors of the city, especially the domestic quar-
ters, retained their traditional function (Finkelstein and Ussishkin 2000, 
596–97). �ese houses developed gradually and had localized stratigraphy. 
At a certain point (de�ned as Stratum VA–IVB, but recognized only at 
speci�c locations on the site), two new palaces were erected on the north-
ern and southern sections of the mound (Palace 6000 and Palace 1723, 
respectively). �eir construction dates to the late Iron IIA (Finkelstein et 
al. 2019; Kleiman et al. 2019). �e building technique of the palaces (the 
use of large masonry stones, their laying, and the use of mason’s marks) 
are all �ne examples of Iron Age cra�smanship and technique, which were 

39. �e results of the excavations in Jezreel were published so far in preliminary 
reports, by Ussishkin and Woodhead 1992, 1994, 1997.
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likewise employed in the building of the palace at Samaria and the royal 
compound in Tel Jezreel.40

In both Samaria and Tel Jezreel, the erection of royal compounds 
included the reshaping of natural hills to accentuate the visibility of the 
buildings and mark them within the landscape as symbols of power. �is 
was emphasized by the fact that they were built on what were previously 
agricultural estates that had no preceding urban or monumental tradi-
tions. �erefore, they re�ect the power and wealth of a new, emerging 
elite in the Samarian Hills and the Jezreel Valley that had chosen to leave 
the former traditional centers of power and thus express a new authority 
within a new political entity. �e substantial amount of work needed in 
order to erect these new centers of power would have required recruit-
ing labor from the surrounding regions; this labor force acknowledged 
its subordination to the Omrides by its very participation in the building 
projects. �e palaces were therefore not only symbols of power but also a 
means of imposing that power on the local inhabitants.

Tel Megiddo, in contrast, had a long-lasting urban tradition as the 
seat of local rulers who controlled the western part of the Jezreel Valley 
throughout the Middle Bronze I/II–Iron I. Tel Megiddo (Level Q5) had 
retained its monumental nature prior to the rise of the Omrides, at the 
very beginning of the late Iron IIA (ca. 900 BCE). �is means that at Tel 
Megiddo the Omrides relied on an urban system that had been previously 
established in the days of their predecessors, and thus they would have 
had to cope with its traditional status. Accordingly, rather than reshap-
ing the entire site, the Omrides established two new palaces, adding them 
to a town plan that displays additional modi�cations. It is reasonable 
to believe, therefore, that these palaces were also spaces where the local 
ruling families of Megiddo could be integrated with the newly emerging 
highland elite through rituals and the redistribution of wealth.41

In sum, the building activity attributed to the Omrides in the Jezreel 
Valley, which included the erection of palaces and a royal compound on 
the eastern end (Tel Jezreel) and western end (Tel Megiddo) of the main 
route crossing it, was meant to physically impose the rule of the family 
who had originated in the Samarian Hills. �e lavish palace in Samaria 
projected their power and wealth as the new rising elite of the region and 

40. Finkelstein 2000; Franklin 2001; 2006, 107–8; Lehmann and Killebrew 2010.
41. For a detailed discussion of Omride building activity and its fate as symbols 

in action, see Sergi and Gadot 2017.
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stood at the heart of the patronage network that forged and sustained their 
polity. It is certainly plausible that some of the contemporaneous public 
works in central Transjordan were also associated with the Omrides (Fin-
kelstein and Lipschits 2010); if so, they likely served the same function in 
consolidating Omride rule beyond their core origins community.

No such building activity is detected farther to the north, in the Huleh 
Valley, where Hazor IX retained its fort-like nature, which dated back 
to the very beginning of the late Iron IIA. Similarly, so far, no building 
activity that could be associated with the Omrides has been discovered 
in the Beit Shean Valley, where Tel Reḥov IV maintained its status and 
role since the Late Bronze Age as the seat of the local ruling elite. In spite 
of that, attempts to argue that Tel Reḥov V–IV and the Beit Shean Valley 
were not integrated into the Omride polity (e.g., Finkelstein 2016a; Arie 
2017) are di�cult to accept.42 If the Omrides ruled the Jezreel Valley 
west of the Beit Shean Valley and fought in the Gilead east of it (2 Kgs 
8:28–29, 9:14–15), it is hard to imagine that the territory in between was 
ruled by some local elites who were hostile or not loyal to the Omrides. 
Furthermore, large numbers of hippo jars (Kleiman 2017) and northern 
cylindrical holemouth jars (Butcher 2021; Butcher et al. 2022)—both are 
identi�ed exclusively with early monarchic Israel and were probably used 
in some centralized administrative system—were found in Tel Reḥov V–
IV but also in Tel Megiddo Q5–Q4, Tel Jezreel, and Tel Dothan. �ese 
jars therefore connect Tel Reḥov with the urban centers that are clearly 
identi�ed with the Omrides. Last, epigraphic �nds indicate that one of 
the prominent families in Israel, the Nimshides, who eventually usurped 
the Omride throne, were related to Tel Reḥov and the Beit Shean Valley 
(below). In light of all the above and when considering the fragmented 
nature of Levantine polities, this is probably a classic case of “palace-clan” 
relations: even if Tel Reḥov was in some manner self-governed, as may be 
suggested from its long durability since the Late Bronze I, it is more likely 
that its rulers came to accept Omride overlordship.

�e urban prosperity in the late Iron IIA northern valleys may be seen 
in conjunction with the contemporaneous royal compounds in Tel Jezreel 
and Samaria, and there is good reason to view them together as compo-
nents in one political entity. Above all, the layout and prospect of each 
of the urban centers reveal a more complex and interdependent urban 

42. See A. Mazar 2016a, 115–16; 2020b, 124–26; Kleiman 2017, 366–69.
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network: forti�ed towns were erected on the borders (Tel Yaqneʿam on 
the border with south Phoenicia, Tel Hazor on the border with Aram-
Damascus), with royal compounds (Tel Jezreel, Samaria) and a palatial 
center (Tel Megiddo) in the heartland. Additional administrative centers 
or royal estates (Ḥorbat Rosh-Zayit, Ḥorvat Tevet) were established in the 
rural hinterland,43 while prosperous urban centers in the Beit Shean Valley 
(Tel Reḥov) maintained and eventually were incorporated into the newly 
emerging sociopolitical structure (�g. 3.5). Despite their di�ering urban 
layouts, all exhibit similar building materials and style as well as similar 
consumption trends. All thrived for a short period beginning in the late 
tenth/early ninth centuries BCE and came to a contemporaneous end with 
violent destructions or abandonments (below) during the second half of 
the ninth century BCE. �is was considerably di�erent from the urban 
network that characterized the region in the Late Bronze II–Iron I, which 
was based around multiple centers of relatively equal power. Accordingly, 
late Iron IIA urban prosperity in the northern valleys appears to re�ect the 
emergence of a uni�ed political entity in the region, which in light of the 
textual evidence may be comfortably identi�ed as the kingdom of Israel.

�at Tel Reḥov played a prominent role in the political formation 
characterizing the region in the Iron IIA is clear from the fact that Tel 
Reḥov endured and maintained its material wealth in a period of social 
and political upheavals. �is in turn made it a stable and strong component 
in the sociopolitical network on which early monarchic Israel was eventu-
ally established. As Tel Reḥov was the only enduring political entity in the 
northern valleys, it had to be incorporated �rst into the polity centered on 
Tirzah, and then later into the one centered on Samaria. �is is enough to 
suggest some sort of patronage relationship between the urban elite in Tel 
Reḥov and the highland seats in Tirzah and Samaria. Furthermore, it may 
even be argued that the patronage relationship established between groups 
in northern Samaria and in the Beit Shean Valley was central to the forma-
tion and maintenance of political hegemony in these regions. �is point is 
mirrored by the available textual sources, in this case the Israelite king list 
embedded in 1 Kgs 15–16,44 and some contemporaneous epigraphic �nds.

43. For Ḥorbat Rosh-Zayit, see Gal and Alexandre 2000. For Ḥorvat Tevet as a 
royal Israelite estate from the Omride period, see Sergi et al. 2021; Butcher et al. 2022.

44. Frevel (2016, 158–61) argues that the list of Israelite kings prior to Omri 
(as found in Kings) is not historically reliable, as the kingdom of Israel began with 
the Omrides (see also Frevel 2016, 192–93). �e archaeological discussion in this 
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3.2.2. The Formation of the Kingdom of Israel: Text

Early monarchic Israel is portrayed in the historical narrative of the book 
of Kings as a sociopolitical landscape in constant �ux, as it was recon-
�gured and renegotiated through alliances between ruling families. �is 
portrayal is primarily contained within the regnal formulas of each king. 
According to Kings, the �rst king of Israel was Jeroboam son of Nebat, an 
Ephratite from Zereda (1 Kgs 11:26). Zereda, identi�ed as Khirbet Bant 
Bar (Kochavi 1989a), is situated on the western and less populated slopes 
of the southern Samarian Hills, some 22 km west of Shiloh. Ephraim was 
the kinship group with which Jeroboam was a�liated. According to 1 Kgs 
12:25, Jeroboam established his seat at Shechem, and from there he went 
on to build Penuel at the Jabbok passage. Chronologically, assuming that 
the factual notes found within his regnal formula re�ect some degree of 
a reality, Jeroboam must have been active in the early Iron IIA, a period 
that followed the destruction of Shiloh, Shechem, and Megiddo. �is may 
explain how the leader of a clan from southern Samaria could seize power 
in the region of Shechem. Establishing a second residence at Penuel along-
side the Jabbok passage, which was the passage used by local mobile groups 
to move between Cisjordan and Transjordan (Van der Steen 2004, 109–14, 
125–26, 202, 274, 281–306), might imply that he wished to consolidate 
under his rule the groups residing in northeast Samaria and the central 
Jordan Valley, and perhaps the Gilead as well (Niemann 1993, 56–60). 
�at Jeroboam’s polity is archaeologically invisible may be explained by 
its nature as an alliance of clans that due to its short lifespan did not reach 
maturity as expressed by the accumulation of wealth.45

Jeroboam’s son Nadab was murdered by Baasha, son of Ahiah, of 
the house of Issachar (1 Kgs 15:27–28). �e term house combined with a 
proper name (in this case the name of a clan) when it appears in the Hebrew 

section proves this reconstruction to be inaccurate. �ere is enough archaeological 
evidence to suggest that Israel was formed as a territorial polity before the Omrides. 
�us, there are good reasons to examine the list of early Israelite kings vis-à-vis the 
archaeological data, as suggested below (§3.2.2). On the reliability of the Judahite 
and Israelite king lists embedded in Kings, see further the introduction to ch. 4 and 
§§4.2.1 and 5.4, below.

45. For a more skeptical view regarding the historicity of Jeroboam’s polity in 
the tenth century BCE, see Berlejung 2009; Frevel 2016, 151–57; Römer 2017a. Knauf 
and Guillaume (2016, 62, 82–83) see it more as an early failed attempt at Israelite state 
formation, quite similar to the manner in which it is presented here.
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Bible generally indicates a ruling dynasty whose household represents a 
monarchic polity (e.g., house of David, house of Ahab). Yet, this is the 
only occurrence of the term house coupled with the tribal name Issachar, 
and Baasha is the only king whose kinship identity (or tribal a�liation) is 
designated “house.” �is may attest to the fact that Baasha’s origin had a 
speci�c meaning in the view of the author of the Israelite king list. Indeed, 
the tribal allotment of Issachar is located in the eastern parts of the Jezreel 
Valley (Josh 19:18–23, Judg 5:16), and it may well have been that Baasha 
originated in a clan that was also (but perhaps not exclusively) situated in 
the eastern Jezreel/Beit Shean Valleys. Seizing power in the Samarian High-
lands, Baasha established his seat in Tirzah (1 Kgs 15:33), and according 
to 1 Kgs 16:16–18 Omri served as the commander of Baasha’s army. �is 
piece of information may provide further insights regarding the nature of 
patronage relations in Baasha’s polity: it was based on the alliance between 
ruling families in northern Samaria (the Omrides) and ruling families in 
the eastern Jezreel–Beit Shean Valleys (Baasha from the house of Issachar). 
Baasha, from the house of Issachar, was the patron to whom the Omrides 
from Samaria were loyal and to whom they owed military service.46

Similar patronage relations were also maintained during the reign 
of the Omrides: following the murder of Baasha’s son and heir in Tirzah 
(1 Kgs 16:9–10), Omri was elected (by the army he led for Baasha) to 
rule Israel as Baasha’s successor (1 Kgs 16:16–22; Fleming 2012, 94–97). 
Omri established his power base in Samaria, probably his family’s posses-
sion, and managed to establish a dynasty that ruled for three generations 
(with his son Ahab and his grandson Joram succeeding him). �e Omride 
family was, however, usurped by their own military commander, Jehu son 
of Nimshi (2 Kgs 9–10). Epigraphic �nds from Tel Reḥov include two jars 
incised with the inscription “belonging to Nimshi” (Aḥituv and Mazar 
2014; 2020, 420–23), and these join a similar inscription found in nearby 
Tel ʿAmal and possibly another one in Khirbet �annin (Lemaire 2015, 
20–23). �ese �nds suggest that the Nimshi family originated (or at least 
owned lands and properties) in the Beit Shean Valley and perhaps even 
had a residence in Tel Reḥov.47 Hence, just as previously, Baasha, who had 

46. See Niemann (1993, 60–61), who argues that with the reign of Baasha the 
Issacharite territory was added to the Samarian Highlands, which were ruled formerly 
by the family of Jeroboam son of Nebat.

47. Na’aman 2008a, 214; A. Mazar 2015, 41–42; 2020b, 125–26; Lemaire 2015, 
21–22.
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a connection to the eastern valleys, was the patron to whom the Omride 
family was loyal and to whom they provided military service; so were the 
Omrides of Samaria the patrons to whom the Nimshide family from the 
eastern valleys owed their loyalty and military service. Accordingly, the 
possibility that Baasha and the Nimshides were actually a�liated with the 
same family/clan, as already suggested by Na’aman (2008a, 2016b), should 
also be considered.

Ultimately, the rule of the powerful family from Samaria, the Omrides, 
did not last long. A�er less than ��y years, they were usurped by the 
Nimshides, whose origins were in the lowlands of the Beit Shean Valley. 
Following defeat at the battle of Ramoth-Gilead (below), Jehu son of 
Nimshi, the commander of the Omride army, usurped the Omride throne 
and established his rule in Samaria (2 Kgs 9–10).48 When seen from this 
perspective, the rule of the Omrides of Samaria seems to have been only 
a short interval within a long span of ruling families from the eastern Jez-
reel/Beit Shean Valleys (house of Issachar, the Nimshides). Be that as it 
may, the archaeological discussion regarding the regional settlement pat-
terns coupled with the available textual sources suggests that the backbone 
of early monarchic Israel (during the reigns of Baasha and the Omrides) 
was in the alliance between clans and ruling families in northern Samaria 
and the eastern Jezreel/Beit Shean Valleys.

3.2.3.  On the Rise and Fall of Early Monarchic Israel

Both material and textual remains highlight the crucial role played by the 
valleys’ urban system and local clans in the formation of the kingdom of 
Israel: whether the enduring role of Tel Reḥov within the emerging urban 
systems around it or the epigraphic and the biblical sources implying the 
alliance of the Omrides with Baasha/the Nimshides. Either way, all the 
available data point to the fact that the relations between ruling elites in 
northern Samaria and ruling elites in the northeastern valleys provided 
the platform on which the early Israelite monarchy was established. �is 
conclusion underscores the signi�cance of the Beit Shean Valley, and espe-
cially Tel Reḥov, in the formation of early monarchic Israel, which is too 
o�en thought to have originated exclusively in the highlands.

48. For an analysis of 2 Kgs 9–10, see Robker 2012; Hasegawa 2012, with further 
literature.
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�e formation of the kingdom of Israel was not a process of linear cen-
tralization culminating in political-territorial expansion directed from the 
highlands toward the lowlands in the north. Rather, it involved a variety 
of political con�gurations consisting of both highland and lowland groups 
materializing in a constant struggle for power between ruling families: the 
Omrides from the highland clans, Baasha and the Nimshides from the 
lowland clans. �ey were not distinct owing to their place of residence 
(lowlands or highlands) or their lifestyle (urban, rural, or pastoral) but 
because of their kinship relations and alliances. �e struggle for power 
between these families, as much as the alliances between them, resulted 
in the formation of the only monarchic, territorial polity known by the 
name Israel.

One last important point should be stressed against this background: 
it is clear that the sociopolitical formation of early monarchic Israel took 
place exclusively in northern Samaria and the northern valleys. �e accu-
mulation of wealth, social hierarchy, and political formations, as they 
appear in the archaeological record, is situated exclusively in these regions 
and has not been detected anywhere south of Shechem. �us, for instance, 
from the beginning of the late Iron IIA, evidence exists for some kind 
of Israelite administrative system meant to control the redistribution of 
wealth to and from the northern valleys (Kleiman 2017; Sergi et al. 2021; 
Butcher et al. 2022). But there is no evidence for the utilization of this 
system anywhere south of Tirzah/Samaria. In fact, following the destruc-
tion of Shiloh by the mid-Iron I (ca. 1050 BCE), there was no other urban 
center in the Samarian Hills south of Tirzah/Samaria. It seems, therefore, 
that none of the social con�gurations in northern Samaria and the Jez-
reel/Beit Shean Valleys during the Iron IIA had any e�ect on the southern 
Samarian Hills or the region of Benjamin and Jerusalem farther to the 
south. �e latter, as demonstrated in the next chapter, followed a com-
pletely distinct course of sociopolitical development.

�e end of the late Iron IIA urban prosperity in the northern valleys 
(ca. 840–820 BCE) is o�en attributed to the onslaught of Hazael, the king 
of Aram-Damascus, on the kingdom of Israel (2 Kgs 10:32–33; 13:3–8, 
22–24).49 Also, in its violent end Tel Reḥov stands out when compared 
with its contemporaries: while it seems that most of the valley sites (Tel 

49. E.g., Niehr 2011; Finkelstein 2013a, 119–27; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2007, 
2009; Kleiman 2016.
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Megiddo VA–IVB, Tel Jezreel, Tel Hazor IX) were rapidly abandoned in 
the second half of the ninth century BCE (Kleiman 2016, 61–62, 65–69; 
Shochat and Gilboa 2019), sites in the Beit Shean Valley (Tel Beit Shean 
S-1b, Tel ʿAmal IV, and Tell el-Hammeh), the most prominent of which 
was Tel Reḥov IV, were destroyed by �re (Kleiman 2016, 62, 65–69). Tel 
Reḥov speci�cally su�ered a severe destruction as the entire town was put 
to the torch; its destruction layer was exposed in almost every excavated 
area (A. Mazar 2016a, 107–12; 2020b, 126–28). �is fact further reinforces 
the prominence of Tel Reḥov within the Israelite urban system: if indeed 
Tel Megiddo, Tel Jezreel, and Tel Hazor were abandoned only a�er the 
destruction of Tel Reḥov (Kleiman 2016, 69–71), one could argue that Tel 
Reḥov was the key player in Israelite rule over the northern valleys. In 
addition, Amihai Mazar’s (2016a, 110) suggestion that the unparalleled 
destruction of Tel Reḥov IV was related to the site’s direct connection with 
the Nimshide family, who ruled Israel at the time of the Damascene attack, 
should also be considered. Either way, in their demise as in their forma-
tion, the urban and rural population of the Beit Shean and the eastern 
Jezreel Valleys were of major signi�cance to the sociopolitical structure of 
early monarchic Israel.

�e Jezreel and the Beit Shean Valleys remained relatively uninhabited 
throughout the �nal decades of the ninth century BCE,50 implying that 
the rule of the �rst Nimshide monarchs during this time, Jehu and his son 
Joahaz, was restricted to the Samarian Hills. It was only in the Iron IIB, 
in the early eighth century BCE, that the urban centers in the northern 
valleys were restored (Tel Megiddo IVA, Tel Yaqneʿam XII, Tel Taʿanach 
V, Tel Reḥov III), as indicated by building activity associated with the rees-
tablishment of Israelite hegemony in these regions under the reign of the 
last Nimshide kings—Joash and Jeroboam II (Finkelstein 2013a, 129–38). 
�is period, however, is beyond the scope of the current study.

3.3. The Historical Context: Israel in the  
Levant of the Ninth Century BCE

�e political history of the kingdom of Israel during the �rst half of the 
ninth century BCE may be divided into two periods: the pre-Omride 

50. But not the Huleh Valley, which �ourished under Hazael’s dominance; see 
Sergi and Kleiman 2018; Hasegawa 2019.
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period, about which we only know based on the regnal formulas embed-
ded in the book of Kings; and the period of the Omride reign, about 
which we know based also on extrabiblical sources. Besides the technical 
details regarding the reign of each king (his father, the length of his reign, 
his capital), the regnal formulas in Kings also provide some information 
regarding how each of the early kings assumed his throne and his eventual 
fate. Such information focuses, naturally, on internal struggles for power 
among the military elite (discussed above) and occasionally on external 
border con�icts. �e reign of the Omrides, on the other hand, is further 
�eshed out well beyond the regnal formulas by means of prophetic stories 
(1 Kgs 21–22; 2 Kgs 3:4–27; 9–10) and various accounts of their lives (see 
Sergi 2016a). In addition, the Omrides are mentioned in three contempo-
raneous extrabiblical sources, which provide insight regarding the greater 
Levantine geopolitical milieu and thus historically contextualize the data 
preserved in the book of Kings.

�e regnal formulas of the early Israelite kings emphasize the mili-
tary backgrounds from which they rose to power (1 Kgs 15:27; 16:9, 16, 
21–22). �is is notably like the prior military backgrounds ascribed to Saul 
and David in the book of Samuel. �at all early Israelite kings are por-
trayed as emerging from wealthy rural families by virtue of their military 
skills is in line with our understanding of early Iron Age Levantine state 
formation—as a social transformation characterized by the rise of new 
elites. What made Baasha and Omri new elites was that their power was 
not based on traditional urban institutions but rather on the more rural 
sector, where one could rise to power by means of one’s agricultural wealth 
and previous military experience.

In addition to Baasha’s regnal formula, a short narrative account about 
his con�ict with Asa, the king of Judah, is embedded within Asa’s regnal 
formula (1 Kgs 15:17–22). It narrates Baasha’s attempt to expand his 
dominion over the area to the immediate north of Jerusalem, which failed 
due to his need to withdraw so he could protect his northern border in the 
Huleh Valley from the advance of the king of Damascus. �is account will 
be discussed at length in the next chapter (§4.2.2). For purposes of the cur-
rent discussion, it is su�cient to note that these reports of border con�icts 
on the southern (Benjamin) and northern (Huleh Valley) edges of Baasha’s 
kingdom are entirely plausible when considering the formative state of the 
Israelite polity at the time (Na’aman 2007b, 406). Furthermore, it seems 
that Israelite hegemony in the Huleh Valley was �rst established with the 
erection of the forti�ed town at Tel Hazor (Stratum X) dating to the early 
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beginnings of the late Iron IIA. It should be noted as well that within the 
Israelite urban system, only the border towns were forti�ed—Tel Yaqneʿam 
XIV (Arie 2011, 277), on the border with Phoenicia (the Akko Valley), and 
Tel Hazor X–IX, on the border with Aram-Damascus—whereas inland 
towns such as Tel Megiddo VA–IVB and Tel Reḥov V–IV remained unfor-
ti�ed during the late Iron IIA. �is may well be archaeological evidence for 
border con�icts along with the need to project military power in regions 
located farther away from the core Israelite political centers.

�e somewhat aggressive policy of Baasha toward Jerusalem and the 
house of David should be seen in a wider context. According to 1 Kgs 
15:27; 16:8–10, 15–18, the pre-Omride kings of Israel, and especially the 
house of Baasha, also tried to expand to the southwest, in the region of 
the Ayalon Valley. �e Ayalon Valley leads from the coast through the 
northern Shephelah directly to the Benjamin Plateau.51 During the Iron 
IIA, this region was probably a�liated with the kingdom of Gath, which 
was centered on a relatively large and wealthy urban center (Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/
Gath) circa 18 km to the south.52 Taken together with Baasha’s attempt to 
establish political hegemony in the region north of Jerusalem, it seems that 
the pre-Omride kings of Israel were engaged in a general e�ort to expand 
southward—at the expense of Judah and Gath, though it also seems that 
these ambitions failed and were not further pursued under the Omrides.

Like Baasha, Omri rose to power from the position of military com-
mander. �e Omrides maintained the full extent of Baasha’s territorial 
hegemony in the northern valleys while relying on the previously estab-
lished urban system (in Tel Megiddo, Tel Reḥov, and Tel Hazor). �eir 
expansionist policy, however, shi�ed eastward toward central Transjordan, 
where they allied with local clans (such as the Dibonites, led by Mesha and 
his father, and the Gadites). To the south, however, the Omrides reversed 

51. Two short reports relate to an Israelite siege of Gibbethon “which belongs to 
the Philistines”: one was led by Baasha, who commanded the army of Nadav, son of 
Jeroboam I (1 Kgs 15:27); the other was led by Omri, during the reign of Baasha’s son 
and heir, Elah (1 Kgs 16:8–10, 15–18). Gibbethon has been identi�ed with two small 
archaeological sites in the vicinity of Gezer—Tel Ḥamid and Tel Malot, located about 5 
km northwest and west, respectively, of Gezer (G. Schmitt 1980; Na’aman 1986, 107–8 
n. 49). Limited archaeological explorations at both sites unearthed occupational layers 
from the Iron I and the Iron II, interpreted as indicating the existence of rural settle-
ments (Shavit and Wol� 2008; Shavit 2017). For further discussion, see Sergi, Lip-
schits, and Koch 2019, 178–87.

52. �e kingdom of Gath is discussed in §5.1.3.
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the former aggressive politics and likely made no further attempt at expan-
sion. �e book of Kings mentions no site south of Samaria in relation to 
Omride rule, and all the available sources—biblical, extrabiblical, and 
archaeological—indicate that the main focus of the Omrides was in the 
north (northern Samaria, the northern valleys, Phoenicia, and Damascus) 
and to the east (northern and central Transjordan).

�e more peaceful attitude of the Omrides toward the south is exem-
pli�ed by their alliance with the Davidic kings of Jerusalem, which was 
sealed by a political marriage: Omri gave his daughter Athaliah to the 
crown prince of Judah, Jehoram son of Jehoshaphat (2 Kgs 8:26).53 Dip-
lomatic marriages were a common means of achieving cooperation and 
collaboration between rulers in kin-based societies. �e political alliance 
with the house of David certainly secured the Omrides’ interest vis-à-vis 
the most dominant polity in southern Canaan: the kingdom of Gath. �e 
Omrides also formed alliances with northern polities: an alliance with the 
Phoenician polities of the southern Lebanese littoral (which had already 
been initiated during the reign of Baasha)54 was sealed with the marriage 
of Ahab, Omri’s son and heir, to Jezebel, the daughter of the king of Sidon 
(1 Kgs 16:31).55 More important, the Omrides seem to have put an end to 
the border con�ict with their northern neighbor, Aram-Damascus, while 
maintaining the rule over Tel Hazor (Stratum IX) achieved by their pre-
decessors.

�e Omride e�orts to cement political alliances with their northern 
and southern neighboring rulers should be seen in the wider context 
of Syro-Canaanite resistance to the mounting Assyrian presence in the 
Levant. By 854 BCE, the kings of Assyria, Assurnasirpal II (r. 883–859 
BCE) and his son Shalmaneser III (r. 858–824 BCE), had subjugated most 
of the newly established north Levantine territorial kingdoms, and conse-
quently from 853 BCE Shalmaneser III focused his e�orts on the southern 
Levant (Frahm 2017, 167–73). An alliance formed by twelve or so rulers 
from the southern Levant in order to face the Assyrian invasions man-
aged to block Shalmaneser III in central Syria repeatedly in 853, 849, 848, 

53. �is subject is discussed in §§5.2 and 5.4.
54. Early evidence for trade and exchange with Phoenicia and the eastern Medi-

terranean appears in the beginning of the late Iron IIA; see Kleiman et al. 2019; Mazar 
and Kourou 2019.

55. For the kingdoms of Tyre and Sidon, see Sader 2019, 87–138, with special 
attention to the marriage of Ahab and the daughter of Ittobaal on 128–29.
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and 845 BCE (Younger 2016, 449–73). According to Shalmaneser’s annals 
inscribed on the Kurkh Monolith (852 BCE), the three kings who con-
tributed the lion’s share of �ghting forces in 853 BCE were Hadda-idri 
(henceforth Hadadezer), the king of Aram-Damascus, Irhuleni, the king 
of Hamath (the “Hamathite”), and Ahab (son of Omri), the “Israelite.” In 
addition, some of the rulers of the coastal urban polities (“Phoenicians”) 
joined forces with the three inland rulers, together with a few other local, 
mostly tribal, leaders.56 �ese south Levantine rulers met Shalamane-
ser III for the �rst time in 853 BCE within the Hamathite territory, in an 
open �eld near the town of Qarqur. �e Kurkh Monolith, which provides 
the most detailed account of the 853 BCE battle of Qarqur, portrays the 
outcome as a victory for Shalmaneser III over the coalition, but in fact 
it appears that Shalmaneser III lost the battle: his annals do not mention 
an actual subjugation of Hamath or the imposition of tributes, as is usu-
ally done a�er a successful conquest. Moreover, that Shalmaneser III did 
not campaign in the Levant at any point during the following four years, 
taken together with the fact that when he did do so in 849 BCE he �rst had 
to resubjugate the northern Levantine polities, implies that following the 
battle of Qarqur (in 853 BCE), Assyria had lost its political hegemony in 
the Levant, although only for a span of a few years.

Shalmaneser III campaigned in the southern Levant subsequently in 
849 and 848 BCE and then again, a�er a short hiatus, in 845 BCE. �e 
Assyrian annals documenting the western campaigns of 849, 848, and 845 
BCE mention by name only Hadadezer and Irḥulehni, while noting that 
twelve other kings, whose identities are not detailed, joined them. �is 
implies that, in spite of the omission of the other names, the same anti-
Assyrian coalition continued to resist Shalmaneser III following the battle 
of Qarqur in 853 BCE. Hence, scholars agree that the kingdom of Israel, 
under the rule of Joram son of Ahab (2 Kgs 3:1), maintained its important 
role in the coalition throughout the 40s decade of the ninth century BCE.57 
Despite their relative success in blocking Shalmaneser’s advance, the south 
Levantine alliance had come to an end by 841 BCE. In that year, Shalma-
neser III campaigned against Aram-Damascus as Hamath allowed him to 

56. For some of the vast literature discussing the anti-Assyrian coalition and the 
identity of the kings who took part in it, see Kuan 1995, 27–47; Yamada 2000, 143–62; 
Younger 2007; 2016, 461–67.

57. For a detailed discussion, see Pitard 1987, 129–32; Kuan 1995, 47–51; Yamada 
2000, 164–83; Na’aman 2007b, 407–8.
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pass through its territory on his way to besiege Damascus (Younger 2016, 
473). �e siege failed, as Damascus was not conquered, so Shalmaneser III 
continued to Mount Carmel (probably crossing the Jezreel Valley along 
the way), where he received the surrender tributes of the king of Tyre and 
Jehu the king of Israel (Yamada 2000, 188–95; Younger 2016, 613–18). 
�e Assyrian annals, which document the events of 841 BCE, attest to 
dynastic changes that transpired for two of the leading members of the 
former anti-Assyrian alliance: Israel and Aram-Damascus. By 841 BCE, 
the king of Damascus was no longer Hadadezer (who had ruled for least 
853–845 BCE) but rather Hazael, who is believed to have been a usurper.58 
�e ruler of Israel according to the same inscription was Jehu, who had 
usurped the Omride throne following their defeat at the battle of Ramoth-
Gilead, which was fought against the same Hazael of Damascus (2 Kgs 
8:28–29, 9:14–16).59

�e battle of Ramoth-Gilead (842/841 BC), which is most likely com-
memorated in the Tel Dan Stela (Younger 2016, 606–13; Sergi 2017b, 
83–85), must have preceded Shalmaneser III’s campaign to Damascus 
and Israel in 841 BCE.60 It is impossible to accurately determine the rea-
sons that led to this battle (see Younger 2016, 606–12), but the dynastic 

58. An Assyrian summary inscription and a prophetic tradition preserved in the 
book of Kings (2 Kgs 8:7–15) present Hazael as a usurper. See further Pitard 1987, 
132–38; Lipiński 2000, 376–83; Hafþórsson 2006, 60, 110–11, 156–57; Younger 2016, 
592–6.

59. Jehu is referred to on the Black Obelisk as “Jehu son of Omri,” while according 
to the biblical narrative Jehu was not a direct descendant of the Omride family (see 
also above, §3.2). Consequently, most scholars translate the inscription as “Jehu son 
of [the house of] Omri,” relating more generally to the kingdom of Israel (also called 
“house of Omri” in a later Assyrian inscription); see Na’aman 1998a.

60. According to the Kurkh Monolith, Ahab was king of Israel in the sixth year 
of Shalmaneser III’s reign (853 BCE). According to the Assyrian annals, in the eigh-
teenth year of Shalmaneser’s reign (841 BCE), Jehu was the king of Israel. Accord-
ingly, it seems that twelve–fourteen years passed from the reign of Ahab to that of 
Jehu. Since Joram son of Ahab reigned over Israel for twelve years (2 Kgs 3:1) and 
was preceded by Ahaziah, who reigned two years (1 Kgs 22:52), it seems that Ahab 
died a short time a�er the battle of Qarqur in 853 BCE (Na’aman 2005). If so, his son 
Ahaziah reigned until 852/851 BCE; Joram reigned twelve years, during most of the 
40s of the ninth century BCE; and Jehu seized the throne of Israel a short time before 
he was subjugated to Shalmaneser III in 841 BCE. As Jehu’s seizure of the throne was 
a direct result of Joram’s defeat in battle with Hazael, it may be concluded that 842/841 
BCE is also the date of the battle of Ramoth-Gilead (Lipiński 1977; Yamada 2000, 313, 
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changes in Damascus must have played an important role.61 Be that as it 
may, the result was as follows: Joram son of Ahab, the last Omride king of 
Israel, went to war against Hazael of Damascus in Ramoth-Gilead (north-
ern Transjordan).62 He was assisted by Ahaziahu son of Jehoram (and 
Athaliah), the king of Judah, who was also Joram’s cousin (2 Kgs 8:28–29). 
�e two kings were defeated in battle and as a result met their deaths, 
whether killed in battle (according to the Tel Dan Stela) or as its immedi-
ate consequence (in Jehu’s revolt, according to 2 Kgs 9–10).63 �e battle of 
Ramoth-Gilead therefore brought not only the end of the alliance between 
Aram-Damascus and Israel but also the end of Omride rule.

�e defeat in the Gilead was the �nal blow on an already weakened 
political power. �e royal houses of the southern Levant had confronted 
the Assyrian army every two to three years for almost a decade (853–845 
BCE). �e ongoing struggle must have worn out their political and mili-
tary resources and powers, but Hamath probably su�ered the most: each 
of Shalmaneser III’s western campaigns was directed against Hamath, 
where he met the coalition armies. In at least three campaigns, the 
Assyrian army in�icted destruction on Hamathite towns (853, 848, 845 
BCE).64 In 845 BCE, Shalmaneser III recruited an army larger than any 
previously in order to subdue the coalition forces (Yamada 2000, 181–
82). Four years later, Hamath and Israel had shi�ed to cooperating with 
him, so his continuous e�orts eventually paid o�. One may therefore 
assume that the continuing struggles with Assyria damaged the ability of 
Hamath and Israel to continue �ghting. Mesha’s rebellion, which likely 
took place during Joram’s reign, stands as further evidence of the weak-
ness of Israel in this period. �e Mesha Inscription recounts Mesha’s 

319–20). �e battle of Ramoth-Gilead therefore took place on the eve of the 841 BCE 
Assyrian campaign against Damascus.

61. For the battle and the sources relating to it, see Sergi 2017b.
62. For the identi�cation of Ramoth-Gilead in Tell er-Rumeith or in Ramtha, 

both located in north Transjordan, see Finkelstein, Lipschits, and Sergi 2013.
63. For the contrasting portrayals of the death of the Israelite and Judahite kings 

in the battle of Ramoth-Gilead, see Na’aman 2000.
64. According to the annals edition inscribed on the Kurkh Monolith, Shalmane-

ser III destroyed three Hamathite towns in 853 BCE (Yamada 2000, 153–56). Hamath 
is not mentioned in the annals depicting the Assyrian campaign of 849 BCE, and 
therefore it seems that in that year Shalmaneser III did not invade it (Yamada 2000, 
167–69). In 848 Shalmaneser III probably in�icted destruction on at least one Hema-
tite royal town and its hinterland (Yamada 2000, 173–74).
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successful conquest of strongholds, towns, and cultic centers a�liated 
with the Omrides in central Transjordan. �e unsuccessful attempt by 
Joram to suppress Mesha is depicted in a prophetic story (2 Kgs 3:4–27), 
whose historical context is similar to that of the Mesha Inscription: both 
relate how Mesha, a former vassal of the Omrides, managed to cast o� 
their yoke.65 �e failure in Moab and the defeat in the Gilead illustrate 
the ever-weakening position of Israel during Joram’s reign (Niemann 
1993, 69) in a period when he had to confront the Assyrian army three 
times. �e declining power of Omride rule in the southern Levant, 
which perhaps had resulted from the repeated military con�icts with 
Assyria, enabled the subsequent rise of the Aramaean hegemony in the 
following decades.

Assyrian succession wars and domestic problems that followed the 
death of Shalmaneser III (824 BCE) resulted in Assyria’s withdrawal from 
the Levant. �is, in turn, le� the region open to the expansion of Dama-
scene hegemony led by Hazael, the king of Damascus. Jehu son of Nimshi, 
who usurped the Omride throne, had to confront Hazael, probably a decade 
or so a�er he �rst assumed the throne and was �rst subjugated by Shal-
maneser III. A series of destructions and abandonments of Israelite urban 
centers in the northern valleys together with biblical references (2 Kgs 
10:32–33; 13:3–4, 7) indicate that Hazael defeated Israel and subsequently 
subjugated the Nimshide kings (Jehu and Joahaz). He went on to destroy 
Gath (Maeir 2012, 43–49), the strongest polity in southern Canaan, and 
further subjugated Judah (2 Kgs 12:18–19), thus establishing Aramaean 
hegemony over the southern Levant that in many respects replaced (and 
extended well beyond) the former Omride hegemony in the region.

Hazael’s political hegemony likely extended even farther to the 
north, at least to the kingdom of Hamath and perhaps also to Beit-Gush/
Arpad, although the exact extent and nature of Hazael’s hegemony north 
of Damascus is debated (Younger 2016, 627–30). However, the avail-
able epigraphic sources leave little doubt regarding his lasting in�uence 
on the social, economic, and political structure of the entire region66 and 
especially on the southern Levant, where the establishment of Hazael’s 

65. For a discussion of the Mesha Inscription in its historical context vis-à-vis the 
prophetic story in 2 Kgs 3:4–27, see Na’aman 2007c and further in §5.5.3.

66. For discussion of the Aramaean hegemony in the Levant (second half of the 
ninth century BCE), see Pitard 1987, 151–58; Lipiński 2000, 386–90; Hafþórsson 2006, 
70–72, 135–36, 173–84, 235–52; Niehr 2011; Younger 2016, 620–30; Frevel 2019.
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hegemony was marked by the fall of what had been the two most powerful 
polities in Canaan: Omride Israel and Philistine Gath. �is, however, le� 
the southern Levant accessible to new growth and further development 
by smaller former marginal polities, such as Judah, Moab, Ammon, and 
probably the kingdom of Geshur in the northern Jordan Valley as well.67

�e reigns of the �rst two Nimshide kings, Jehu (ca. 841–813 BC) 
and his son Joahaz (ca. 814–800 BCE), were overshadowed by the Ara-
maean hegemony and the dominant position of Hazael. �is is also how 
it is commemorated in Kings (2 Kgs 13:3–8, 22–24). �e Jezreel and Beit 
Shean Valleys—previously regions with major signi�cance for the Israelite 
socioeconomic fabric—were le� abandoned following Hazael’s destruc-
tive campaigns. �roughout the last decades of the ninth century BCE, 
Nimshide political hegemony, exercised from Samaria, was restricted 
solely to the Samarian Hills. It was only the resumption of Assyrian west-
ern campaigns at the very end of the ninth and the beginning of the eighth 
centuries BCE that shi�ed the tides again, bringing the demise of the 
Damascene hegemony and the consequent rise of Israel. Under the last 
two Nimshide monarchs, Joash and Jeroboam II (during the �rst half of 
the eighth century BCE), Israel reached its zenith as a south Levantine 
territorial polity.

3.4. Summary:  
State Formation and Early Monarchic Israel in the  

Tenth–Ninth Centuries BCE

�e sedentarization that characterized the Iron I central Canaanite 
Highlands re�ects a shi� in economic strategies employed by the local 
communities: from a subsistence economy relying mostly on herding to a 
subsistence economy based on herding with small-scale land cultivation, 
or from a more mobile mode of life (mobile pastoralism) to a more seden-
tary mode of life (agropastoralism). All the available data point to the fact 
that most of the sedentary groups in the Iron I Samarian Hills were local to 
the regions in which they chose to settle and that they were well integrated 
within its socioeconomic fabric.

�e Israelites, however, cannot be identi�ed as such in the material 
remains. Both biblical and extrabiblical sources indicate that other kin-

67. For Geshur, see Sergi and Kleiman 2018; cf. Hasegawa 2019.
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based groups that were not necessarily or at least not initially a�liated 
with the Israelites (such as the Hivites, the Qenites, and the Transjorda-
nian Gadites) settled in the same regions and le� similar material culture 
behind. �ese material remains may attest to their socioeconomic back-
ground, but they cannot be used to reconstruct any assumed ethnic 
identity. �e extrabiblical textual sources betray the strong kinship asso-
ciation of Israel. In the late Iron IIA extrabiblical sources identify the 
Omrides as an Israelite dynasty, namely, a ruling family whose kinship 
identity was Israelite. �ese sources may therefore shed some light on the 
kinship identity of at least some of the new sedentary population in the 
region of Samaria, the Omride homeland. However, that does not mean 
that all Israelites lived in northern Samaria or that the Israelite identity 
was somehow restricted to a speci�c mode of life (urban versus rural) or 
geographical region (highlands versus lowlands).

Quite to the contrary, both material and textual remains highlight the 
crucial role played by the urban system of the valleys in the formation 
of the kingdom of Israel, which had generally been thought to originate 
exclusively in the highlands. �e enduring role of Tel Reḥov within the 
emerging urban systems around it, the epigraphic �nds and biblical nar-
ratives implying an alliance between the Omrides of Samaria and Baasha/
the Nimshides from the eastern Jezreel/Beit Shean Valleys—all point to 
the fact that the relations between ruling elites in northern Samaria and 
ruling elites in the northeastern valleys provided the base on which the 
early Israelite monarchy was established. It was the kinship nature of the 
Israelite identity that enabled the extension of patronage relations in order 
to form early monarchic Israel. Patronage relations were the platform on 
which Israelite identity could be further negotiated and extended in order 
to legitimize and normalize the newly structured hierarchies and hege-
monic powers. In this sense, it was the very process of state formation, 
with its constant need to form a politically and socially uni�ed structure 
under centralized rule, that generated the construction of an inclusive 
Israelite identity, incorporating di�erent clans under the rule of an Israel-
ite dynasty: the house of Omri (Sergi 2019).

�is process, which begun with the demise of the former sociopoliti-
cal structure (LB III–Iron I), reached its zenith in the late Iron IIA with 
the rise of the Omrides. �e Israelite ruling family from Samaria relied 
on the patronage networks formed by its predecessors from the house of 
Baasha and extended those toward the central Transjordan, thus bring-
ing various groups under their rule. It was during the Omride reign that 
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the kingdom of Israel made its �rst appearance on the historical stage, as 
the Omrides were engaged in Levantine politics that extended far beyond 
their sociopolitical boundaries. �e shi�s in relations between Israel and 
Damascus and the dependency of both on Assyrian policy, which �rst sur-
faced during the Baasha–Omride reigns, eventually came to characterize 
the political history of Israel throughout its existence while also contextu-
alizing its rise and fall in the ninth–eighth centuries BCE.

�e formation of early monarchic Israel, re�ected in the dramatic 
shi�s in the local balance of power that characterize the Iron I–IIA in the 
Samarian Hills (from Shechem to Tirzah and Samaria) and the northern 
valleys, had little or no e�ect on the political con�guration of the south, 
in and around Jerusalem. In fact, following the destruction of Shiloh there 
was no urban center in southern Samaria throughout the Iron IIA, while 
all Israelite e�orts—in building activity, urban network, and administra-
tive systems—are detected exclusively in northern Samaria and in the 
northern valleys (especially the Beit Shean Valley), with no trace of any 
of these farther to the south. Accumulation of wealth and urban develop-
ment in early Iron Age Jerusalem took a di�erent course, which will be 
discussed in the next two chapters.





4
Emergence:  

The Early Formation of Judah as a  
Highland Polity and the Rise of the House of David

Substantial accumulation of wealth in the City of David is �rst detected in 
the Middle Bronze Age (MB II–III). �at Middle Bronze II–III Jerusalem 
was forti�ed has been a matter of scholarly consensus, yet recent investi-
gation has cast signi�cant doubt on this proposition.1 Nevertheless, some 
massive stone and earth works may be attributed to this period (De Groot 
2012, 144–49; Regev et al. 2021), and when the regional settlement pattern 
is taken into account, it may be the case that Middle Bronze II–III Jerusa-
lem was the center of a small local polity (Maeir 2011, 2017a; Greenberg 
2019, 236–43). �e El-Amarna correspondence con�rms the existence of 
such a polity, at least in the Late Bronze IIA.2 Hence, it is not farfetched to 
assume that throughout most of the second millennium BCE Jerusalem 
was the seat of a local ruling elite whose political hegemony extended no 
further than its immediate vicinity (Lipschits 2020, 163–64). �is appar-
ently did not change much with the transition to the Iron Age.

Unlike Shechem, its northern neighbor throughout the second mil-
lennium BCE, Jerusalem continued to function as the seat of a ruling elite 
in the Iron Age, exhibiting further urban development, which reached its 
zenith in the Iron IIB. �is stands in marked contrast to the sociopolitical 
developments in northern Samaria, where traditional urban centers such 
as Shechem had been destroyed completely by the end of the Iron I, and 
the balance of power shi�ed among newly erected centers in the late Iron 
IIA (Tirzah and Samaria). �e more arid and less populated region around 

1. See Regev et al. 2017 and further at §5.3.2.
2. Na’aman 1996a, 2011a. For a recent evaluation of LB Jerusalem, see Uziel, 

Baruch, and Szanton 2019.
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Jerusalem had apparently its own rhythm, which brought about di�erent 
trajectories in the formation of the Judahite polity. If I had to describe the 
formation of Judah in one word, the adjective gradual would su�ce. It 
was a gradual process of consolidating economic and therefore political 
power in the hands of the rulers of Jerusalem, who consequently extended 
its patronage networks from the immediate vicinity of Jerusalem and the 
Judean Hills to the more lucrative lowlands in the west (the Shephelah) 
and the south (the Beersheba and Arad Valleys). By the end of the ninth 
century BCE, a�er two centuries of gradual development, Judah arose to 
become a relatively signi�cant polity on the margin of the southern Levant.

Archaeologically, detecting a gradual process is always tricky. A�er 
all, only destruction layers and traumatic events leave behind substantial 
material remains, which can provide snapshots of social conditions but 
can rarely delineate gradual development. In the case of Judah, two such 
snapshots have been detected by means of the accumulation of wealth and 
settlement patterns, and together they may represent two stages in the 
gradual formation of Judah. �e �rst stage is visible archaeologically with 
the accumulation of wealth in early Iron IIA Jerusalem. �is marks the rise 
of Judah as a political entity between Benjamin and Jerusalem and will be 
discussed in this chapter. �e second stage is visible archaeologically with 
the late Iron IIA expansion of Jerusalemite political hegemony to newly 
erected urban centers in the Shephelah and in the Beersheba and Arad 
Valleys. �is will be the subject of the next chapter.

Before moving on, one last point should be made clear: there is little 
reason to doubt that the kings of Jerusalem, as the city developed from 
the seat of a local elite into the capital of the greater kingdom of Judah, 
were a�liated with the house of David. �e Tel Dan Stela refers to Judah 
of the mid-ninth century BCE as the “house of David,” and since Jerusa-
lem exhibits gradual urban development throughout the Iron Age, with no 
signs of traumatic events, there is no good reason to believe that its ruling 
dynasty had changed any time before or a�er the events documented in 
the Tel Dan Stela. Furthermore, the Tel Dan Stela is the only extrabibli-
cal source to shed light on the identity of the Judahite kings prior to the 
reigns of Ahaz and Hezekiah in the late eighth century BCE. It places King 
Ahaziahu (and his father, Jehoram), who according to Kings reigned only 
one year (2 Kgs 8:28–29), in precisely the same chronological and histori-
cal context as portrayed in Kings: at the Battle of Ramoth-Gilead, where 
he fought side by side with the last Omride king of Israel, Joram son of 
Ahab. �is could not be merely a coincidence, which means that the list of 
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Judahite kings from the house of David as it appears in the book of Kings 
is authentic. �e following e�ort to reconstruct the formation of Judah as 
a territorial polity is therefore the story of the house of David and how it 
rose to power.

4.1. The Emergence of Judah as a Political Entity in the  
Highlands of Judah and Benjamin: Archaeology

Jerusalem is located to the immediate south of the Benjamin Plateau and 
north of the point where the Judean Hills rise. �e ancient city of Jeru-
salem was situated on a ridge known as the City of David that descends 
southward from its peak (at ca. 740 m above sea level). �is peak is also 
known as the Temple Mount.3 A relatively �at saddle, the Ophel, con-
nects the Temple Mount with the ridge of the City of David. �e eastern 
slope of the City of David’s ridge is steep and rocky, descending to the 
Kidron Valley, which drains eastward into the northern end of the Dead 
Sea. Its western and milder slope is de�ned by the so-called Tyropoeon 
Valley, which separates the City of David’s ridge from the higher “Western 
Hill” (modern-day Mount Zion) that rises at circa 800 m above sea level 
(higher than the City of David and the Temple Mount). Further to the 
west, situated at the foot of the Western Hill, is the deep and wide Hinnom 
Valley, which drains into the so-called Rephʾaim Valley south of Jerusalem 
before heading further west to become the Soreq Valley, which crosses the 
Shephelah on its way to the Mediterranean, north of Ashdod (�g. 4.1). �e 
Temple Mount and the City of David were disadvantageously located on 
a much lower level than the hills surrounding them to the north (Mount 
Scopus), to the east (Mount of Olives), to the west (the Western Hill), and 
to the south (the Ramat-Raḥel ridge). �at a substantial human habita-
tion developed exactly there should be explained by the fact that the only 
stable water source in the entire region, the Gihon Spring, �owed out of 
the lower part of the eastern slope of the City of David.4

�e ridge of the City of David, which was le� outside Jerusalem’s Otto-
man walls, was considered from the beginnings of scienti�c research to be 
the location of ancient Jerusalem. Over the course of roughly the past 150 

3. For the origin and interpretation of the name City of David, see Hutzli 2011; 
Na’aman 2012a, 96–98.

4. For recent discussion of the City of David, its topography, environment, and 
water sources, see Reich 2021a.
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years, most archaeological �eldwork has been conducted there, especially 
in its eastern slope, although in the past two decades investigations have 
been expanded to its summit and western slope.5 However, Finkelstein, 
Ido Koch, and Oded Lipschits (2011) suggest that the ancient mound of 
Jerusalem was under what is now the Temple Mount, rather than in the 

5. For the history of the archaeological research in the City of David, see Reich 
2011, 11–148; 2021b.
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City of David. In their view, the current shape of the Temple Mount, which 
was structured as a high, �at podium in the Herodian period (early �rst 
century CE), creates the misleading impression that the Temple Mount had 
always been a large open space. Accordingly, they argue that the Temple 
Mount likely hides the real mound of Jerusalem. �is proposition tenta-
tively solves some of the problems in the archaeological study of ancient 
Jerusalem, the most prominent of which is the missing location of the Late 
Bronze II town featured in six or seven El-Amarna letters. It may well have 
been the case that it was situated exclusively on the Temple Mount (which 
could also explain the origin of fragments of cuneiform tablets found in 
the Ophel just below). �is would imply that the Temple Mount was the 
acropolis of the city, the place where its urban institutions (the palace and 
temple) were located. Nevertheless, the only available water source was 
located down the hill on the eastern slope of the City of David, far from 
the Temple Mount. Evidently, throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages con-
siderable building e�ort was invested in the City of David (especially near 
the Gihon Spring), for which new additional evidence has emerged from 
excavations in the Givʿti parking lot on the western slope of the City of 
David (Shalev et al. 2019, 2020). It is di�cult to believe, therefore, that the 
ancient mound of Jerusalem would have been exclusively located on the 
Temple Mount, so far from the only water source, especially in light of the 
newest �nds (Pioske 2015, 189–93; Geva and De Groot 2017).

�e Temple Mount has never been systematically excavated and 
probably never will be, which poses a major obstacle to the hypothesis 
forwarded by Finkelstein, Koch, and Lipschits: it will never be scienti�-
cally tested. �e problem of the Temple Mount cannot be easily resolved, 
but it will su�ce to note the following points: (1) According to the Hebrew 
Bible, the temple and the royal palace were located on the Temple Mount 
(see 1 Kgs 3:1; 9:1, 10, 15, 24; 14:27–28), and it is reasonable to believe that 
it contained a few more public structures.6 �ere is absolutely no evidence 
in the written sources that suggests that domestic or any other structures 
were located there, and, as far as our sources indicate, the Temple Mount 
was reserved for structures of symbolic importance (Na’aman 2012a, 
2012b). (2) It is reasonable to assume that, in the Late Bronze Age, the 
temple and palace of the rulers of Jerusalem were located on the Temple 
Mount. Accordingly, and if the acropolis of Jerusalem was located on the 

6. See Ussishkin 2003, 48–49; 2009; A. Mazar 2010.
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Temple Mount throughout the ages, the actual town was most probably in 
the City of David; in any event, if we would like to say something produc-
tive about the occupational history of Bronze and Iron Ages Jerusalem, 
this is the only place to look.

4.1.1 The Kingdom of Jerusalem in the Second Millennium BCE and the 
Trouble with Benjamin

Scholars disagree when it comes to the extent of the polity ruled from 
Jerusalem during the second millennium BCE. Na’aman (1992), following 
Albrecht Alt (1953, 107–8), reconstructs it as relatively small, stretching 
from the Benjamin Plateau in the north to the Rephʾaim Valley and the 
Bethlehem area in the south (cf. Sergi 2017a; Lipschits 2020). Finkelstein 
(1996c, 2011a), following Zechariah Kallai and Hayim Tadmor (1969), 
argues that Jerusalem ruled the entire southern part of the central Canaan-
ite Highlands, from Jerusalem in the north to as far as the Beersheba and 
Arad Valleys in the south. But in Finkelstein’s view, the plateau to the 
immediate north of Jerusalem was never a part of Jerusalem’s territory and 
was instead ruled by Shechem throughout the second millennium BCE. 
Finkelstein’s (1996c) perspective, according to which there was room for 
only two polities in the central Canaanite Highlands, projects the politi-
cal organization of the �rst millennium back into the second millennium 
BCE, and therein lies its main problem: during the second millennium 
BCE, the central Canaanite Highlands were much less sedentary, and their 
entire sociopolitical structure was more �uid. Jerusalem’s resources were 
limited due the isolated nature of its topographical niche. �roughout the 
second millennium BCE, the settlement was no more than a remote fort 
whose patronage network could not extend much beyond its immedi-
ate vicinity, as is likewise made clear by the El-Amarna correspondence 
(Na’aman 2011a; Benz 2016, 82–84).

It is therefore highly improbable that Jerusalem ruled the region of 
Hebron some 40 km to its south. As has been demonstrated time and 
again (Na’aman 1992; Lipschits 2020, 164–71), Hebron and the nearby 
Khirbet Rabûd, identi�ed as biblical Debir (Kochavi 1974), were local 
highland strongholds during the Middle Bronze II–III and the Late Bronze 
II, respectively; a cuneiform text discovered at Hebron and dated to the 
seventeenth century BCE frequently mentions the noun king and further 
indicates that in the Middle Bronze II–III Hebron was the center of a local 
polity in the Judean Hills (Anbar and Na’aman 1986–1987; Na’aman 1992, 
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280–88). Biblical traditions about the early history of Israel consistently 
separate Jerusalem and its territory from the southern hill country of Judah 
(Niemann 2019). A similar division between Jerusalem and Hebron as two 
administrative centers existed for much of the time between the Persian 
period and the nineteenth century CE, and hence it is not farfetched to 
assume that such a division existed throughout most of the second mil-
lennium BCE as well. �e division between Judah and Jerusalem is also 
re�ected in the Iron I settlement pattern, as settlements were clustered 
in two distinct topographical niches on the southern part of the central 
Canaanite Highlands: in the south between Hebron and Beth-Zur, and in 
the north between Jerusalem and Benjamin. �e 20 km between Beth-Zur 
and Jerusalem remained sparsely settled (see also �g. 3.4).

While there should be little doubt that the Judean Hills were not a�li-
ated with Jerusalem during this time frame, the status of the region to the 
immediate north of Jerusalem, the Benjamin Plateau, remains a matter of 
dispute. �e Benjamin Plateau is a relatively �at and narrow plain, stretch-
ing between the Samarian Hills to its immediate north and the Judean 
Hills to the south of Jerusalem. Due to its topographical features, the Ben-
jamin Plateau included one of the only easily traversable routes across the 
central Canaanite Highlands in an east-west direction. It also provided 
one of the only suitable rural hinterlands in the Judean Hills region, with-
out which it is doubtful as to whether Jerusalem could have accumulated 
economic and political wealth.

�ere is no disagreement that, from the late eighth century BCE, the 
Benjamin Plateau was a�liated with Judah.7 �is notion is supported 
by the wide distribution of Judahite administrative �nds in the region.8 
On the other hand, biblical traditions repeatedly refer to Benjamin as a 
northern tribe: it belongs to Israel, not to Judah. �us, for instance, in the 
narrative about the birth of Jacob’s sons, Benjamin (Gen 35:16–18) and 
Joseph (Gen 30:22–24)—the latter represents the clans of the Samarian 
Hills (Ephraim and Manasseh)—are maternal brothers, the two sons of 

7. Davies 2006, 2007; Na’aman 2009a, 216–17; Finkelstein 2011a, 350–51; Lip-
schits 2020, 174–76.

8. Stamped jar handles dated to the late eighth–early sixth centuries BCE. �ey 
were used in the Judahite royal administrative system and have been found widely 
distributed across the Benjamin Plateau (Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2011; Lipschits 
2021, 158–65).
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Jacob’s most beloved wife, Rachel.9 Benjamin is likewise the tribal a�lia-
tion of Ehud son of Gera in the old tradition embedded in Judg 3, which is 
most likely of Israelite origin (see Na’aman 2009a, 219–20; Lipschits 2020, 
171–72). In the Song of Deborah (Judg 5:14), another text that originated 
in monarchic Israel (Groß 2009, 337–41; Fleming 2012, 64–69), Benjamin 
appears as one of the Israelite clans that joined arms to �ght in the Jezreel 
Valley.10 In the song, like in the birth narrative, Benjamin is directly related 
to Ephraim. Benjamin was also the tribal a�liation of Saul (1 Sam 9:1), 
the �rst king of Israel (1 Sam 11:15, 14:47). Last, the very name Benjamin, 
which means “the sons of the south” (Heb. bənê yāmîn), betrays a northern 
point of view (Weingart 2019, 28; Blum 2020, 213–16), as if Benjamin (not 
Judah!) were the southernmost Israelite tribe.11

It is therefore not surprising that Benjamin is considered a priori an 
Israelite tribe and that scholars assume that it was originally incorporated 
within the kingdom of Israel, only to be later annexed by Judah. Finkel-
stein, for instance, argues that throughout the second millennium BCE 
the Benjamin Plateau was ruled by Shechem; then, in the early Iron Age, 
according to Finkelstein,12 it became the hub of a polity—the kingdom 
of Saul—which was a precursor to the kingdom of Israel. Only in the late 
ninth century BCE, a�er Israel had been subjugated by Aram-Damascus, 
was the Benjamin Plateau annexed by Judah.13

Against this reconstruction, Na’aman (1992, 2009a) presents the most 
thorough and persuasive study of the political and territorial history of the 
Benjamin Plateau from the second millennium BCE to the late monarchic 
period. Examining both archaeological remains and biblical traditions,14 
Na’aman determines that from the early beginning of the monarchic 

9. �e birth narrative (Gen 29:31–30:24) is for the most part thought to be a rela-
tively uni�ed, integral part of the pre-Priestly Jacob story (Blum 1984, 106–7; Fleming 
2012, 74–81; Weingart 2014, 235–44), which was probably a northern Israelite origin 
myth (de Pury 2006; Blum 2012; Finkelstein and Römer 2014; Sergi 2018).

10. E.g., J. L. Wright 2011a, 2011b; Weingart 2019, 29; Blum 2020, 216–17.
11. For a parallel from the Mari archive, see Fleming 2012, 144–49.
12. Finkelstein 2006b, 2011a; 2013a, 37–62.
13. Knauf (2006) and Davies (2006, 2007) have argued that Benjamin was 

annexed by Judah even later, a�er the fall of Israel in 720 BCE, but for criticism see 
Na’aman 2009a, 216–24, 338–42; 2010a, 4–6, 19.

14. Na’aman examined the following biblical texts: the boundary system in Josh 
15–17; 18:11–28; the narrative accounts in 1 Kgs 11–12 and 15:16–22; prophetic lit-
erature in Hos 5:8–10 and Isa 10:28–32.
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period the Benjamin Plateau was part and parcel of the kingdom of Judah. 
�e inhabitants of this region, according to Na’aman, would have bene�ted 
much more from an alliance with the most proximate urban center—Jeru-
salem. On the other hand, Na’aman (2009a, 218–20) demonstrates that the 
northern region assigned to the Benjaminite tribe (Josh 18:21–24), on the 
Bethel Range and the road descending to Jericho, was a�liated with the 
kingdom of Israel and even included its central royal cultic site—at Bethel. 
It was not before the reign of Josiah during the late seventh century, circa 
one hundred years a�er the destruction of Israel, that Judah annexed the 
Bethel Range and incorporated it within its northern Benjaminite district 
(Na’aman 2009a, 338–42).

Following Na’aman, Lipschits (2020, 163–64) analyzed the topo-
graphical landscape of Jerusalem and its surroundings, arguing that the 
wide plains to the north (Benjamin Plateau) and southwest (Rephʾaim and 
Soreq Valleys) of Jerusalem were the immediate agricultural hinterland of 
the city. �ese areas were always an essential part of the Jerusalemite polity 
in the central hill country of the Middle and Late Bronze Ages and of the 
Iron Age kingdom of Judah because of their unique topographical features 
and fertile land (see Gadot 2015). Like Na’aman, Lipschits (2020, 171–74) 
argues that the northernmost region of Benjamin, situated on the Bethel 
Range, was a�liated with the kingdom of Israel and was annexed by Judah 
only during the reign of Josiah in the late seventh century BCE. Accord-
ing to Lipschits, it was only under Josiah’s reign that the Benjamin Plateau 
and the Bethel Range to its immediate north were �rst united into one 
greater Benjaminite district, and they remained so throughout the Per-
sian period (Lipschits 2020, 174–79). In attempting to explain the Israelite 
identity connected to Benjamin, Lipschits argues that only the inhabit-
ants of northern Benjamin/south Ephraim, who lived on the Bethel Range 
and were a�liated with the kingdom of Israel, were actually Benjaminites. 
However, Lipschits does not address the identity of those who inhabited 
the Benjamin Plateau north of Jerusalem, who, according to all the bibli-
cal traditions, were Benjaminites as well (and thus Israelites?), even if they 
were politically a�liated with Jerusalem and Judah. �e question remains, 
therefore, whether the Benjaminite clans who inhabited the Benjamin Pla-
teau and were a�liated with Judah and the house of David also retained an 
Israelite kinship identity, as may be deduced from many biblical traditions. 
�is question will be dealt with later, but the �rst step toward an answer is 
to reconstruct the relations between Jerusalem and Benjamin in the early 
Iron Age and subsequently to re�ect on the early formation of Judah.
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4.1.2. Jerusalem in the Iron I–IIA: The Rise of a New Elite

Monumental architecture in the City of David appeared, for the �rst time 
since the Middle Bronze Age, only in the early Iron Age, with the construc-
tion of the stepped-stone structure on the eastern slope of the ridge, west 
of the Gihon Spring.15 It was meant to support the slope and to enable the 
construction of buildings—probably of a public nature—on the summit of 
the ridge above it.16 �e stepped-stone structure consists of several archi-
tectural components (A. Mazar 2006, 257–60; 2020a, 139–43), the two 
most signi�cant of which are (1) stone terraces made of retaining walls 
supporting massive rubble �lls (Shiloh 1984, 16, 26; Steiner 2001, 29–36), 
and (2) a stepped-stone mantle covering the northern part of the stone 
terraces, which was built of semiworked stones laid in uniform stepped 
rows, stretching from the structure’s bottom up to the summit of the ridge 
(Shiloh 1984, 16–17; Cahill 2003, 20–42).

�ere remains considerable dispute regarding the construction and 
date of the stepped-stone structure. Most of it relates to the stratigraphic 
relationship between the stone terraces and the stepped mantle that par-
tially covers them. Yet it is almost unanimously agreed that the foundations 
of this structure, the stone terraces, were built no earlier than the mid-/late 
Iron I or at the very beginning of the Iron IIA:17 Kathleen Kenyon exposed 
the remains of a domestic structure that was built over by the stone ter-
races. It had a plaster �oor on which a large amount of pottery dated to the 
Iron I was found, including an almost complete, though broken, collared-
rim jar (Steiner 2001, 24–28, �gs. 4.3–4.6). Iron I pottery sherds were also 
retrieved from the rubble �lls supported by the terrace system (Steiner 
2001, 29–36, �g. 4.16; Cahill 2003, 46–51). Indeed, these �nds may only 
provide the terminus post quem for the construction of the stone terraces. 
However, since an Iron I collared-rim jar was found immediately below 

15. For a detailed discussion of the stepped-stone structure and the history of its 
exploration, see the appendix.

16. Shiloh 1984, 16–17, 26–29; Steiner 2001, 28–29, 36–52; A. Mazar 2006, 257–
65; E. Mazar 2015a, 181. A. Mazar (2020a), following E. Mazar (2019a), recently dem-
onstrated that the stepped-stone structure was likely related to at least one massive 
wall erected on the summit of the City of David. Although it is impossible to recon-
struct the nature of the building on the summit, this possibility is certainly plausible. 
See further discussion at §5.3.1.

17. Steiner 2001; Cahill 2003; A. Mazar 2006; 2020a; E. Mazar 2015a, 169–88; 
Sergi 2017a. For the di�erent opinion of Finkelstein (2018), see n. 18 below.
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them, red-slipped and hand-burnished pottery (Iron IIA) was found above 
them, and there was a complete absence of Iron IIB pottery—a period well 
represented in the archaeological record of Jerusalem—the construction 
of the stone terraces can be dated to the mid-/late Iron I or the very begin-
ning of the Iron IIA. In terms of absolute chronology, this means that the 
stone terraces were erected by the mid-eleventh to early tenth century 
BCE.18 �is is regardless of whether they were constructed contempora-
neously with the stepped-stone mantle covering them.19

Constructions such as the stepped-stone structure did not ful�ll a 
mere structural purpose. �eir public and monumental nature ful�lled 
a political function as well: large-scale building operations that reshaped 
the natural landscape were among the better-known symbols of political 
power. Monumental architecture was o�en created and used by ruling 
elites as a vehicle for attaining legitimacy, through the display of power 
and the ability to allocate and control the necessary human and mate-
rial resources (Zuckerman 2007, 4–6). �is was accomplished in two 
ways: outwardly—the visibility of public and monumental architecture 
symbolized the political power and economic wealth of the ruling elite; 
and inwardly—by obliging the participation of the lower social classes 
in the construction of wasteful monuments, they acknowledged their 
subordinate status and thus rea�rmed the social hierarchy, as well as 
the ruling status of the local elite (Bunimovitz 1992, 225). Hence, monu-
mental architecture was simultaneously both the generator of political 
hegemony (through the organization and the division of labor) and its 
most visible symbol.

Indeed, the stepped-stone structure in the City of David was built 
with simple materials and was not particularly large. However, it was 
a public structure that stood out in the rural landscape surrounding 
Jerusalem, marking the settlement as a highland stronghold. �e struc-
ture’s construction required material resources (such as stones, some of 
which were dressed), engineering know-how, preplanning, and a labor 
force composed mainly of unskilled labor, alongside a few experienced 

18. In his recent discussion, Finkelstein (2018) completely ignores the collared-
rim jar found on a �oor immediately below the stone terraces, as well as the Iron I 
sherds found within the terraces themselves. For further criticism of Finkelstein, see 
A. Mazar 2020a; Lipschits 2020, 168 n. 22.

19. �e stepped-stone structure likely re�ects a continuous building e�ort on the 
eastern slope of the City of David during the Iron IIA. For further details see the appendix.
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cra�smen.20 It seems, therefore, that by the end of the eleventh/early 
tenth century BCE, centralized political rule had been established in 
Jerusalem, along with a developing hierarchical social structure (see 
Bunimovitz 1992, 228–29; Burke 2008, 155–58).21 Doubtless, Jerusalem 
was a ruling center even earlier (during the second millennium BCE), 
and although it is impossible to determine with precision its status in 
the Iron I, the archaeological remains suggest that at least the area in the 
vicinity of the Gihon Spring was occupied by some Late Bronze III/Iron 
I domestic units. �at this exact area, which had previously been domes-
tic, was built over by a completely new monumental structure that by 
its very nature transformed the physical landscape marks an important 
social transformation in early Iron IIA Jerusalem. It would seem, then, 
that a rising elite was materializing its newly acquired power. In order 
to explain more fully such a social change, one must shi� views from 
Jerusalem itself to the surrounding territories.

20. For a discussion of the labor force required for monumental building activity, 
see Burke 2008, 141–43.

21. Pioske (2015, 194–209) argues that early tenth-century BCE Jerusalem was 
an agrarian community. His portrayal of such an agrarian community, however, is 
based on comparison with other sites, such as Tell Beit Mirsim (see §5.1), and not on 
discussing the material remains from the early Iron Age City of David, which he also 
overestimates as a town of more than one thousand residents. �is goes far beyond 
the available data for early tenth-century BCE Jerusalem, which mostly indicates that 
it was—since the MB and LB—more of a highland stronghold (see Lipschits 2020; 
Regev et. al. 2021). Moreover, there is nothing in the material remains of Jerusalem to 
suggest that it hosted an agrarian community. Early Iron Age Jerusalem (like Bronze 
Age Jerusalem beforehand) was a highland stronghold, as also Pioske (2015, 216–28) 
concludes when referring to the actual �nds from Jerusalem. As such, it was a seat of a 
ruling elite who relied on the agrarian communities settled in its immediate rural hin-
terland (§§4.1.3, 4.1.4). �ere is no evidence in the archeological �nds from early Iron 
Age Jerusalem for any intensive agricultural activity, and in fact monumental building 
activity, which continued throughout the tenth and ninth centuries BCE (see §5.3), 
further demonstrates that Jerusalem was at no point in the Iron I–IIA the home for 
an agrarian community per se. Rather, Jerusalem was the seat of a ruling elite with its 
immediate entourage. It gradually developed as the hub of a royal dynasty that ruled 
vast territories and relied on cultivated lands and royal estates located to the west and 
north of the city, not in the city itself (§§5.3.4, 5.3.6). �is did not change much in the 
Iron IIB–IIC, when the economy of Jerusalem still relied on agricultural activity in 
the valleys west and north of the city, not in the immediate vicinity of the city itself.
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During the Late Bronze II (fourteenth and thirteenth centuries BCE), 
few sedentary settlements were situated in the vicinity of Jerusalem (�g. 
4.2). One such settlement, Manaḥat, was located in the Rephʾaim Valley, 
circa 5 km southwest of Jerusalem,22 and possibly another one, at Tel 
Moza, 7 km to its west, in the Soreq Valley.23 �ere was also a settlement at 
Bethel, some 18 km north of Jerusalem, on the southern border of the hill 
country of Ephraim (southern Samaria). In the Late Bronze III, it seems 
that a new settlement was established at Giloh, circa 5 km south of Jeru-
salem (A. Mazar 1994), while the settlements at Bethel and perhaps also 
at Manaḥat continued to exist (�g. 4.3).24 During this period (fourteenth–
twel�h century BCE), the entire area between Jerusalem and Bethel was 
not settled and was apparently populated by mobile pastoral groups (Fin-
kelstein 1993b, 116–23).25 Establishing political hegemony over these 
groups would not have been an easy task, as can be seen in the letters sent 
by the king of Jerusalem during the mid-fourteenth century BCE to the 
Egyptian court (EA 271, EA 279–280, EA 285–291).

No further increase in the number of sedentary settlements around 
Jerusalem occurred until the Iron I (�g. 4.4, below). While one settlement 
remained south of the city (Khirbet Zaʿaquqa), at least three new settle-
ments were established to its immediate north (Tell el-Ful, Har Nof, and 
Khirbet Bir el-Hammam), all of them on the southernmost hills of the 
Benjamin Plateau.26 �us, if the stepped-stone structure marked Jerusa-

22. A small LB II settlement was excavated at el-Maliḥa/Manaḥat (Edelstein, 
Milevski, and Aurant 1998, 47–54).

23. LB II settlement was surveyed at Tel Moza (Feldstein et al. 1993, 221), but the 
excavations yielded only pottery sherds dated to this period (Greenhut and De Groot 
2009, 68–70; Greenhut 2021). On LB Tel Moza, see also Finkelstein and Gadot 2015.

24. Sherds of collared-rim jars found in Manaḥat suggest that the settlement at 
the site may have continued until the LB III/Iron I (Edelstein, Milevski, and Aurant 
1998, �g. 4.10:6–10).

25. As is also suggested by LB II burial sites found north of Jerusalem (Kloner 
2003, 61).

26. Kloner (2003, 20–21, 61) surveyed six Iron I sites in the vicinity of Jerusalem 
(Tell el-Ful, Khirbet el-Burj, Har Nof, Naḥal Hoveve Zion, Khirbet Bir el-Hammam, 
and Giloh). Excavations at three of them (Tell el-Ful, Khirbet el-Burj, and Giloh) con-
�rmed the existence of Iron I settlements only at Tell el-Ful and Giloh, while pottery 
sherds dated to the Late Iron IIA found at Khirbet el-Burj may indicate the existence of 
a small ninth-century BCE settlement at the site (Weinberg-Stern 2015, 162). Remains 
of structures and a signi�cant amount of Iron I pottery that was found in Khirbet Bir 
el-Hammam and in Har Nof indicate that these sites were probably also settled in the 
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Fig. 4.2. Settlement pattern in the regions of Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau 
during the Late Bronze II

Fig. 4.3. Settlement pattern in the regions of Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau 
during the Late Bronze III
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lem as the seat of the local ruling elite, its primary purpose was to establish 
the city’s political hegemony over nearby groups, particularly those that 
had recently settled to the north. In discussing the forti�cations built in 
the Middle Bronze Age, Finkelstein (1992, 208–10) argues that the towns 
in the central Canaanite Highlands were too small to supply the required 
labor force; hence, workers had to be recruited from surrounding settle-
ments through the introduction of a labor tax. �is would have held 
true for the stepped-stone structure in Jerusalem as well. It can be safely 
assumed that the kings of late eleventh-/early tenth-century BCE Jerusa-
lem would have had to recruit a labor force from the rural settlements 
north of the city, thereby solidifying their political hegemony over these 
subordinate groups. Accordingly, not only did these settlers provide the 
political motivation for the construction of the stepped-stone structure, 
but without them, the city’s rulers would never have been able to dra� the 
required resources to do so.

�e newly founded Iron I settlements north of Jerusalem were only 
the southernmost margins of a wider phenomenon, stretching all over 
the Benjamin Plateau. �is brings to the fore the question of Benjamin’s 
political-territorial a�liation, or, in other words: How far north onto the 
Benjamin Plateau did the political hegemony of Jerusalem extend in the 
early Iron Age?

4.1.3. Benjamin in the Iron I–IIA: Settlement Oscillation between the 
Plateau and the Bethel Range

Numerous rural settlements were established on the Benjamin Plateau 
and the Bethel Range to its north during the Iron I (Finkelstein 1988a, 
185–88; Finkelstein, Bunimovitz, and Lederman 1997, 949–50): some 
twenty-�ve Iron I sites have been surveyed in the region that stretches 
from Jerusalem in the south to the Bethel Range in the north and from 
the eastern desert fringe to the western slopes (Magen and Finkelstein 
1993, 135). �e number of settlements in this region increased during 
the Iron II, but the surveys do not distinguish between ceramic assem-
blages typical of the Iron IIA and those characterizing the Iron IIB (let 
alone between early and late Iron IIA). �erefore, settlement oscillations 

Iron I. For the excavations of Khirbet Zaʿaquqa, see Eisenberg 2012. Another Iron Age 
settlement may have existed at Khirbet Walajeh (Gadot 2015, 13–16).
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in the Benjamin Plateau throughout the Iron I–II cannot be accurately 
reconstructed based on surveys alone.27 We must therefore rely �rst and 
foremost on the data retrieved from excavated sites. �e following pro-
vides a review of settlement patterns and oscillations on the Benjamin 
Plateau and the Bethel Range during Iron I–IIA based on excavated sites; 
more detailed discussion of the material remains from each of the sites 
mentioned below is provided in the appendix.

�e �rst group of excavated sites is located on the plateau to the 
immediate north of Jerusalem and includes three small settlements that 
were founded during the Iron I (�g. 4.4): Tell el-Ful, identi�ed as bibli-
cal Gibeah, Saul’s capital (Albright 1924, 28–43; Schniedewind 2006), is 
situated 5 km north of Jerusalem, on the southern part of the Benjamin 
Plateau; el-Jib, identi�ed as biblical Gibeon (Robinson and Smith 1856, 
455; Pritchard 1959), is located circa 10 km northwest of Jerusalem, on 
the western edge of the Benjamin Plateau; and Tell en-Naṣbeh, identi-
�ed as biblical Mizpah (McCown and Muilenburg 1947), is situated on a 
prominent hilltop some 12 km north of Jerusalem at the northern edge 
of the plateau and just below the Bethel Range. Only meager architec-
tural remains were associated with the Iron I levels at these sites, but at 
least two of them (el-Jib and, by the early Iron IIA, also Tell en-Naṣbeh) 
employed the layout of an enclosed settlement, attesting to the seden-
tarization of formerly mobile pastoral groups. No clear architectural 
remains could be associated with Tell el-Ful (Finkelstein 2011e), but in 
light of the fact that the site is very small and that in the Iron IIB–IIC it 
was occupied by a small fort, the possibility that some kind of fort was 
also present there during the Iron I should not be ruled out (and see 
Khirbet ed-Dawwara, below).

Many of the key sites on the Benjamin Plateau, most of which were 
located east of the watershed, have never been excavated, and therefore it 
is di�cult to identify any particular shi� that occurred during the transi-
tion to the early Iron IIA. Still, Tell el-Ful was abandoned sometime in 
the early Iron IIA, while the settlements at Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah and 

27. Still, Magen and Finkelstein (1993, 26–27; cf. Finkelstein 2006b, 174–78; 
2011a, 354) assume that there was a drop in settlement numbers in the Iron IIA and an 
increase only in the Iron IIB–IIC. �is assumption seems to be correct, when evalu-
ated in the light of the data yielded from excavations. However, it is not true for the 
entire region but only for its northernmost part (below).
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el-Jib/Gibeon persisted in that period.28 At some point in the late Iron 
IIA, a new settlement, which was probably rural in nature, was founded in 
Khirbet el-Burj, located exactly 3 km south of el-Jib and 4 km west of Tell 
el-Ful.29 Hence, even with some occasional abandonments, it seems that 
the total sedentary population in the Benjamin Plateau did not change 
much in the Iron I/IIA transition. A major change, however, occurred 
with the transition to the late Iron IIA in Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah.

Sometime during the late Iron IIA, likely toward the beginning—
which would be the early ninth century BCE—a massive, thick wall was 
built around Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, in which towers and a gate were 
installed.30 �e forti�cation of what seems to have been a rural site at 
the northern edge of the plateau may attest to some sort of con�ict that 
required the demonstration of military prowess. However, there is likely 
more to it than that: the massive wall was imposed on an already existing 
settlement (Finkelstein 2012). In essence, just as in the case of the Omride 
palaces, which were imposed on late Iron IIA Tel Megiddo (§3.2.1), or the 
stepped-stone structure that was imposed on domestic units in the City 
of David—the installation of a newly built monumental structure in an 
already existing settlement implies the imposition by new political rule. 
�e case of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah is telling, as it may seem that the newly 
built forti�cation not only conveyed power outwardly, but also inwardly: it 
facilitated control over the entrances/exits from the town, overseeing any 
social and economic interaction of its inhabitants. �is change in late Iron 
IIA Tell en-Naṣbeh may be clari�ed when looking to the northern part of 
the Benjaminite territory.

28. During the late Iron IIA, el-Jib/Gibeon may have experienced some decline. 
See appendix.

29. Excavations at the site did not yield any substantial architectural remains 
from this period; however, a relatively large quantity of late Iron IIA pottery sherds 
indicates that the site was settled at the time (Weinberg-Stern 2015).

30. �ere seems to be general agreement that the forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah should be dated to the late Iron IIA, but Finkelstein (2012) argues that it 
should be dated later in this period, in the second half of the ninth century BCE, in 
line with his perception that the Benjamin Plateau was not a�liated with Judah before 
then. In spite of that, the late Iron IIA spans the entire ninth century BCE, with all 
evidence indicating that the forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah should be dated 
early in this period. For the occupational history of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah and for 
the date of its late Iron IIA forti�cations, see Sergi 2017a, 9–10, and further discussion 
in the appendix.
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�e Bethel Range, rising to the immediate north of the Benjamin 
Plateau, facilitates the road descending eastward to Jericho and formed 
the southernmost part of the Samarian Hills. Four new settlements were 
established on the Bethel Range in the Iron I, mostly employing the 
layout of an enclosed settlement (�g. 4.4): Khirbet Radanna, situated on 
the southwestern edge of the Ephraim hill country, circa 15 km north-
west of Jerusalem; Bethel, on the top of the ridge, located some 3.5 km 
northeast of Khirbet Radanna, and 18 km north of Jerusalem; et-Tell, 
identi�ed with biblical Ai (Albright 1924, 141–49), located only 2.5 km 
southeast of Bethel on the same ridge; and Khirbet ed-Dawwara, located 
further east on the same road, circa 2 km southeast of et-Tell (Finkelstein 
1990). All these sites were �rst sedentarized (anew or a�er some occu-
pational gap) in the Iron I but were abandoned at some point during the 
early Iron IIA, and by the late Iron IIA the Bethel Range was only sparsely 
settled.31 It was not long a�erward that Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, located 
only 4 km south of Bethel, was forti�ed.

Within the Bethel cluster, Khirbet ed-Dawwara is set apart by its for-
ti�cations and by the complete absence of remains indicating agricultural 
activity (Finkelstein 1990, 168–75, �gs. 4, 7–12, 193–99). �at means that, 
unlike contemporaneous neighboring sites, Khirbet ed-Dawwara was not 
inhabited by a rural community. Na’aman (2012c) suggests that it was a 
“Philistine” fortress, meant to establish the political hegemony of the king 
of Gath on the Benjamin Plateau.32 Na’aman is probably right to highlight 
the military nature of the site, but it is impossible, of course, to accurately 
determine its political a�liation (that is, whether it was erected on behalf 
of the king of Gath or not) relying solely on the archaeological remains 
(and indeed, arguing just that, Na’aman relies primarily on the biblical nar-
rative of 1 Sam 13–14). However, even if Na’aman’s suggestion is accepted, 
the abandonment of the site in the early Iron IIA, the period in which Gath 
reached its zenith, calls for an explanation.

Summing up the data, it seems that large-scale Iron I sedentarization 
typi�es the entire region between the Bethel Range in the north and Jeru-
salem in the south. �e central range north of Bethel was only sparsely 
settled in the Iron I and even less so during the Iron IIA, while most of the 

31. For further details, see the appendix.
32. Finkelstein (1990, 202–3) considers this possibility but rejects it due to the 

absence of “Philistine” pottery. On the Philistine pottery, see also the discussion in 
§5.1.1.
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Fig. 4.4. Settlement pattern in the regions of Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau 
during the Iron I–Early Iron IIA

Fig. 4.5. Settlement pattern in the regions of Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau 
during the Late Iron IIA
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settlements were clustered in the region of Shiloh, some 18 km north of 
Bethel.33 �e central range south of Jerusalem was also sparsely inhabited, 
with most of the settlements clustered between Hebron in the south and 
Beth-Zur in the north,34 still some 18–20 km south of the Jerusalem-Ben-
jamin cluster. It seems, therefore, that the region between Jerusalem in the 
south and Bethel in the north was densely inhabited throughout the elev-
enth century BCE (�g. 4.4), while the central range to its immediate north 
or south remained much less sedentary. Signi�cant changes occurred with 
the transition to the early Iron IIA, probably during the second half of the 
tenth century BCE, when the northernmost settlements in the Benjaminite 
cluster, all located on the Bethel Range, were abandoned and not resettled 
(with the exception of Bethel, but not until the Iron IIB). Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah remained the northernmost settlement of the Benjaminite cluster, 
just at the edge of the plateau, and was subsequently forti�ed, probably in 
the early ninth century BCE (�g. 4.5).

Few explanations have been suggested for the abandonment of sites in 
the Benjaminite-Ephraimite border, each of them dependent on a di�er-
ent assumption regarding the political a�liation of Benjamin.35 None of 
them, however, considers the major sociopolitical change that transpired 
at exactly the same time, the early Iron IIA, in Jerusalem, just a few kilo-
meters to the south.

4.1.4. The Emergence of Judah as a Political Entity between Jerusalem 
and Benjamin in the Early Iron IIA

Jerusalem was the seat of a local ruling elite as early as the second mil-
lennium BCE. Yet, a�er the Middle Bronze II–III/Late Bronze I, no new 
monumental architecture appeared within the City of David until the early 

33. Finkelstein 1988a, 185–205, and especially 186–97, maps on 187, 189, 191; 
Finkelstein, Bunimovitz, and Lederman 1997, 949–50.

34. Ofer 1993, 2:115–17, pl. 58, map 13; 1994, 102–5.
35. Finkelstein (2006b, 176–78) suggests that the abandonment was the result 

of Shishak’s campaign in the region (but see §4.2.1). Na’aman (2012c, 5–7) argues 
that the foundation of the forti�ed “Philistine” site at Khirbet ed-Dawwara brought 
about the abandonment of Khirbet Radanna, but in fact they were all abandoned quite 
contemporaneously in the early Iron IIA. Faust (2003) argues that the abandonment 
occurred simultaneously in many other regions of Canaan and re�ects forced urban-
ization by a centralized regime. �is reconstruction is not supported by the archaeo-
logical data, as discussed in the previous, current, and following chapters.
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Iron Age, when the stepped-stone structure was constructed on its eastern 
slope (or at the very least its subunit, the stone-terraces system). As previ-
ously discussed, it is almost unanimously agreed that the foundations of 
this structure were laid no earlier than the mid- to late eleventh or early 
tenth century BCE.36 �e stepped-stone structure, which stood out in the 
rural landscape surrounding Jerusalem, marked it as a highland strong-
hold, the seat of the local ruling elite. �e very fact that the foundations 
of the stepped-stone structure were built over what seems to have pre-
viously been a domestic area, and at the expense of the local residents, 
might re�ect the imposition of a new regime in town. It would seem, 
therefore, that by the end of the eleventh/early tenth century BCE, a new 
elite had come to power in Jerusalem, who immediately initiated a project 
with which to a�rm their political hegemony in the region. In light of the 
gradual growth of Jerusalem from this point, this emergent elite should be 
identi�ed with the house of David.

�roughout the fourteenth–twel�h centuries BCE (�gs. 4.2–4.3), 
Jerusalem ruled over a sparsely populated land inhabited mainly by 
mobile pastoralists, while to its immediate south there were some seden-
tary settlements. �e eleventh century BCE was characterized by massive 
sedentarization when for the �rst time since the Middle Bronze Age set-
tlements were formed north of Jerusalem and on the Benjamin plateau, 
although this trend was for the most part absent to the south (�g. 4.4). 
Hence, if the stepped-stone structure re�ects the establishment of new 
political power, it must have primarily served the purpose of imposing 
political authority over the settlers to the north of Jerusalem, as they were 
the only inhabitants who could have provided the kings of Jerusalem with 
the required (human and �nancial) resources as well as the political moti-
vation to erect it.

�e settlements that clustered north of Jerusalem, on the Benjamin 
Plateau, and to the immediate south of the town were relatively isolated, 
while the regions north of Bethel and south of Jerusalem were compara-
tively less settled during the Iron I–IIA. Jerusalem—at the southern end of 
this cluster—had been the seat of local rulers since the second millennium 
BCE, and by the late eleventh/early tenth century BCE it had been di�er-
entiated from the rural settlements in its vicinity by the construction of 
the stepped-stone structure. �us, in the absence of territorial continuity 

36. See §4.1.2, above. See appendix. 
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and in light of the long-standing political status of Jerusalem, it is di�-
cult to believe that Shechem could have established political hegemony 
over rural settlements located some 30–40 km to its south, especially in 
a period when Jerusalem’s political status had been rea�rmed with the 
construction of the stepped-stone structure. Moreover, during the early 
Iron IIA and following the destruction of Shiloh and Shechem, there was 
no urban center in the central Canaanite Highlands north of Jerusalem. 
Even when new centers emerged at Tirzah and Samaria (in the late Iron 
IIA), they appear to have been connected to activity in northern Samaria 
and in the Jezreel/Beit Shean Valleys. �erefore, the new settlements on 
the Benjamin Plateau would have been much more likely associated with 
the emerging center in their vicinity, Jerusalem, than to those in the north. 
It should be concluded that by the early tenth century BCE at the latest, 
the inhabitants of the Benjamin Plateau came under the patronage of the 
newly rising elite in Jerusalem. �e construction of the stepped-stone 
structure marks the emergence of a polity ruled from Jerusalem, of which 
the Benjamin Plateau apparently formed an integral part from its early 
beginnings. �e rise of Jerusalem in the late Iron I/early Iron IIA among 
the cluster of Benjaminite settlements therefore marks the early formation 
of Judah as a local polity. �e extent of this polity was apparently limited 
to the immediate vicinity of Jerusalem—the valleys to its immediate south 
and west and the plateau to its immediate north, which was not so di�er-
ent from the extent of its second-millennium BCE predecessors.

It is from within this sociopolitical context that the abandonment 
on the Bethel Range and the consequent forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah should be viewed (�g. 4.5). Prior to the abandonment, a highland 
stronghold was built on the southern border of Benjamin, in Jerusa-
lem, and following the abandonment a second highland stronghold was 
built on the northern border of the Benjamin Plateau, at Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah. What one has at hand here is the archaeological materialization 
of state formation: the rise of Jerusalem as a seat of a new ruling elite and 
the process through which these elite formed patronage relations with the 
now-sedentary clans to their north. �e result was a border con�ict—a 
struggle meant to de�ne the extent of Jerusalemite hegemony over the 
population living to its north. Evidently, by the early ninth century BCE 
it encompassed the entire plateau, but the range to its immediate north 
probably fell beyond the reach of the Jerusalemite kings. �e subsequent 
forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah marked the northern border of the 
newly formed polity: Judah.



 4. Emergence 123

According to any historical reconstruction, the Bethel Range, which 
was allotted to the Benjaminite clans (Josh 18:21–24), came under Israelite 
rule and was a�liated with the kingdom of Israel throughout its existence. 
If this is accepted, then the abandonment in the Bethel Range and the sub-
sequent forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah re�ect how the northern 
part of Benjamin came under Israelite rule by the beginning of the late 
Iron IIA.

While the plateau remained in the hands of the Jerusalemite elite, 
who consequently consolidated their political power in the region by the 
forti�cation of Mizpah, the proximity of the Iron I/early Iron IIA settle-
ments on the Bethel Range to those in the plateau may indicate that the 
local inhabitants were related and intermarried and probably shared 
some kinship association.37 �is did not change even a�er the early ninth 
century BCE, when the communities on the plateau and on the Bethel 
Range were a�liated with two di�erent, sometimes rival, political entities 
(Israel and Judah).

In sum, the construction of the stepped-stone structure in the City 
of David symbolically encapsulates the early emergence of Judah as a 
political entity. It re�ects the rise to power of the house of David and the 
assertion of that power—�rst and foremost—in the immediate vicinity of 
Jerusalem, on the Benjamin Plateau, and on the plains to the west and 
south of the city. �e �uctuations in the settlement pattern throughout 
the Iron I–IIA indicate that the rise of the house of David and its attempt 
to subordinate the Benjaminites may have been a gradual process, during 
which the Benjamin Plateau and the Bethel Range came to be the border 
zone between two territorial entities developing in the central Canaanite 
Highlands: Judah in the south and Israel in the north.

4.1.5. Hebron and the Judean Hills during the Iron I–IIA

�e ancient site of Hebron has been identi�ed as Tell er-Rumeide, located 
in the southern suburbs of the modern-day city (see �g. 3.4).38 By the 

37. See Lehmann 2003, 2004; Lehmann and Niemann 2006.
38. �e exploration of the site began early in the twentieth century CE, followed 

by extensive excavations directed by Hammond (1965, 1966, 1967, 1968), Ofer (1994), 
and Eisenberg and Ben-Shlomo (2017). Only Eisenberg and Ben-Shlomo’s excava-
tions from 2014 were fully published. For the history of archaeological exploration in 
Hebron, see Eisenberg and Ben-Shlomo 2017, 10–14.



124 The Two Houses of Israel

Middle Bronze II–III, Hebron was surrounded by massive forti�cations, 
which have been uncovered in every excavation area.39 However, the 
city was abandoned by the end of this period, and throughout the Late 
Bronze Age it was sparsely settled at best.40 Ancient Hebron was resettled 
in the Iron I (or perhaps as early as the LB III), but thus far no evidence 
has been found that would indicate reuse of the Middle Bronze II–III 
wall during this later period. Avi Ofer (1994) as well as Emanuel Eisen-
berg and David Ben-Shlomo (2017, 17–18) attributes a few installations 
and domestic remains to the Iron I settlement, while Iron I pottery sherds 
have also been retrieved from later �lls (Eisenberg and Ben-Shlomo 
2017, 267–69). �e Iron I settlement at Hebron should be seen within 
the wider settlement process of the central Canaanite Highlands. While 
the Samarian Hills were densely sedentarized, only a few new rural set-
tlements were founded in the region south of Jerusalem, most of them 
between Hebron in the south and Beth-Zur in the north, still some 20 km 
south of the Jerusalem-Benjamin cluster. �is implies that in the Iron I, 
as beforehand, and throughout the second millennium BCE the Hebron 
region and the Jerusalem region constituted two distinct and separate 
sociopolitical units.

Interestingly, there is absolutely no evidence of substantial habitation 
at Hebron during the Iron IIA. A few pottery sherds retrieved from later 
�lls may attest—at most—to the site’s sparse habitation during the early 
Iron IIA and its complete abandonment in the late Iron IIA (Eisenberg and 
Ben-Shlomo 2017, 269–71). Substantial occupation did not resume until 

39. Ofer 1994; Eisenberg and Ben-Shlomo 2017, 68–78; Chadwick 2018; Ben-
Shlomo 2019. Ussishkin (2021) has recently doubted the MB II–III date commonly 
attributed to the wall and argues that it should be dated to the Iron IIC. As also admit-
ted by Ben-Shlomo (2019), the evidence for the MB II–III date of the wall is indeed 
meager.

40. Only meager pottery sherds dated to this period have been found, with no 
substantial architectural remains (Eisenberg and Ben-Shlomo 2017, 265–67). Chad-
wick (2019) argues that the site was settled throughout the LB and that the massive MB 
II–III wall was still in use. Yet, he presents only fragmented remains of two domestic 
structures, and there is absolutely no evidence that during the LB the site was forti�ed, 
even if it was sparsely settled. Pottery presented by Chadwick, which includes mostly 
sherds and no complete vessels, may indicate that the site was settled during the LB, 
but its nature remains elusive. In light of the pottery presented by Eisenberg and Ben-
Shlomo (2017, 265–67), it seems that the site might have been inhabited in the latter 
part of the LB and in the transition to the Iron I.
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the Iron IIB–IIC, and it was not until this period that Hebron was refor-
ti�ed, when repairs and modi�cations were made to its Middle Bronze 
II–III walls (Eisenberg and Ben-Shlomo 2017, 78–92; Ussishkin 2021). In 
this regard, the occupational history of Iron Age Hebron mirrors that of 
Iron Age Bethel, as both sites were settled during the Iron I and aban-
doned in the Iron IIA but reemerged as signi�cant urban centers in the 
highlands during the Iron IIB–IIC. Hence, with all due caution, one might 
suggest that the decline in settlement activity in Iron IIA Hebron mirrors 
the contemporaneous decline in the Bethel Range and that both of these 
developments should be seen in tandem with the concurrent rise of Jeru-
salem. �is likely re�ects the consolidation of Jerusalemite power in the 
region of the Judean Hills as well.41

4.1.6. Conclusions: On the Rise of Judah as a Highland Polity

�e Iron I settlement wave in the southern part of the central Canaan-
ite Highlands clustered in two topographical niches with 20 km between 
them: in the Judean Hills to the south, between Hebron and Beth-Zur, 
and in the region of Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau in the north, 
between Bethlehem and Bethel. �ese two relatively isolated clusters of 
settlements re�ect the long-standing sociopolitical division that prevailed 
in this region throughout the prior second millennium BCE. By the late 
eleventh/early tenth century BCE, Jerusalem had risen to power among 
the northern cluster of settlements, with the construction of the stepped-
stone structure in the City of David as a means of both signifying and 
solidifying its regional hegemony. A straightforward look at the settle-
ment pattern reveals that by the tenth century BCE, Jerusalem was the 
sole highland stronghold in the immediate vicinity of the settlements that 
clustered to its north. Given the relative isolation of this cluster and the 
lack of any other highland stronghold to the north, it stands to reason that 
these settlements had been subordinated to the rulers of Jerusalem by the 
early tenth century BCE at the latest.

41. �e Iron I settlement expansion in the Judean Hills should also be seen in 
tandem with the contemporaneous settlement process at the foot of the Judean Hills 
and in the eastern Shephelah. In addition, the Iron IIA decline of Hebron should also 
be viewed against the Iron IIA rise of a desert polity to the immediate south of Hebron, 
in the Beersheba and Arad Valleys, related to the �ourishing Arabah copper produc-
tion. Both processes will be discussed in the next chapter.
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�e establishment of Jerusalemite political hegemony over the settle-
ments that had clustered to its north was apparently accompanied by some 
degree of social unrest, as indicated by the following abandonment of the 
Bethel Range (second half of the tenth century BCE) and the subsequent 
forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah (early ninth century BCE). �is for-
ti�cation, however, marked both the �nal incorporation of the Benjamin 
Plateau into the Jerusalemite polity and its northern border. �e abandon-
ments on the Bethel Range were accompanied by a simultaneous decline of 
settlement at Hebron to the south. �e decline of Hebron in the Iron IIA, 
the period during which Jerusalem rose to power, may therefore re�ect 
the consolidation of the Jerusalemite rule—probably for the �rst time in 
history—in the region of Hebron and the Judean Hills. It appears that by 
the end of the tenth/early ninth century BCE, for the �rst time in its his-
tory, Jerusalem ruled beyond its immediate rural hinterland to the west 
(Rephaʾim Valley) and the north (Benjamin Plateau) by having extended 
its authority into the Judean Hills to the south. It was this sociopolitical 
achievement—the uni�cation of Judah and Benjamin under one domin-
ion—that enabled the later expansion of Jerusalemite hegemony from 
the highlands, to the Shephelah, and to the Beersheba and Arad Valleys. 
�is additional expansion phase will be discussed in the next chapter a�er 
reviewing the relevant textual sources that may shed further light on the 
early formation of Judah as a highland polity.

4.2. Some Historical Notes on Late  
Tenth-/Early Ninth-Century BCE Judah

�e settlement patterns and material remains discussed above indicate 
that the �rst stage of the formation of Judah, during which the house of 
David, based in Jerusalem, established its political hegemony over the 
Benjamin Plateau and the Judean Hills, lasted throughout the tenth–early 
ninth centuries BCE and ended with the forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah. Unfortunately, we only have a few meager historical sources that 
can shed light on this period; most of them relate to its latter phases. Only 
with the reign of Rehoboam (second half of the tenth century BCE), Solo-
mon’s son and, according to Kings, the �rst to rule Judah alone (1 Kgs 
14:21), do the regnal formulas of the Judahite kings take their shape. It is 
also with the reign of Rehoboam that the book of Kings �rst takes on a 
greater historical dimension: Rehoboam’s regnal formula reports on the 
campaign of Shishak, the king of Egypt, against Jerusalem, an event that 
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�nds its echoes in contemporaneous Egyptian documentation. �e next 
substantive event in Judah’s political history according to Kings is ascribed 
to the reign of Asa (r. ca. 910–870), not long a�er the reign of Rehoboam. 
A short narrative account integrated between his regnal formulas (1 Kgs 
15:16–22) describes the struggle of Asa, the king of Judah, with Baasha, 
the king of Israel, over the Benjamin Plateau.

Indeed, the nature of the textual sources relating to these two events 
is very di�erent: Rehoboam’s subjugation by Shishak is documented in 
a short, factual note, and it �nds some support in Egyptian inscriptions. 
�e struggle between Asa and Baasha is only documented in a short, liter-
ary account embedded in Kings, which was most likely written sometime 
a�er the events it depicts. In spite of that, both events are framed in a 
similar time period (late tenth/early ninth centuries BCE) and address the 
complex relations between the house of David and the Benjaminites; both 
likewise attest to repeated invasions of the Benjamin Plateau by foreign 
rulers during this same time frame. �us, they should be examined in light 
of the archaeological data and assessments previously articulated.

4.2.1 Shishak’s Campaign to Canaan and the Rise of Judah in Benjamin

�e campaign of Shishak, king of Egypt, in Canaan during the second half 
of the tenth century BCE is the earliest historical event recorded in the 
Hebrew Bible (1 Kgs 14:25–28) that is supported by extrabiblical docu-
mentation—in the case at hand, the relief on the Bubastite portal in the 
temple of Karnak. A stela of Shishak found at Tel Megiddo (although not 
in a clear archaeological context) may provide further attestation to the 
campaign and its goals (Fisher 1929, 12–16, �g. 70). Shishak’s campaign 
in Canaan has attracted considerable scholarly attention over the years as 
it has provoked proli�c discussion regarding its exact date (early or late in 
Shishak’s reign), the campaign itinerary, and the pharaoh’s overall goals. 
It is not my intention to repeat in detail these well-known discussions but 
rather to focus on some of the aspects that may be relevant to the subject 
of this investigation. For that purpose, it is su�cient to date Shishak’s cam-
paign, within scholarly consensus, to some point during the second half of 
the tenth century BCE (early Iron IIA).42

42. �e meager written sources from the third intermediate period in Egypt have 
placed a major obstacle in the way, hindering any attempt to reconstruct the exact 
order of the Egyptian kings of the Twenty-Second through Twenty-Fourth Dynasties 
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Shishak was the �rst king of the Lybian Twenty-Second Dynasty, 
based in �anis in the north of Egypt. He ascended to the throne during 
the period of political fragmentation that followed the demise of the New 
Kingdom (imperial Egypt of the Eighteenth–Twentieth Dynasties in ca. 
1550–1130 BCE that also ruled Canaan). During the �rst years of his 
reign, Shishak managed to consolidate his rule over the entirety of Egypt, 
reuniting the north and south. �e policies of Shishak—both with regard 
to domestic and foreign a�airs—indicate that he aspired to reunify Egypt 
under his own centralized rule while elevating the status of the king at 
�anis.43 �is provides the wider context in which his presence in Canaan 
should be viewed (e.g., Wilson 2005; Ben-Dor Evian 2011a). Indeed, 
Shishak’s Karnak Relief had been modeled a�er those of the New King-
dom, presumably with the intent of evoking the former imperial age of 
Egypt (Gozzoli 2006, 27–34, 50).

�e list of place names included in this traditional scene represents in 
some detail the settlement pattern of early Iron IIA Canaan (Finkelstein 
2002a).44 It contains place names supposedly captured during Shishak’s 
campaign, regarding which several geographic clusters can be identi�ed: 
the Negev Highlands with the Beersheba and Arad Valleys; the Benjamin 
Plateau, north of Jerusalem; the Jezreel Valley (and Naḥal ʿIron leading 

(Jansen-Winkeln 2006a, 2006b). Hence it is not clear when exactly Shishak reigned 
over Egypt and when during his reign he campaigned in Canaan—whether in the 
early days of his reign (e.g., Ben-Dor Evian 2011a) or toward the end of his reign 
(in line with the traditional view, e.g., Kitchen 1986, 300–302; Ahlström 1993, 2–4; 
Na’aman 1998b, 267; Schipper 1999, 125). Another problem is the synchronization 
of Shishak’s campaign with the data in 1 Kgs 14:25, according to which the campaign 
took place in the ��h year for Rehoboam’s reign, traditionally dated to ca. 925 BCE 
(for some attempts at such synchronization, see Ash 1999, 29–33; Kitchen 2001, 5–6; 
Jansen-Winkeln 2006a, 231–33). Regarding the goals of the campaign, some argued 
that it was meant as a temporary measure—to demonstrate Egyptian power in Canaan 
and collect tribute (Noth 1965, 240; Na’aman 1998b, 265–67; Ash 1999, 55–56). Others 
have maintained that it was meant to establish long-term Egyptian rule (Ahlström 
1993, 13–14; Schipper 1999, 128–29). For the theological meaning of Shishak’s Karnak 
Relief, see also Wilson 2005. For a comprehensive discussion of both Egyptian and 
biblical sources in light of the overall historical context, see Na’aman 1998b; Schipper 
1999, 119–32.

43. For treatments of Shishak’s reign and its overall historical context, see Kitchen 
1986, 287–302; Taylor 2000.

44. Already Noth (1937) argued that the list represents historical reality and not 
just royal Egyptian literary conventions.
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to it from the coastal plain); and the central Jordan Valley, at the Jabbok 
passage.45 �ese place names do not point to a large-scale campaign but 
rather to operations that would have been carried out by di�erent mili-
tary units, as was the usual practice during Egyptian campaigns (Schipper 
1999, 125–29).46 �ey also indicate that Shishak focused these operations 
on the routes following the main east-west passages in Canaan—the Jez-
reel Valley, the Jabbok passage in the Jordan Valley, and the Benjamin 
Plateau. �e many desert sites mentioned in the list re�ect the early Iron 
IIA sedentarization in the Negev Highlands and the Beersheba and Arad 
Valleys, which �ourished in conjunction with the intensi�ed Arabah 
copper production.47 A scarab of Shishak found in the copper produc-
tion site in Khirbet en-Naḥas, together with the overall reorganization of 
copper production in this period (Ben-Yosef et al. 2010; Levy, Münger, 
and Najjar 2014), indicates that one of the main goals of the campaign 
was an attempt to dominate copper production and trade. �is conclusion 
would also explain the increase in Egyptian artifacts detected along the 
desert fringe and in southwest Canaan during the early Iron IIA (Ben-Dor 
Evian 2011b).

Last, as there are no destruction layers associated with Shishak’s cam-
paign in Canaan and in light of the stela he erected in Megiddo,48 it seems 
that Shishak was trying to renew or at least to demonstrate Egyptian pres-
ence in Canaan, especially with regard to the newly developing polities. 

45. Clancy (1999) rejects this reconstruction and argues that the campaign was 
restricted to southern Canaan. For criticism, see Kitchen 2001, and further see Clancy 
2001.

46. �is conclusion was �rst presented by Noth (1937) and was followed by many 
(e.g., Kitchen 1986, 446–47; Ahlström 1993; Na’aman 1998b). An attempt to recon-
struct one uni�ed campaign in Canaan was made by B. Mazar (1957), followed by 
Aharoni (1967a, 321–29), who suggests that the topographical list should be read as a 
boustrophedon, but see the critiques of Kitchen (1986, 442–46 ) and Na’aman (1998b, 
251, 261–62).

47. �e desert settlements, the copper production in the Arabah Valley, and their 
relation to Shishak will be discussed in §5.2.1.

48. Ussishkin (1990, 71–73) argues that Shishak would not have bothered to erect 
his stela in Megiddo had he destroyed it. Redford (1992, 312–15) and Na’aman (1998b, 
275–76) further highlight that the Egyptians hardly ever conducted destructive cam-
paigns in Canaan. �is is also clear from an archaeological point of view, as not a 
single destruction layer can be associated with the early Iron IIA sites mentioned in 
Shishak’s Karnak Relief (Herzog 2002, 92–93; Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004, 225–26, 
229–30; Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006, 20–22).
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A�er all, sites mentioned in Shishak’s list were in the second half of the 
tenth century BCE the arena in which new political entities were con-
solidated—the desert polity related to the Arabah copper production (in 
the Beersheba and Arad Valleys and in the Negev Highlands), Judah (in 
Benjamin), and Israel (in the Jezreel Valley, the Beit Shean Valley, and the 
Jabbok passage). Yet, this campaign had no long-lasting e�ect in Canaan, 
as ultimately it could not prevent the formation of local, independent, 
territorial polities. Soon a�er the death of Shishak, Egypt fell back into 
a period of political fragmentation, which brought an end to any form of 
Egyptian presence in the Levant for almost two hundred years.

Shishak’s Karnak Relief mentions sites on the Benjamin Plateau, north 
of Jerusalem, but Jerusalem itself is missing from the list. Despite that, 
a short account embedded within Rehoboam’s regnal formula (1 Kgs 
14:25–28) recounts how Shishak “went up against” Jerusalem and col-
lected tribute of Rehoboam. �e report focuses on the tribute paid by 
Rehoboam to Shishak, implying that the narrator was not fully aware of 
the scale and extent of Shishak’s presence in Canaan of the late tenth cen-
tury BCE (Na’aman 1998b, 268–69). Still, the factual nature of the report, 
which lacks an explicit theological message, taken together with the fact 
that it was embedded within a regnal formula, attests to an older source 
from which it was taken, probably some sort of Judahite king list.49 Fur-
thermore, that this report accurately locates a speci�c Egyptian king in the 
appropriate time frame and that its author was unmistakably aware of the 
king’s presence in Canaan are clear indications of the historical reliability 
of the source.50 �ere is not a single reason to doubt that Rehoboam did in 

49. �e note opens with a formula (1 Kgs 14:25) depicting invasion, using the 
verb “went up,” which is quite common in Kings (1 Kgs 20:1; 22:29; 2 Kgs 14:11; 16:5; 
17:5; 18:9, 13; 24:1; for discussion, see Sergi 2017a, 12). In only two cases does this 
formula contain a speci�c date: that of Shishak’s campaign and that of the Sennach-
erib campaign (2 Kgs 18:13). �is is yet another indication of the old, annalistic style 
source from which this information was taken; see Gray 1970, 344; Ahlström 1993, 15; 
Na’aman 1998b, 269; Schipper 1999, 124–25.

50. Frevel (2016, 149–51) doubts the reliability of the Judahite king lists prior 
to Jehoram, and he even argues that Rehoboam was not a historical �gure. �is is in 
line with his presupposition that Judah was not a fully independent territorial mon-
archy prior to the reign of the Omrides in the north. I think that the archaeological 
discussion here (§4.1) as well as in the next chapter (ch. 5) provides enough evidence 
for the formation of Judah as a local polity beginning in the early tenth century BCE, 
and this development was marked not only with monumental building activity in 
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fact pay tribute to Shishak, even if Jerusalem is not mentioned in the list.51 
By the late tenth century BCE the Benjamin Plateau was doubtlessly a�li-
ated with Jerusalem, so the appearance of the Benjaminite sites in Shishak’s 
list actually does represent the kingdom of Judah, still in its early formative 
stage. �e arrival of Egyptian forces in the central Canaanite Highlands 
was exceptional, even unprecedented, during the long years of Egyptian 
overlordship of the Late Bronze Age. One may therefore conclude that the 
growing power of the house of David, based in Jerusalem, was what had 
attracted Egyptian attention to the Benjamin Plateau.

4.2.2 Judah, Israel, and the Struggle for Benjamin in the Days of Asa 
and Baasha

�e account in 1 Kgs 15:17–22 recounts the struggle between Baasha, 
the king of Israel, and Asa, the king of Judah, over the Benjamin Plateau. 
Despite the fact that it betrays a Judahite (and not an Israelite) point of view, 

Jerusalem but also with the forti�cation of Mizpah a century later, still before the 
Omrides assumed the throne of Israel. By this time, it seems that the house of David 
ruled from Jerusalem the entire southern part of the central Canaanite Highlands. In 
fact, in many ways Judah was even more centralized than the Omride kingdom ever 
was; see further §§5.5.2, 5.6.2. As for Rehoboam, his association with Shishak—both 
in time and in space—con�rms that it is based on a reliable historical source. To 
date, no one has o�ered a compelling argument against the reliability of this source, 
and indeed, in his discussion of Shishak’s campaign, Frevel (2016, 168) admits that 
it might be associated with Rehoboam “or whoever ruled Jerusalem.” For a di�er-
ent, and in my view more convincing, approach toward the days of Rehoboam, see 
Krause 2020.

51. Finkelstein (2006b, 177–83; 2011a, 353–55) argues that the Benjaminite sites 
in Shishak’s Karnak Relief were actually a�liated with Israel and that Shishak directed 
his campaign against the kingdom of Saul, which was based on the Benjamin Plateau 
and was a precursor of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. �is reconstruction is based 
on the fact that the list mentions no site in Judah. However, there is no reason to 
believe that the Benjaminite sites were somehow a�liated with Israel in the second 
half of the tenth century BCE, and quite to the contrary, they probably represent 
Judah. Furthermore, Finkelstein’s reconstruction requires the overall modi�cation of 
the list of Judahite and Israelite kings as presented in the book of Kings, arguing that 
Saul reigned over Israel in the second half of the tenth century BCE, parallel to Solo-
mon, or even to Rehoboam in Judah. Indeed, it is impossible to accurately reconstruct 
the chronology of the Judahite and Israelite kings during the tenth century BCE (Fin-
kelstein 2006b, 173–74), but as has been demonstrated again and again, there is also 
no reason to reject the order of their reigns as presented in books of Samuel and Kings.
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it is clear from the narration that Judah was the weaker of the two sides, as 
Asa had to ask the king of Aram-Damascus to �ght with him against Israel 
(1 Kgs 15:18–19). �e narrative, plot, and style of the account are indica-
tive of a literary composition, in contrast to the factual, annalistic style of 
the depiction of Shishak’s campaign in Canaan (1 Kgs 14:25–28). �e nar-
ration begins with a formula depicting invasion, employing the verb ʿalāh 
(1 Kgs 15:17: “Baasha king of Israel went up against Judah and he built 
[= forti�ed] Ramah”). �is formula is quite common in Kings,52 albeit in 
most cases it contains a toponym that marks the target of the invasion 
(e.g., Samaria, Jerusalem), which is adjoined by verbs describing warfare 
and siege operations (except for cases of immediate surrender). �is is 
missing entirely from the formula in the account of Asa and Baasha, where 
only a general geographic region is mentioned (“Judah”), and instead of 
verbs describing acts of war, it is supplemented by verbs describing build-
ing operations. It seems, therefore, that the account does not refer to a 
speci�c battle or event, and even if one did take place, the narrator was not 
acquainted with its details.

Similarly, the account narrates how, following Baasha’s withdrawal, 
Asa issued an order to “all Judah,” instructing the people to dismantle 
the town forti�ed by Baasha (Ramah) and to use its timber and stones to 
build two new towns at Geba and Mizpah (1 Kgs 15:22). Clearly, this is 
not a description of events as they happened but a literary image meant 
to highlight Asa’s victory over his stronger enemy: Asa, together with all 
his subjects, successfully forti�ed two towns, whereas Baasha could not 
even fortify one. Such a literary depiction emphasizes, however, another 
point—by the very participation in his building project, Asa’s subjects 
acknowledge his rule (and not Baasha’s) over Benjamin. �e account in 
1 Kgs 15:17–22 is therefore a literary composition meant to explain how 
the king of Judah managed to impose his political hegemony over Ben-
jamin, even though he was the weaker of the two sides in the struggle. 
According to this account, Asa’s victory was not the result of his military 
prowess but of his political-diplomatic maneuvers (Würthwein 1977, 188).

According to 1 Kgs 15:18–19, Asa sent a “bribe” to Ben-Hadad, the 
son of Tabrimmon, the son of Hezion, the king of Aram-Damascus, 
requesting that he make war on Israel. Scholarly attempts to identify this 
Damascene king have been futile (Pitard 1987, 100–107, 138–44; Lipiński 

52. See n. 49, above.
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2000, 370–72). To be sure, the possibility that a king bearing this name 
reigned in early ninth-century BCE Damascus should not be ruled out. 
However, considering that the names attributed to this king are only 
known from later periods (Ben-Hadad and Hezion were the kings of 
Damascus in the late ninth and early eighth centuries BCE, respectively),53 
it is also reasonable to assume that the name Ben-Hadad, son of Tabrim-
mon, son of Hezion, was reconstructed by a later author who did not 
know the Damascene kings of the early ninth century BCE.

�e sites attacked by Ben-Hadad (in response to Asa’s request) are 
listed in 1 Kgs 15:20b (“He conquered Ijon, Dan, Abel Beth-Maacah, and 
all Kinrot with all the land of Naphtali”). Many scholars take note of the 
similarity between this list and the list (2 Kgs 15:29) detailing the sites 
conquered by Tiglath-pileser III in 734–732 BCE (e.g., Würthwein 1977, 
189; Cogan 2001, 400, 403). �e problem is that the list attributed to the 
Damascene conquest does not accurately re�ect the settlement pattern or 
the geopolitical reality of the early ninth century BCE (Arie 2008). Hence, 
the suggestion by Na’aman (2007b, 407), that the “later” list was the source 
used by the narrator in order to complete details lacking in his account of 
the Damascene invasion of Israel, should be accepted. Having said that, 
the list in 1 Kgs 15:20 mentions a toponym, Kinrot, that is missing from 
the list in 2 Kgs 15:29. �e phrase “and all Kinrot” refers to the entire 
region—the basin of the Sea of Galilee—and not just to a single site. �is 
is not coincidental; as discussed in the previous chapter, it was at the very 
beginning of the late Iron IIA, probably during the reign of Baasha, that 
the fort at Tel Hazor (Stratum X) was built, which represents the estab-
lishment of Israelite hegemony in the region. Hence, even if the list in 
1 Kgs 15:20b does not accurately re�ect the political-territorial reality of 
the early ninth century BCE, it preserves an authentic historical memory 
about the border con�icts in the Huleh Valley.

In assessing Asa’s bribe, it should be stated that the political history 
of the ancient Near East provides us with more than a few cases in which 
one king was asked to support either of two other rival kings (Tadmor and 

53. Bar-Hadad son of Hazael was the king of Damascus in ca. 800 BCE (see 2 Kgs 
13:24); “Hezion” seems to be a Hebrew misreading of the Aramaic name Hadianu, 
mentioned in an Assyrian inscription dated to 773 BCE (Pitard 1987, 104–7; Lipiński 
2000, 370). �e name Tabrimmon contains the theophoric element Rammān, men-
tioned in Akkadian sources as one of the titles of the Syrian storm-god Hadad (see 
2 Kgs 5:18).
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Cogan 1979; Dion 2006). Most of these cases are mentioned in Assyrian 
documents and re�ect the imperial point of view regarding anti-Assyrian 
coalitions formed between local kings. Only two documents re�ect the 
position of a local king who pled for Assyrian intervention in his favor 
against another local king. Both were inscribed by the kings of Samʾal, and 
only one is relevant to the subject at hand—the inscription of Kulamuwa, 
a king of Samʾal of the ninth century BCE. In this inscription, Kulamuwa 
asserts that he “hired” Shalmaneser III, the king of Assyria, to �ght for him 
against the “Danunians.” Samʾal had already been subjugated by Assyria 
in 857 BCE (Lipiński 2000, 240–42; Yamada 2000, 87–150), while the 
western Assyrian campaigns in the decade of the 30s in the ninth cen-
tury BCE were the result of their expansion policy and not necessarily the 
result of Kulamuwa’s request (Yamada 2000, 300–309).54 �e collaboration 
between Shalmaneser III and Kulamuwa should be viewed in the context 
of vassal-lord relations: Kulamuwa paid annual tributes to Shalmane-
ser III and in return was given Assyrian protection—which in any event 
would have been consonant with Assyrian political and military interests 
in the region. �is scenario sheds light on the propagandistic nature of the 
inscription, presenting Kulamuwa’s subjugation to Shalmaneser III as his 
own initiative, meant to protect his kingdom (Parker 1996).

A similar case is depicted in 2 Kgs 16:5–9, in which Ahaz, the king of 
Judah, sends a bribe to Tiglath-pileser III, asking for his assistance against 
Rezin, the king of Aram-Damascus, and Pekah, the king of Israel, who had 
besieged Jerusalem. Historically, Tiglath-pileser III’s campaigns against 
Israel and Damascus were intended to suppress their anti-Assyrian revolt. 
�e Judahite perspective (2 Kgs 16:5–9) may for the most part attest to the 
vassal status of Judah: in return for his submission to Tiglath-pileser III, 
Ahaz gained Assyrian protection, which would have served Tiglath-
pileser’s political interests in the region anyway.

�is historical background highlights the di�erence between the cases 
of Ahaz and Kulamuwa on the one hand and that of Asa on the other: 
Ahaz and Kulamuwa were subjugated by a rising empire, while Asa alleg-
edly submitted to the dominion of a local kingdom whose political power 
was probably not felt in Judah before the second half of the ninth century 
BCE. Aside from this distinction, the accounts of Asa and Ahaz share nar-
rative and stylistic similarities: in both cases, a Judahite king pays tribute 

54. For Assyrian imperialism, see Liverani 2017. 
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to foreign rulers in exchange for protection against a king of Israel; both 
use similar phrasing (the formula depicting invasion in 1 Kgs 15:17; 2 Kgs 
16:5; the formula depicting subjugation in 1 Kgs 15:18; 2 Kgs 16:8); and 
both use similar terminology (the rarely used term bribe to mark the trib-
ute paid by the Judahite king).55 Furthermore, the list of cities conquered 
from Israel in both cases is quite similar (1 Kgs 15:20b; 2 Kgs 15:29). �ese 
literary similarities imply that the authors of these accounts viewed two 
events as analogous.

Yet while Ahaz’s subjugation to Tiglath-pileser III �nds further sup-
port in extrabiblical sources, Asa’s alleged bribe raises several historical 
problems: it is not clear whether a king named “Ben-Hadad, son of Tabrim-
mon, son of Hezion” ever reigned in Aram-Damascus, and even if he did, 
the possibility that Aram-Damascus was involved with Judah in the early 
ninth century, while the latter was still a small, backwater political entity, 
is doubtful. Furthermore, assuming the historicity of a military con�ict 
between Damascus and Israel in the early ninth century BCE, it is di�cult 
to believe that such a con�ict was initiated by Asa. Rather, the struggle 
was probably the result of growing animosity between two developing 
political-territorial entities battling over control and resources. �erefore, 
it should be concluded that the narrator, in an attempt to glorify Asa’s vic-
tory over Baasha, presented the account in 1 Kgs 15:17–22 as resulting 
from Asa’s clever political maneuvering, rather than admitting that Asa 
gained from the geopolitical circumstances. Israel’s struggle over political 
hegemony in the Huleh Valley enabled the weaker Judah to strengthen its 
political authority over the Benjamin Plateau.

Even if it is laced with inaccurate details, this account preserves an 
authentic historical memory. In the early ninth century Israel, still in the 
process of formation, was expanding its political hegemony, and in this 
context border con�icts with its northern (Aram-Damascus) and south-
ern (Judah) neighbors would have been likely (Na’aman 2007b, 406). �is 
may also be deduced from the archaeological evidence: the forti�cation of 
Tel Hazor X in the late tenth/early ninth century BCE and the contempo-
raneous abandonment of the Bethel Range followed by the forti�cation of 
Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah. In light of this, the historical memory crediting 
Asa with the forti�cation of Mizpah may also be considered authentic. 

55. For a discussion of the term bribe, see Tadmor and Cogan 1979; Na’aman 
1995. For criticism of these views, see Parker 1996.
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Monumental building projects in the ancient Near East were o�en attrib-
uted to kings, and due to their visibility, traditions related to them were 
undoubtedly transmitted across ages, even orally, before they were com-
mitted to writing (see Na’aman 2012b). �ere should be little doubt that 
these memories were preserved in the Jerusalemite court, where they were 
eventually recorded. �at the memory of the event is vague and inaccurate 
in its details may only indicate that it was put in writing sometime a�er the 
incident it depicts. Mention of Bar-Hadad, the king of Damascus, and the 
shared literary similarity with the story of Ahaz, Pekah, and Tiglath-pile-
ser III may provide a hint at the date of the composition as sometime in 
the late eighth century BCE (Sergi 2016a; Sergi, Lipschits, and Koch 2019).

Before moving on, one last important point should be made: the arena 
for the events depicted in 1 Kgs 15:17–22 is the Benjamin Plateau: Baasha 
invaded the plateau to fortify Ramah, only 7 km north of Jerusalem, and 
Asa forti�ed two Benjaminite towns, Mizpah and Geba. Benjamin—as a 
tribe or as a territory—is not mentioned in the account, which instead 
asserts that Baasha invaded “Judah” and that Asa ordered all “Judah” (i.e., 
the Judahites) to build the two Benjaminite towns. It seems, accordingly, 
that the narrator deliberately referred to Benjamin as an integral part of 
Judah.

In sum, the account in 1 Kgs 15:17–22 provides political details taken 
from the “history of events” that shed light on sociopolitical processes 
re�ected by the archaeological research of the longue durée and gives them 
names and faces. Read within the archaeological context of the Jerusa-
lem-Benjamin region during the eleventh through early ninth centuries 
BCE, it seems that the growing political power of Judah, especially in the 
Benjamin Plateau, was the reason behind the Israelite attempt to annex 
the region. While this point will be further discussed below, the account 
here demonstrates how political relations and rivalry between neighbor-
ing political entities played a major role in the formation of the early Iron 
Age Levantine territorial kingdoms.

4.2.3. The House of David and Benjamin: The Beginning of a Troubled 
History?

Except for the documented events discussed above—Shishak’s campaign 
in Canaan and the struggle between Asa and Baasha—there are no addi-
tional textual sources that can shed light on the political history of late 
tenth-/early ninth-century BCE Judah. Yet, it is interesting that according 
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to the only two historical sources that do so, the Benjamin Plateau was the 
region where the kings of Jerusalem had to assert their political hegemony 
again and again in the face of foreign rulers who invaded it.

From an archaeological point of view, as has already been discussed, 
the construction of the stepped-stone structure in the City of David 
re�ects the need of a new rising elite to materialize their acquired political 
power, primarily vis-à-vis the many settlements created north of Jerusa-
lem. �e abandonment of the northern Benjaminite settlements on the 
Bethel Range, sometime later, and the consequent forti�cation of Tell 
en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah may re�ect social unrest in the region that parallels 
the establishment of patronage relations between the house of David and 
the Benjaminites. �is is well documented in the textual sources: Shishak’s 
invasion of the Benjamin Plateau, within the same time frame, had com-
pelled Rehoboam to pay Shishak tribute, but in doing so Rehoboam could 
style himself as the protector of the local inhabitants and thus reassert his 
hegemony on the Benjamin Plateau, perhaps with the acknowledgment 
and approval of the Egyptian king (Frevel 2016, 171). It was probably 
exactly that, the relentless attempt of the house of David to establish its 
rule over the Benjaminites, that attracted the attention of Baasha, the 
new rising king of the northern Israelite clans. Indeed, Baasha’s policy 
in Benjamin should be seen within an overall Israelite attempt to expand 
southward (see 1 Kgs 15:27, 16:15–17).56 But the struggle over Benjamin 
between Israel and Judah, as depicted in 1 Kgs 15:17–22, should not be 
disconnected from the fact that eventually the northern Benjaminite ter-
ritory, on the Bethel Range, fell into the hands of the Israelite dynasties 
based in north Samaria. �e Benjamin Plateau, however, was consolidated 
into the dominion of the house of David based in Jerusalem.

It is in this sense that the historical sources discussed above shed 
some light on the nature of Judahite state formation: they reveal how the 
Davidic kings extended their patronage relations to the inhabitants of 
the Benjamin Plateau and how this sociopolitical interaction was de�ned 
vis-à-vis the families ruling northern Israel. Yet there is more to all this, 
as together with the material remains the historical sources attest to a 
complex relationship between the Davidic kings and the Benjaminites. 
On the one hand, the Benjamin Plateau was the natural hinterland of 
Jerusalem, and there should be little doubt that Jerusalem was the main 

56. See further at §3.3.
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urban and political center in the region beginning in the early Iron IIA. 
On the other hand, the house of David had to reassert its political hege-
mony on the Benjamin Plateau, with the stepped-stone structure and 
with the forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, in the face of foreign 
invaders (Shishak) and Israelite claims. �ese attempts were not always 
successful, as the abandonment in the Bethel Range may imply, but even-
tually—and a�er what seems to have been a struggle to reinforce their 
patronage over the local inhabitants—the Davidic kings established a 
�rm rule at least on the plateau. We have no textual sources that further 
illuminate how this process materialized in the south of Judah, in the 
region of Hebron. But the overall data indicates that the early formation 
of Judah was a gradual process, during which the house of David rose to 
power in Jerusalem and gradually extended its patronage to communities 
on the Benjaminite Plateau to the north and in the Judean Hills to the 
south. �is �rst stage of state formation in Judah came to an end with the 
forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, which marked the boundary of 
northern Davidic expansion.

One further point in this regard: the early kings of Judah, so it has 
become clear, employed a restrained policy, avoiding military con�icts 
while taking advantage of changing geopolitical circumstances when pos-
sible to accumulate more power and wealth. �us, for instance, in the face 
of foreign invaders, both Rehoboam and Asa chose to pay their way out 
of military con�ict; and yet, Asa knew how to make the best of the cur-
rent geopolitical development (Baasha’s struggle in the Huleh Valley), 
taking the opportunity to reassert his rule over the Benjaminites. �is 
careful, patient, and thoughtful policy demonstrates that the early kings 
of Judah were well aware of their marginal situation, which dictated more 
of a reactive rather than instigative policy. Such a patient policy, trying to 
gain the best by avoiding military con�icts, characterized the approach 
of all the kings of Judah during the ninth century BCE and to a certain 
extent during the eighth century BCE as well, until the reign of Hezekiah 
(Na’aman 2008b). It is exactly this policy that enabled the Davidic kings, 
despite their marginal position on the local geopolitical map and in spite 
of their limited resources, to extend their political hegemony far beyond 
Benjamin and Judah to the more lucrative lowlands and thus to achieve 
what no ruler of Jerusalem had achieved before. In this respect, the grad-
ual nature of state formation in Judah, as it may be detected in the material 
remains, is the archaeological expression of the realpolitik employed by 
the Davidic kings of early monarchic Judah.
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4.3. Summary: On the Emergence of the  
Kingdom of Judah and the Rise of the House of David

�e �rst stage in the formation of Judah as a territorial polity had begun 
in the late eleventh/early tenth century BCE with the construction of the 
stepped-stone structure in the City of David. It re�ected the rise of a new 
elite to power in this marginal town, by all means the house of David. It 
ended with the forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah in the early ninth 
century BCE, marking the northern border of Judah. �roughout this 
period, the house of David increased its power and wealth steadily, even 
if not signi�cantly, forming patronage relations that eventually extended 
across the entire southern half of the central Canaanite Highlands, from 
the Judean Hills in the south to the Benjamin Plateau in the north. �ese 
patronage networks united for the �rst time all the inhabitants of these 
hilly regions under one political rule, based in Jerusalem. �is was a major 
achievement for the Davidic kings in Jerusalem, which prepared the stage 
for their later expansion into the more lucrative regions of south Canaan.

However, archaeological and textual evidence indicates that much of 
the Davidic e�orts were expended on consolidating their rule over the 
Benjaminites residing north of Jerusalem: from its very beginning, the 
stepped-stone structure was built to project the power and wealth of the 
house of David toward the Benjaminite settlements, as was the later for-
ti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah. �e constant e�ort of the house of 
David to subordinate the Benjaminites should be seen in light of the even-
tual division of the Benjaminites between Israel and Judah, which probably 
brought some social unrest to the region (the abandonment of the Bethel 
Range, for instance) but also secured the Davidic rule on the plateau.

�at the Benjamin Plateau was a�liated with Judah from its early 
beginning is made clear by a straightforward review of the settlement pat-
tern: following the construction of the stepped-stone structure, Jerusalem 
was the only highland stronghold in the midst of a relatively sedenta-
rized rural population stretching from Bethlehem to Bethel. �e distance 
between Jerusalem and the northernmost settlement on the plateau, Tell 
en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, is not even a full day’s walk. A�er the destruction 
of both Shechem and Shiloh some half a century beforehand, Jerusalem 
remained the one and only highland stronghold in the central Canaanite 
Highlands. It is tempting, in light of this, to suggest that for a few decades 
in the tenth century BCE—following the fall of Shechem and Shiloh but 
prior to the rise of Tirzah—Jerusalem ruled all of the inhabitants in the 
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central Canaanite Highlands. Accordingly, and to take a step even fur-
ther, one might argue that this comprises the sole material evidence for 
some sort of united monarchy ruled by Saul, David, and Solomon in the 
central Canaanite Highlands. Indeed, this is a possibility; however, with 
all due caution, doubts can be raised: First, the abandonments north of 
Mizpah re�ect somewhat of a border created between the two parts of 
Benjamin, and in light of the fact that the region further to the north, 
especially in northern Samaria, was much more densely populated, it is 
di�cult to believe that the rulers of Jerusalem could really have controlled 
it. Second, eventually, when a new elite rose to power in northern Samaria 
it was much more connected to the urban and rural systems in the Beit 
Shean and the Jezreel Valleys, whereas Tel Reḥov remained the strongest 
urban center throughout the Iron IIA. Tel Reḥov was geographically also 
much more proximate and socially much more related to the settlement 
incursions in north and northeast Samaria than Jerusalem ever was.

Herein lies the marked di�erence between the nature of political for-
mation in the Samarian Hills and that in the Jerusalem-Benjamin region: 
while the power balance in the north shi�ed (from Shechem to Tirzah to 
Samaria), culminating in the formation of the polity ruled by the Omrides, 
the kingdom of Israel, the south experienced what seems to have been an 
organic process of centralizing power in the hands of the ruling elite in 
Jerusalem that culminated in the formation of the territorial polity ruled 
by the house of David, the kingdom of Judah. �roughout this time the 
highlands between Bethel (and later Mizpah) in the south and Tirzah/
Samaria in the north were devoid of any political center. �us, it is hard 
to imagine that the political developments in the north had any in�uence 
on the centralization of power in the south. It is evident, therefore, that 
Israel and Judah developed independently, side by side, throughout the 
tenth–ninth centuries BCE, and while the political formation of Israel 
was marked by struggles and shi�ing political alliances, that of Judah was 
marked by centralization of power in the hands of the ruling family resid-
ing in Jerusalem: the house of David.



5
Expansion:  

The Formation of Judah as a  
Territorial Polity in the Southern Levant

�e �rst stage in the formation of Judah culminated in the early ninth cen-
tury BCE, with the forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah. By that time, 
the house of David, based in Jerusalem, had risen to power as the patron 
of the clans settled in the entire southern part of the central Canaanite 
Highlands. �e Davidic kings were the �rst known rulers in the history 
of Jerusalem to unite the clans residing to the north and to the south of 
the city. But when zooming out to the wider geopolitical map of Canaan 
during the early ninth century BCE, it becomes clear that Judah remained a 
small and marginal highland polity. To the north, the Omrides of Samaria 
exercised political hegemony over vast lands and played a major role in the 
broader Levantine arena, accumulating considerable wealth and prestige. 
To the west, the urban center at Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath had grown to become the 
largest in all of Canaan, concurrent with the intensi�cation of copper pro-
duction in the Arabah Valley to the south of Judah. Viewing matters from 
this broader perspective, Judah seems to have been trapped between the 
two stronger polities, Israel and Gath. �is was the political arena in which 
the ninth-century BCE Davidic kings had to operate, although, not for 
long. As §3.3 explicates, the geopolitical circumstances rapidly changed 
during the last third of the ninth century BCE, and following the fall of 
the Omrides. Israel, now under the rule of the Nimshi family, had been 
subjugated by Hazael of Damascus, while Nimshide political power was 
restricted to the Samarian Hills. �e same Hazael of Damascus destroyed 
Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath and brought the copper production in the Arabah to its 
abrupt end. All this completely changed the sociopolitical structure of 
southern Canaan. It was not long a�erward that Judah emerged as a ter-
ritorial polity as the Davidic kings established their rule over the more 
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lucrative lowlands to the west (the Shephelah) and to the south (the Beer-
sheba–Arad Valleys) of the Judean Hills.

�e expansion of Judah—from a highland polity during the tenth 
and early ninth centuries to a territorial polity in the late ninth century 
BCE—may seem an unprecedented, sudden process in the a�ermath of 
Hazael’s onslaught of Israel and Gath. �is image, however, is mislead-
ing. First, the formation of Judah had begun much earlier, and as we have 
seen its �rst stage, during which the highland polity was formed, lasted 
almost a century. Second, in order to successfully establish their rule in the 
lowlands, something no king of Jerusalem had done before, the Davidic 
kings must have had a well-grounded sociopolitical infrastructure that 
not only facilitated the extension of political power but also provided the 
means to maintain it. �e formation of Judah in this sense could not have 
been a sudden, sweeping process. Rather, over the course of the ninth cen-
tury BCE, the Davidic kings gradually forged their political power and 
established a �rm base for their expanding rule. Moreover, this process 
did not stop at the end of the ninth century BCE, as Judah underwent 
further expansion—in settlements, in urban development, and in wealth—
throughout the eighth century BCE. Eventually, the Davidic rule in the 
lowlands came to an end in the wholesale destruction brought on by the 
701 BCE campaign of Sennacherib, the king of Assyria (r. 705–681 BCE) 
against Judah. Consequently, Judah lost its control over the lowland and 
was relegated to the status of a highland polity for at least half a century 
(Lipschits 2019; 2021, 158–65).

�e following chapter is dedicated, therefore, to the lowlands west 
and south of the Judean Hills and the ways in which they were incor-
porated into the Davidic kingdom during the Iron IIA–IIB. First, the 
archaeological remains from the lowlands west of Judah (the Shephelah), 
south of Judah (the Beersheba and Arad Valleys), and from Jerusalem 
itself (MB/LB–Iron IIB) will be discussed from a long-term perspective. 
Such an approach will facilitate the evaluation of the sociopolitical struc-
ture of these regions and accordingly the reconstruction as to when and 
how they were subordinated to Jerusalem. Against this background, the 
relevant textual sources—most of which are embedded in Kings—will 
be examined in order to evaluate the political history of Judah through-
out this period in which Davidic political hegemony expanded from the 
highlands to the lowlands. A�er exploring scribal traditions and writ-
ten productions in Israel and Judah of the Iron IIA–IIB, this chapter’s 
�nal section will summarize the overall formation of Judah based on the 
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treatments outlined in this and the previous chapters. �is summary will 
highlight major trends in the process of Judahite state formation and con-
textualize them in the archaeology and history of Judah during the tenth 
and ninth centuries BCE.

5.1. The Shephelah in the Iron I–IIA and the  
Western Expansion of Judah: Archaeology

�e southwest of Canaan encompasses two geographical regions, but the 
border between them is hazy. One region encompasses the southern lit-
toral of the Levant, between Ja�a in the north and Gaza in the south. �e 
other region encompasses the hillier terrain transcending from the Judean 
Hills in the east to the coastal plain in the west, from the Ayalon Valley in 
the north to the Beersheba Valley in the south. �is latter region is o�en 
referred to as the “Judean Lowlands” (Hebrew Shephelah), thus belying a 
highlander’s point of view. �e hills of the Shephelah rise between circa 
100 m above sea level in the west up to 500 m above sea level in the east, 
and they are crisscrossed by six seasonal streams (Heb. Naḥal) that connect 
the Benjamin Plateau and the Judean Hills in the east with the coastline 
in the west. �ey are, from north to south, Ayalon Valley, Soreq Valley, 
Elah Valley, Guvrin River Valley, Lachish River Valley, and Shikmah River 
Valley (�g. 5.1).

�e Shephelah may be seen as transitioning from the hilly terrain of 
central Canaan to the plains of the Mediterranean coast, and from the 
fertile land in its northern sphere to the more arid regions in the south 
(Niemann 2013, 245–49). �e Shephelah may be further divided into 
three topographical niches (�g. 5.1): (1) the western and lower Shephelah, 
which comprises low, rounded hills and hospitable topographical terrain; 
it extends beyond the higher hills of the eastern Shephelah farther to the 
west and all the way to the coast; (2) the southeast Shephelah, which is 
situated at the foot of the Judean Hills between Adulam in the north and 
Tell Halif in the south and consists of a narrow valley known as the Trough 
Valley. �is valley separates the eastern hills of the Shephelah to the west 
from the Judean Hills to the east; and (3) the region of the eastern Soreq 
and Elah Valleys at the foot of the Jerusalem Hills, where the wide opening 
of the Soreq Valley out of the Jerusalem Hills creates a topographical niche 
in northeastern Shephelah. �ese three topographical niches were the 
home for three distinct settlement systems that embody di�erent occupa-
tional histories throughout the periods discussed in this book.
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�e sociopolitical organization of the Shephelah during the Late 
Bronze Age and under Egyptian domination is well known from both 
archaeology and Egyptian textual sources, the most prominent of which is 
the El-Amarna correspondence. �ree main urban centers (in local terms) 
dominated the western Shephelah during the Late Bronze II: Gezer in the 
north, Gath in the center, and Lachish in the south. All of them were located 
alongside riverbanks that crossed the western Shephelah. Local power 
centers to their east (such as Beth-Shemesh at the foot of the Jerusalem 
Hills or Keilah at the foot of the Judean/Hebron Hills) alternated loyalties 
between the highland and lowland polities while exercising at times some 
degree of political independence.1 �e ruling families of these centers, 

1. Finkelstein (1996c) insists that only three polities ruled the Shephelah during 
the LB (Gezer, Gath, and Lachish), while Na’aman (1997, 2011b) makes room for 
some (semi-)independent polities in between. He thus argues that Beth-Shemesh 
could have been the seat of a local ruler (“Lady of Lionesses” mentioned in EA 273 
and 274). Recent archaeological discoveries may provide some additional evidence 
for that; see Goren, Finkelstein, and Na’aman 2004, 276–77; Zi�er, Bunimovitz, and 
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together with other local individuals and groups, were highly integrated 
into an Egyptian-oriented system that included intensive interaction with 
the Egyptian court and its representatives ensconced at Gaza, Ja�a, and 
other installations.2 By the end of the Late Bronze IIB, however, all the 
main local centers of power had been destroyed and abandoned. A partial 
revitalization occurred in the Late Bronze III, with Tel Lachish Level VI 
(Ussishkin 1985; 2004a, 60–73) and Tel ʿAzekah Stratum VII (Kleiman, 
Gadot, and Lipschits 2016; S. Kleiman et al. 2019) developing into local 
power centers. Nevertheless, the habitation at Lachish and ʿAzekah was 
short-lived as both were soon destroyed, most likely in the wake of the 
Egyptian withdrawal from the region and the collapse of the local social 
structures that had relied on Egypt’s patronage. Both sites remained unin-
habited throughout the Iron I. Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath seems to have maintained 
its power (in spite of some disturbances) in the Late Bronze IIB–III and 
possibly also in the Iron I (Maeir et al. 2019; Maeir 2020, 16–21).

As usual, the demise of one sociopolitical network—in this case the 
urban-based network of southwest Canaan that had been integrated into 
the Egyptian sphere—paved the way for other ambitious individuals and 
groups to seize the opportunity to exploit new economic resources and 
to establish new social networks. Such developments are the logical start-
ing point for any discussion of the early Iron Age Shephelah. Nevertheless, 
it seems that the most fundamental aspects of the regional sociopolitical 
structure—its urban-based polities and its relative lack of social and politi-
cal integration—did not change much during the transition from the Late 
Bronze Age to the early Iron Age. It was this sociopolitical structure that 
facilitated Davidic expansion into the Shephelah during the late Iron IIA.

�e Shephelah is one of the better explored regions of modern-day 
Israel, as numerous archaeological excavations employing a variety of 
methodologies have been conducted at both its major tels and smaller, 
marginal sites. In addition, numerous surveys have been conducted over 
the course of the last ��y years across much of the region. Consequently, 
any compelling discussion of settlement patterns in the Shephelah during 
the Late Bronze II–Iron IIB requires detailed acquaintance with a large set 
of data characterized by considerable uncertainty owing to the nature of 

Lederman 2009; Bunimovitz, Lederman, and Hatzaki 2013; Brandl, Bunimovitz, and 
Lederman 2013; Koch 2018a, 65; 2021, 38–39; Weiss et al. 2019. For the political orga-
nization of southwest Canaan in the LB, see Koch 2017; 2018a, 57–80; 2021, 25–44.

2. Koch 2018a, 81–139; 2018b; 2019a; 2019b; 2021, 1–70.



146 The Two Houses of Israel

archaeological surveys and the incomplete publication of excavated sites. 
�erefore, such an assessment is beyond the scope of this investigation. 
In any case, Koch has recently collected and summarized all the avail-
able archaeological data from southwest Canaan and provided important 
insights regarding the settlement history of the region, especially during 
the periods discussed in this book (LB II–Iron IIA).3 �ere is no need to 
repeat what has already been thoughtfully addressed by Koch; as such, 
readers are referred to his work on the matter. In what follows, settlement 
oscillations and trends will serve as the focus of the discussion in order to 
trace the changing Iron I–IIA sociopolitical formations in the region. Nat-
urally, the discussion will refer back to the Late and Middle Bronze Ages 
in order to examine settlements patterns and local con�gurations over the 
longue durée. More detailed data about the excavated sites mentioned in 
this chapter are provided in the appendix. �e northern Shephelah (the 
Ayalon Valley) is more or less excluded from the discussion, as this region 
was contested by Israel and Gath (see §3.3) and never came under Judahite 
political control. It will be mentioned, of course, insofar as it might shed 
light on regional processes to its immediate south.

5.1.1 The Shephelah during the Iron I and the Question of the Philistine 
Material Culture

Simultaneous to the �nal destruction and abandonment of Tel Lachish 
(Level VI) and Tel ʿAzekah (Stratum VII) during the Late Bronze III, Iron 
I Tel Miqne/Ekron increased in size from a rural settlement located on the 
4-ha upper mound (Stratum VIIIA) to a large urban center covering the 
entire 20-ha site (Stratum VIIB). Various public buildings, cultic activity, 
workshops with specialized production, and a varied material culture attest 
to social di�erentiation and to the wide economic network maintained by 
the local elites. �e site’s excavators (e.g., Dothan and Gitin 1993, 1053–
54) argue that the city was also surrounded by a massive mud-brick wall.4 
�e large settlement at Tel Miqne/Ekron continually developed during the 
Iron I (Strata VIB–IVA) until its destruction at the end of the period, in 
the early tenth century BCE (Dothan and Gitin 1993, 1056). Its rise in Iron 
I was accompanied by innovations in the local material culture, which are 

3. Koch 2017, 2018a, 2021.
4. �is conclusion receives scholarly criticism in Ussishkin 2005.
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too o�en identi�ed with groups migrating from the Aegean to the Levant 
and, in the case of southwest Canaan, with the Philistines.

�e Philistines are known, �rst and foremost, from the Hebrew 
Bible (primarily Judges–Samuel), where they are presented as the inhab-
itants of southwest Canaan, especially in the pre- and early monarchic 
periods. �e Philistines play an important role in the stories about the 
formation of the Davidic monarchy in 1 Sam 1–2 Sam 5, where they 
are portrayed as the archenemy of Israel. �e Philistines are portrayed 
as warriors who raid the rural society in the regions of Jerusalem and 
Benjamin. Both Saul (1 Sam 13–14; 31) and David (1 Sam 17–18; 23:1–5; 
2 Sam 5:17–25; 21:16–22; 23:8–39) �ght the Philistines, although David 
collaborates with them as well as a mercenary in the service of the king 
of Gath (1 Sam 27–30). Of course, these are literary images built around 
kernels of historical memory while blurring the much more complex real-
ities of engagement between Judah and Philistia during the early Iron Age 
(Niemann 2013). Still, these images of the biblical Philistines have over-
shadowed the archaeological and historical study of southwest Canaan, 
which to this day remains governed by the “Philistine paradigm,” with its 
origins rooted in the scholarship of the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries CE (Silberman 1998).

�e Philistine paradigm was the product of an uncritical reading of 
both Egyptian sources and the Hebrew Bible, in light of which the ever-
expanding archaeological database was then interpreted. In a nutshell, 
the two famous Medinet Habu Inscriptions of Ramesses III (who reigned 
ca. 1186–1155 BCE) depicting naval and land battles were wrongly inter-
preted as evidence for the mass migrations of so-called Sea Peoples from 
the Aegean to the Levant.5 Based on a single biblical verse indicating that 
the Philistines had arrived from Crete (Amos 9:7), the Egyptian pršt of 
the Medinet Habu Inscription was identi�ed with the Philistines. Accord-
ingly, the Philistines were identi�ed as just one group among many within 
the more extensive migrating Sea Peoples, who had settled in southwest 
Canaan a�er their defeat by Ramesses III and who consequently strug-
gled with both the local population and with the emergent Israelites in 
the highlands (Stager 1995; I. Singer 2013). Innovations present in the 
Iron I material culture of southwest Canaan were immediately associated 

5. On the interpretation of the Medinet Habbu text and reliefs, see Drews 1998, 
2000; Ben-Dor Evian 2015, 2016, 2017a; Middleton 2015, 47–49.
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with the immigrant Philistines. First, Aegean-style pottery was classi�ed 
as Mycenaean in style but Philistine in name (Macalister 1914). �is was 
followed by the classi�cation of cultic objects, architectural concepts, and 
dietary habits as examples of Philistine material culture (Dothan 1982; A. 
Mazar 1985).6

�e migration hypothesis must be assessed within the context of late 
nineteenth- through early twentieth-century CE scholarship that viewed 
the Late Bronze Age/Iron Age transition as a period during which distinct 
groups (Israelites, Aramaeans, Luwians) had immigrated into the Levant, 
bringing an end to the prevailing Canaanite social order and replacing 
it with another. As discussed in chapter 2, current scholarship rejects 
the migration/invasion hypothesis altogether and reframes the newly 
emergent groups of the Iron Age Levant as largely autochthonous social 
groupings undergoing substantive social change. �e Philistine para-
digm, which envisioned the Philistines within the wider phenomena of 
the migrating Sea Peoples and attempted to identify them as such in the 
material remains, was not immune to this line of criticism.7 �is critique 
highlighted the continuity in Levantine ceramic production and consump-
tion with its origins in the Late Bronze Age, when Aegean and Cypriot 
vessels were imported into the Levant and subsequently locally produced. 
Viewed from this perspective, the appearance of locally made Aegean-
style pottery along the Levantine littoral of the Iron I can be explained 
in mercantile terms rather than in demographic or ethnic turnover.8 A 
shortcoming of these mercantile explanations is that they focused on the 
ceramic phenomena while overlooking many of the other innovations in 
the Iron I material culture of southwest Canaan. Yet these mercantile theo-
ries were also the �rst to set forth a socioeconomic explanation for the 
ceramic phenomenon. �is in turn brought to center stage the question of 
agency: Is it necessary to assume mass migration in order to explain the 
introduction of a new pottery style?

�e mercantile hypothesis has remained at the margins of main-
stream of scholarship as most continue to subscribe to reconstructions 
that involve some degree of immigration in order to explain the innova-
tions present in Iron I material culture, even if now modi�ed from the 

6. For the history of research, see Koch 2021, 73–76.
7. E.g., Sherratt 2005; Middleton 2015; Routledge 2017, 53–59.
8. Sherratt 1998, 2003, 2013; and see recently also S. Kleiman 2021 and further below.
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conventional paradigm.9 On this basis, many still assume that the Phi-
listines were a distinct and foreign group that can be identi�ed in the 
material remains and even di�erentiated from other local groups such as 
the Israelites and Canaanites. �e presence, absence, and disappearance 
of the material innovations classi�ed as Philistine are o�en interpreted as 
re�ecting Philistine struggles against local populations and further used 
to draw ethnic boundaries between the Philistines and Israelites (Faust 
2006; Faust and Lev-Tov 2011). It is also assumed that the Canaanites, 
who resisted the Philistine invasion and who may likewise be di�erenti-
ated by their material remains, were trapped in an enclave between the 
Israelites in the highlands and the Philistines on the coast.10 Such an 
approach to the material remains ultimately paints a portrait of distinct 
ethnic groups, each restricted to a distinct topographical niche, engaged 
in an ongoing confrontational struggle while leaving little room for other 
types of interaction.

As demonstrated in §3.1.3, the clustering of various material remains 
together and labeling them either Philistine or Israelite (or some other) 
material culture (even for a period when the presence of these groups in 
the region is beyond question) is highly problematic. �ere is no direct 
correlation between objects and ethnic identity, especially since the very 
existence of ethnic self-awareness in the kin-based societies of the ancient 
Near East is in question (Sherratt 2005; Niemann 2013). �us, for instance, 
Philistine pottery is not exclusively found at Philistine sites but also in sites 
considered to be Canaanite such as Iron I Beth-Shemesh (Bunimovitz and 
Lederman 2016, 206–11).11 Moreover, Philistine pottery is found in small 
quantities even at highland sites considered to be Israelite, such as Bethel 
(Kelso 1968, 64–65, pl. 38:12–15b; Dothan 1982, 54), Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah,12 Beth-Zur (Sellers 1968, �g. 31; Dothan 1982, 44, 48), and ʿIzbet 
Ṣarṭah (Dothan 1982, 89–90; Finkelstein 1986, 91–92, 201–5). At Tell 

9. E.g., Killebrew 2005; Yasur-Landau 2010; Ben-Shlomo 2010; Ben-Dor Evian 
2017a.

10. E.g., Bunimovitz and Lederman 2011, 2017; Lederman and Bunimovitz 2014; 
Faust and Katz 2011, 2015; Faust 2015. For further criticism of the assumed Canaanite 
enclave, see Maeir 2017b, 134–39; Maeir and Hitchcock 2016.

11. See likewise the so-called late Philistine decorated ware, which may be better 
termed Ashdod ware, of the Iron IIA in Khirbet Qeiyafa (Kang and Gar�nkel 2009; 
2018, 57–65) or Jerusalem (below).

12. Wampler 1947, pls. 80, 86; Dothan 1982, 54; Gilboa, Cohen-Weinberger, and 
Goren 2006, 323.
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en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, Philistine pottery was not only imported but also pro-
duced in a local workshop (Gunneweg et al. 1994).13 Such �nds attest to a 
constant interaction between the lowlands of “Philistia” and the Benjamin 
Plateau–Judean Hills.

�is is not surprising when one considers that all the sites mentioned 
above are located along the roads connecting the Shephelah with the 
highlands. �e distributional patterns of Philistine pottery already rule 
out its identi�cation with any speci�c group, as these vessels are found in 
almost every possible context in every geographic region. �is includes 
substantial quantities in northern Canaan (e.g., in Tel Megiddo) where no 
documented presence of Philistines exists, nor have any other examples of 
the so-called Philistine material culture been found (Martin 2017). �ese 
vessels might have had a speci�c social context in terms of elite consump-
tion, and in other cases they may have been associated with speci�c events 
(such as banquets), but apparently they were neither connected to one 
speci�c group nor to one speci�c region of production and consumption 
(Koch 2021, 95–97). Rather, their distributional pattern di�ers in quanti-
ties, namely, the quantities of decorated Philistine pottery decline as one 
moves east from the more urban centers of southwest Canaan to the more 
rural society in the eastern Shephelah and the Judean Hills (Lehmann 
and Niemann 2014). �is in turn suggests that the distributional patterns 
of the Philistine pottery may be better explained from a socioeconomic 
standpoint (S. Kleiman 2021).14 Hence, any utilization of Philistine pot-
tery as an ethnic marker is futile. �e same is true for pig consumption, 
which is considered by many to be an indication of the Philistines’ foreign 
(European?) dietary habits; however, evidence for pig consumption is not 
evenly distributed across sites considered to be Philistine. Rather, it has 
been found more in urban contexts and less in rural contexts. �is may 
re�ect on economic strategies of animal exploitation, not speci�c dietary 
choices derived by cultural or ethnic considerations.15

�is is not altogether surprising, given that the region under consid-
eration, which was supposedly inhabited by three distinct ethnic groups 

13. See the later production of late Philistine decorated ware/Ashdod ware in Iron 
IIA Jerusalem (Cohen-Weinberger, Szanton, and Uziel 2017).

14. S. Kleiman (2021) provides a compelling and persuasive socioeconomic 
explanation for the production and distribution of “Philistine pottery” throughout 
Canaan during the Iron I.

15. Sapir-Hen et al. 2013; Sapir-Hen 2019; Koch 2017, 196–98.
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separated by clear ethnic boundaries (Philistines, Canaanites, and Isra-
elites), was far too interconnected. Only 12 km separate “Canaanite” 
Beth-Shemesh from “Philistine” Ekron, and both are situated on the 
southern banks of the same riverbed, the Soreq (River) Valley. Jerusa-
lem is located only 40 km east of Ekron (upstream) in the Soreq Valley, 
which served as a communication route connecting the highlands and 
the lowlands rather than separating them. Communities living along the 
Soreq—in di�erent modes of life (urban or rural) and employing dis-
tinct economic strategies—still interacted with each other. �ey were 
also very much dependent on each other, as will be further demon-
strated below. Any attempt to demarcate these communities as distinct 
ethnic groups and to assume that ethnic di�erences fueled the struggle 
between them completely ignores the material �nds as well as their 
social and historical contexts.

�is is best demonstrated in a more extensively documented period: 
the mid-fourteenth century BCE, covered by the El-Amarna correspon-
dence. Letters sent by the ruler of Jerusalem and other local rulers in the 
Shephelah reveal the constant interaction between the rulers in the low-
lands and those in the highlands. �ey struggled for power and prestige, 
o�en switching between alliances and military con�icts, while bands of 
warriors and other mobile groups wandered on the margins of the urban-
based polities serving as mercenaries for local rulers or raiding rural 
communities (Na’aman 2011b; Benz 2016, 17–138). �us, for instance, the 
ruling body of a small town such as Qiltu (identi�ed as biblical Keilah), 
located in the southeastern Shephelah, could shi� its loyalty from the king 
of Gath to a local Habiru group and then to the king of Jerusalem (Na’aman 
2010b). �e rulers of Gath and Jerusalem fought side by side against the 
Habiru who took control of Qiltu (EA 366), but fought each other when 
the king of Jerusalem tried to win over the loyalty of the leaders of Qiltu 
(EA 280). In addition, it seems that the rulers of Gath and Gezer raided the 
highlands of Jerusalem, most likely on the Benjamin Plateau, in an attempt 
to establish their own rule over communities and towns that were previ-
ously loyal to Jerusalem (EA 287, 289).

No ethnic di�erentiation, implicit or explicit, is speci�ed in the El-
Amarna letters, much less presented as a catalyst for the constant con�icts. 
In fact, the king of Gath (Shuwardata) bore an Indo-European (rather than 
Semitic) name, yet neither is he considered to be foreign, nor is his “for-
eignness” ever presented as having anything to do with his constant con�ict 
with Jerusalem. Social unrest in the southern parts of Canaan—between 
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highland and lowland polities, at times involving semi-independent 
groups in between—was not a novel development unique to the Iron I that 
had been precipitated by invasion of some foreign people. Rather, it was 
part and parcel of the sociopolitical landscape of the region throughout 
the Late Bronze II–Iron IIA.

Likewise, any attempt to identify a particular region from which the 
Philistines might have migrated is not supported by the material remains. 
Scholars have recently emphasized the wide-ranging origins of Philistine 
material culture (Aegean, Anatolian, Cypriot, and even Egyptian), which 
can broadly be described as “eastern Mediterranean” but rather is not rep-
resentative any speci�c region or entity. �e various elements appear in 
di�erent contexts—rural or urban, inland or coastal—but they are never 
systematically distributed. In most cases, local �nds are not mere copies 
of foreign objects but rather appear to re�ect local adaptations of foreign 
practices.16 While there are clearly many foreign elements in the so-called 
Philistine material culture, it cannot be characterized as deriving from any 
speci�c non-Levantine locale or region that had been merely transplanted 
through a simple process of migration.17

�e innovations present in the Iron I material culture of southwest 
Canaan should be seen in their own geographical and historical contexts. 
As early as the Late Bronze Age, southwest Canaan was well integrated 
within a wider eastern Mediterranean exchange network. It was a region 
of seaports and Canaanite towns as well as Egyptian garrisons and admin-
istrative towns where sailors, merchants, and mercenaries from all over 
the eastern Mediterranean repeatedly interacted with Egyptians and local 
Canaanites. �e Late Bronze Age/Iron Age transition was character-
ized by the fall of the Egyptian and the Hittite Empires, which le� their 
many clients—the Canaanite urban elite but also mercenaries and mer-
chants—without patrons. It is within this wider sociohistorical context 
that displaced peoples and groups should be viewed. �us, migrations to 
the Levant (and speci�cally to the southwest of Canaan)—of mercenar-
ies, merchants, or other individuals or small groups—should de�nitely 
be considered. However, the present study agrees more with approaches 
presented by Aren Maeir and Louise Hitchcock (2017a, 2017b) or by 
Koch (2017, 2021) that acknowledge the complexity of origins and agency 

16. E.g., Maeir and Hitchcock 2011; Maeir, Hitchcock, and Horwitz 2013; Hitch-
cock and Maeir 2013; Stockhammer 2013, 2019.

17. Hitchcock and Maeir 2013, 2014, 2016; Maeir and Hitchcock 2017b, 248–49. 
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in material culture. �e Philistines, accordingly, are not to be identi�ed 
as an ethnic group. Rather, in more socially oriented terms, they com-
prised mercenaries/elite warriors/pirates and others who, in the context 
of the collapse and regeneration that characterized the Late Bronze/Iron 
Age transition, settled in southwest Canaan and in some instances even 
attained elite status.

Within this frame, Koch has presented to my mind the most per-
suasive reconstruction: the Philistines should be understood in light of 
the textual sources naming them as such and not in light of the material 
remains so o�en associated with them. He also argues that the material 
culture associated with the Philistines should be interpreted in its archaeo-
logical context, irrespective of the textual sources.18 According to Koch, 
the occurrences of the name Philistine in Egyptian texts refer to a tran-
sregional phenomenon of well-trained warrior bands with Aegean and 
Anatolian backgrounds who were active throughout the wider eastern 
Mediterranean during the �nal centuries of the second millennium BCE. 
Some were mercenaries, some were pirates (Hitchcock and Maeir 2014), 
who either served in the armies of the coastal powers or raided their ter-
ritories. �e collapse of the palatial system and the turmoil in some parts 
of the eastern Mediterranean during the Late Bronze/Iron Age transition 
could have been exploited by some of these groups and their leaders. Koch 
(2020; 2021, 76–80) further demonstrates that the image of the Philistines 
in the Saul and David stories is not much di�erent from that preserved 
in the earlier Egyptian sources. �e Philistines are portrayed in 1 Sam 
9–2 Sam 5 as skilled warriors who were based in the lowlands south of the 
Yarkon Basin and who raided the rural settlements to their east. �ey were 
led by warlords (srnym and śrym) and served the king of Gath, Achish, son 
of Maoch, who is never designated as a Philistine.

�is, however, is a literary construct that is unrelated to what is o�en 
identi�ed as Philistine material culture. �e set of innovations present in 
the Iron I material culture is explained by Koch using the same reason-
ing presented throughout this study. Koch views material innovations in 
southwest Canaan within the overall social and political transformations 
that took place throughout the Levant during the transition from the Late 
Bronze Age to the Iron Age, namely, that of state formation (or, as better 
de�ned by Koch, reorientation). �e collapse of the Egyptian-oriented 

18. Koch 2017; 2020; 2021, 73–105.
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system presented opportunities for individuals and groups to forge new 
alliances and to acquire wealth and in�uence, leading to the recon�gura-
tion of regional social complexities and to the emergence of new social 
structures and modes of interaction. �e prime example in this context 
is that of Tel Miqne/Ekron, which in the Iron I transformed from a small, 
rural settlement to a wealthy and relatively large urban center, implying 
the rise of new social elites to power. Such shi�s in social and cultural 
practices also re�ect new economic strategies employed by local elites 
(e.g., intensi�cation of land cultivation, textile industries) with new focal 
points for their elite identities (Koch 2017, 196–99; 2021, 81–105).19

It is in this light that social and political recon�gurations in the Shephelah 
during the Iron I–IIA will be investigated in what follows: not as the re�ec-
tion of ethnic struggles between well-de�ned groups but rather as an arena 
of constant social and cultural interaction that in the context of the early 
Iron Age went through major transformations. �is in turn culminated in 
the establishment of Jerusalemite, Davidic rule over the entire Shephelah, a 
political process marking a new chapter in the history of the region.

5.1.2. The Shephelah during the Iron I–Early Iron IIA: Settlement Pat-
terns and Oscillations

As noted above, during the Iron I Tel-Miqne/Ekron, situated in the west-
ern and lower Shephelah on the southern tributary banks of the Soreq 
Valley, grew from a small Late Bronze Age settlement on the upper 4-ha 
mound into a wealthy Iron I settlement that extended to the additional 
16-ha lower mound, re�ecting the rise of a new elite to power. Accumula-
tion of wealth is likewise evident at Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, circa 8 km south of 
Tel Miqne/Ekron, on the southern bank of the western Elah Valley. �e 
site was a local power center during the Late Bronze II–III (Maeir et al. 
2019; Maeir 2020, 16–21) and, according to the excavators it did not su�er 
a large destruction in the transition to the Iron I. Rather, it was settled 
continuously and had perhaps already expanded from the upper mound 
onto the lower city.20

19. For a similar approach applied for the appearance of Aegean-style pottery in 
the northern Levant during the Iron I, see Mazzoni 2016.

20. �e excavators of the site have argued that Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath had already 
expanded from the mound onto the lower city during the Iron I (Dagan, Enuikhina, 
and Maeir 2018; Maeir 2020, 17–21).
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Smaller centers of power prospered in the Iron I to the east of Tel 
Miqne/Ekron along the Soreq Valley (�g. 5.2): Tel Batash is one such 
relatively small site (ca. 2 ha) located 7 km east of Tel Miqne/Ekron, on 
the northern bank of the Soreq Valley.21 It was continuously inhabited 
from the Middle Bronze II–III through the Late Bronze III, although it 
was destroyed several times during this period (Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 
2019). Settlement at the site resumed during the Iron I (Stratum V), prob-
ably a�er a short occupational gap, and it is possible that the site was 
surrounded by a thin wall during this period (A. Mazar 1997b, 27–28, 
72–81, 93, 98–104, 177–80, 252–54). �e Iron I settlement was abandoned 
but resettled for a short period in the early Iron IIA (Stratum IV) before it 
was abandoned yet again.22 �e excavators de�ne the site as “urban,” and 
its well-built, large domestic units indicate some degree of wealth accu-
mulation. However, the �nds also indicate that the inhabitants of the site 
were primarily occupied with cultivation of the nearby �elds. It seems, 
therefore, that throughout the Late Bronze Age–early Iron IIA, Tel Batash 
was occupied by local, a�uent families who exploited the fertile regions 
on the banks of the Soreq and accumulated wealth, and thus also some 
measure of political power. Relatively large quantities of Philistine pottery 
indicate that they interacted with the western urban centers and above all 
with Tel Miqne/Ekron. One may even assume that the ruling elite in Ekron 
attempted (if not succeeded, at least for a while) to form some patronage 
relations with the wealthy families in Tel Batash.

A similar phenomenon can be observed further to the east, at Tel 
Beth-Shemesh. Tel Beth-Shemesh is located some 12 km east of Tel-
Miqne/Ekron on a ridge south of the Soreq Valley, at the point where the 
Soreq �ows out of the Jerusalem Hills. �e occupational history of Tel 
Beth-Shemesh is similar to that of its western neighbor, Tel Batash. As 
early as the Middle Bronze II–III and throughout the Late Bronze Age, Tel 
Beth-Shemesh was occupied by prosperous local families who exploited 
the eastern parts of the Soreq. �ey had accumulated considerable wealth 

21. For the recent identi�cation of the site as Tianna, which is mentioned in the 
El-Amarna correspondence, and for possible tablets dispatched from it, see Kleiman 
and Cohen-Weinberger 2020.

22. For Tel Batash Level IV, see A. Mazar 1997b, 128, 139, 142, 182–86, 254–56; 
Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2001, 277–78. For the abandonment of Level IV in the early 
Iron IIA, see Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2001, 149–59, 274–83; Finkelstein 2002b, 122–
24; Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004, 221.
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and were able to rule their immediate surroundings, as may be deduced 
also from the El-Amarna letters. Tel Beth-Shemesh continued to prosper 
as a local center into the Iron I (Levels 6–4) but su�ered destruction early 
in this period (the end of Level 6) and further decline toward the early 
Iron IIA (Level 4) before it was �nally abandoned (Bunimovitz and Leder-
man 2016, 159–245). Remains of decorated Philistine pottery indicate that 
the inhabitants of Iron I Tel Beth-Shemesh, like those of Tel Batash, inter-
acted with the larger urban centers to their west. �e destruction of Level 
6 may imply that the relations with the western powers were con�ictual 
(though other scenarios should be considered; see Koch 2018a, 77–80). 
Yet there should be little doubt that the Ekronites did attempt, at least to a 
certain extent, to control the local communities along the Soreq. Be that as 
it may, the entire settlement system along the Soreq Valley, from the large 
center in the west (Tel Miqne/Ekron) to the smaller ones in the east (Tel 
Batash, Tel Beth-Shemesh), collapsed in the early Iron IIA and following 
the destruction of Tel Miqne/Ekron (Koch 2017, 183–89; 2021, 86–89).

In the western Shephelah to the south of the Soreq Valley, Tell 
eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath probably �ourished throughout the Iron I (�g. 5.2). In the 
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rural hinterland to its south, between Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath and Tel Lach-
ish, the number of settlements declined during the transition from the 
Late Bronze IIB–III to the Iron I.23 However, at least one new settle-
ment was established at Khirbet er-Raʿi (see below) on the western part 
of the Lachish River Valley some 4 km northwest of the destroyed and 
abandoned Tel Lachish. A third settlement system evolved at the foot of 
the Judean Hills, in the southeastern Shephelah, where at least three or 
four more settlements were established during the Iron I. �ey had been 
settled already in the Late Bronze Age and su�ered occasional destruc-
tions and occupational gaps until their resettlement in the Iron I. �ese 
are, from north to south: Khirbet el-Qom (Dever 1993), Tell ʿEitun, Tell 
Beit Mirsim,24 and Tell Halif (Borowski 2017). Small quantities of Philis-
tine decorated pottery have been found in each of them, indicating that 
in spite of their location in a topographical niche in the southeastern 
Shephelah, they still interacted with the western urban centers.

In summarizing the settlement trends in the Iron I Shephelah, it 
seems that the long period of Egyptian hegemony during the Late Bronze 
II–III ended with the collapse of the prominent urban centers and their 
hinterlands (Tel Gezer, Tel ʿAzekah, Tel Lachish). Consequently, new 
elites rose to power in Iron I Tel Miqne/Ekron, while Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
probably maintained its prominent regional power. Although it is impos-
sible to assess the nature of the interaction between them, the possibility 
that Gath had been—at least for a period of time—under the dominion 
of Ekron (or vice versa) should not be ruled out. Smaller centers were 
established mainly along the Soreq Valley to the north and in the Trough 
Valley to the east. �eir inhabitants were engaged in the cultivation of 
the nearby �elds and thus accumulated some wealth. �ey interacted 
constantly with the larger urban centers to their west (Tel Miqne/Ekron, 
Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, and perhaps also with coastal sites such as Ashdod or 
Ashkelon) but not exclusively, as this period saw the incursion of settle-
ments into the highlands to the east: in the Benjamin-Jerusalem region 
(§4.1), which was directly related to settlement activity in the northern 
Shephelah (through the Ayalon and the Soreq Valleys), and in the Judean 
Hills, which was directly related to the southeast Shephelah (at the foot 
of the Hebron Hills).

23. Finkelstein 1996d; Koch 2017, 186–89; 2018a, 39–45.
24. Tell ʿEitun: Faust 2011; Faust and Katz 2015; Faust et. el. 2014. Tell Beit 

Mirsim: Albright 1932, 1943; Greenberg 1987.
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�e appearance of decorated Philistine pottery at Bethel, Tell en- 
Naṣbeh/Mizpah, and Beth-Zur indicates that the agropastoral commu-
nities in the highlands interacted with the urban centers in the western 
Shephelah (and perhaps with those on the coast?). Communities settled 
at the foot of the Jerusalem Hills (e.g., Tel Beth-Shemesh) or at the foot 
of the Judean Hills (in the Trough Valley) could have ful�lled the role of 
mediators (Lehmann and Niemann 2014, 81–85). Destructions and aban-
donments at Tel Beth-Shemesh (Levels 6 and 4) and Tel Batash (Strata 
V–IV) attest to continuous social unrest. When viewed through the prism 
of a better-documented period, the El-Amarna period, it is reasonable to 
assume that the Iron I communities residing between the highlands and the 
lowlands, like their predecessors in the mid-fourteenth century BCE, had 
to contend with their immediate stronger neighbors to the west (Ekron, 
Gath) and with the emerging highland polities to their east (Jerusalem). 
By the early tenth century BCE, however, Ekron had been destroyed com-
pletely, and sometime later the smaller centers to its east—Tel Batash and 
Tel Beth-Shemesh—were abandoned, thus leaving the region at the foot of 
the Jerusalem Hills vacant for the rise of new powers.

Indeed, a new local center of power emerged at the foot of the Jeru-
salem Hills, just 5 km south of Tel Beth-Shemesh, at Khirbet Qeiyafa 

(while doubtless Tel es-Ṣa�/Gath grew to be the most prominent urban 
center in the western Shephelah; see §5.1.3 below). Khirbet Qeiyafa, 
sized circa 2.5 ha, is located on the hills overlooking the eastern Elah 
Valley from the north, on the western end of the eastern Shephelah (�g. 
5.2). From its �rst emergence as a local center of power during the Iron 
I/IIA transition (likely in the late eleventh to the �rst half of the tenth 
centuries BCE), the site exhibited urban characteristics and a substantial 
accumulation of wealth: a casemate wall built along the perimeter of the 
site with at least one four-chambered gate installed at its western end,25 
pillared buildings constructed adjacent to the wall serving a variety of 
purposes (storage, domestic, cultic), and an additional public building 
erected on the summit of the site. �e site yielded a rich assemblage of 
cultic �nds, metal objects, and a wide range of ceramics, together with 

25. �e excavators argued that a second gate complex had been present at the 
southern end of the casemate wall, but this proposed reconstruction of a second gate 
is far from certain (Finkelstein and Fantalkin 2012, 45–46). For discussion of the date 
of Khirbet Qeiyafa, see Singer-Avitz 2010; Gar�nkel et al. 2012; Gilboa 2012.
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two alphabetic inscriptions in the so-called proto-Canaanite script (also 
known as early alphabetic).26

In multiple publications, the site’s excavators argue that Khirbet Qeiyafa 
was a Judahite fortress erected by King David himself. Accordingly, they date 
Judahite expansion into the Shephelah to the early tenth century BCE (Gar-
�nkel, Ganor, and Hasel 2012; Gar�nkel, Kreimerman, and Zilberg 2016). 
As in so many other cases, the identi�cation of Khirbet Qeiyafa as Juda-
hite is based on the assumption that by the late eleventh/early tenth century 
BCE, a well-de�ned Judahite identity already existed and was expressed 
in everyday objects. �us, the absence of some cultural traits (such as pig 
bones or �gurines) and the appearance of others (a forti�cation system 
reminiscent of those built in Judah during the ninth–eighth centuries BCE) 
have been cited in support of the site’s ethnic and political a�liation as Juda-
hite. However, the problem with this line of reasoning is that none of the 
material traits characterized by the excavators as Judahite are uniquely asso-
ciated with Judah.27 In other cases, the initial identi�cation of some objects 
or their absence as Judahite turned out to be inaccurate (e.g., �gurines were 
eventually found in Khirbet Qeiyafa; see Gar�nkel 2018, 2020a).28 Above 
all, objects identi�ed exclusively with Philistine material culture, such as 
Philistine hearths (Freikman and Gar�nkel 2014, 197, 199, 201, 217, 219; 
Gar�nkel, Kreimerman, and Zilberg 2016, 178–79) and late Philistine deco-
rated ware (Kang and Gar�nkel 2009; 2018, 57–65), were also present at 
Khirbet Qeiyafa, thus undermining the excavators’ own methodology for 
interpreting the social and political identity of the site.

�e most clear and reasonable voice regarding Khirbet Qeiyafa has 
been that of Na’aman (2010c, 2017a), whose views are well-supported by 
others.29 Na’aman argues that the site should be viewed within its own geo-

26. �e stratigraphy, architecture, and �nds were published in comprehensive 
reports; see Gar�nkel and Ganor 2009; Gar�nkel, Ganor, and Hasel 2014, 2018; Kang 
and Gar�nkel 2018. For the epigraphic �nds, see also Yardeni 2009; Misgav, Gar�nkel, 
and Ganor 2009; Rollston 2011; Gar�nkel et al. 2015; Millard 2011; Demsky 2012; 
Schniedewind 2013, 65–66; 2019, 85–86. For discussion of the early alphabetic script, 
see §5.4.1.

27. �us, for instance, the forti�cation of Khirbet Qeiyafa is not uniquely Juda-
hite, as similar forti�cations appear elsewhere, including in Transjordan; see further 
in Na’aman 2010c, 509–13; Finkelstein and Fantalkin 2012, 46–55.

28. For further criticism, see Kisilevitz, Vanderhoo�, and Lipschits 2020.
29. See Koch 2017, 191–92; 2021, 88–89, 91; Niemann 2017; Römer 2017b; Tal 

et al. 2018. Finkelstein and Fantalkin (2012) and Fantalkin and Finkelstein (2017) 
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graphical and chronological context—that of the northeastern Shephelah 
during the Iron I/IIA transition. Evidently, the site’s material culture is 
remarkably local in almost every aspect: all the vessels were locally made, 
the site’s late Philistine ware and Philistine hearths are common only in the 
Shephelah and the coast, and the epigraphic �nds are in line with the long-
standing tradition of alphabetic writing from the Late Bronze III–Iron IIA 
Shephelah (see §5.5.4 below). On the other hand, nothing—absolutely 
nothing—in the material culture of the site connects it with the highlands: 
neither a single vessel, nor a single cultic object, nor epigraphic �nd.

From this perspective, some facts largely ignored by the excavators 
should be highlighted. Unlike most of the sites in the Shephelah, which 
were �rst established in the Middle Bronze Age and were inhabited inter-
mittently until the end of the Iron Age, Khirbet Qeiyafa had not been 
settled prior to the Iron I–early Iron IIA and therea�er remained unin-
habited until the late Persian/early Hellenistic period. Khirbet Qeiyafa was 
in fact a barren hill on which a well-forti�ed center of power had suddenly 
emerged, only to be destroyed shortly a�er and le� abandoned for centu-
ries. When viewed against the general settlement history of the region, the 
temporality of Khirbet Qeiyafa is a key factor in identifying its social and 
political context. Evidently, when royal Judahite towns were erected in the 
Shephelah later in the ninth century BCE (below), they were built at other 
locations (e.g., Tel Lachish), while Khirbet Qeiyafa, the site that was sup-
posedly related to King David himself, was le� unoccupied.

When the temporality of Khirbet Qeiyafa is coupled with its locality 
(as observed by Na’aman and others), it becomes clear that it should be 
viewed as a local venture for a very speci�c moment of history. Its loca-
tion—in a topographical niche at the foot of the Jerusalem Hills, separated 
from the western Shephelah by the ʿAzekah–Goded Ridge—enabled the 
accumulation of wealth by a local group. �is group took advantage of 
Tel Miqne/Ekron’s destruction and the following demise of the settlement 
system along the Soreq (especially Tel Beth-Shemesh), exploited new eco-
nomic possibilities, and accumulated wealth and consequently political 

argue that Khirbet Qeiyafa was a�liated with the kingdom of Saul, which, according 
to them, was an early predecessor of the later Northern Kingdom of Israel. Besides 
the fact that their dating and identi�cation of Saul’s kingdom contradict almost every 
biblical depiction of it, they also fall into the “pots and people” pit while arguing for 
the Israelite identity of the site. For further criticism of the kingdom of Saul as recon-
structed by Finkelstein, see Sergi 2017c.
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power.30 �is attempt apparently had a short lifespan, as Khirbet Qeiyafa 
was destroyed not long a�er it was built. It may be assumed that it was 
the growing power of Gath (below) or the growing power of Jerusalem/
Judah that brought Khirbet Qeiyafa to an end, though the identity of the 
destroyer cannot be determined with any certainty, and other scenarios 
should also be considered. Be that as it may, the result was that by the latter 
part of the early Iron IIA, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath remained the most prominent 
and in fact the sole urban center in the entire Shephelah.

5.1.3. The Shephelah during the Iron IIA and the Kingdom of Gath

During the Iron IIA Tell-es-Ṣa�/Gath grew to be the most prominent 
urban center in southwest Canaan and probably the largest in Canaan alto-
gether. During this period, the settlement at the site extended to a lower 
city, located north and east of the mound, extending all the way to the Elah 
Valley, reaching an incredible size (in local terms) of some 50 ha. �e �nds 
from this town include domestic compounds and industrial areas (for the 
production of bone tools, olive oil, and metallurgy), cultic installations, 
and sanctuaries.31 Massive forti�cations surrounded the lower city, mani-
festing the power and wealth of its rulers.32 Material remains associated 
with Iron IIA Gath elucidate the wide exchange network within which it 
was integrated. �is network encompassed the Phoenician littoral and the 
Aegean, inland polities such as Judah,33 and the copper production sites 
in the Arabah (Martin and Finkelstein 2013). Substantial epigraphic �nds 
(Maeir et al. 2008; Maeir and Eshel 2014) and various luxury items further 
illustrate the dominant economic and political status of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
in the Iron IIA.

�e rise of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath in the Iron IIA was accompanied by a 
shi� in settlement gravity in the western Shephelah: from the western 

30. For the locality of Khirbet Qeiyafa as attested in settlement oscillation along 
the eastern Elah Valley in the LB III–Iron I, see Tal et al. 2018.

31. Maeir 2012, 26–49; 2017b; 2020, 21–34, with much more literature; see also 
Dagan, Enuikhina, and Maeir 2018; Maeir, Welch, and Eniukhina 2021.

32. Maeir 2017b, 147; 2020, 25–27, �g. 1.26–1.29; Welch 2018; Welch et al. 2019. 
�e upper mound was also forti�ed.

33. On the network as encompassing the Phoenician littoral and the Aegean, 
see Maeir 2012, 39–40; Maeir, Fantalkin, and Zukerman 2009; Shai and Maeir 2012, 
350–53. On the network as encompassing inland polities such as Judah, see Cohen-
Weinberger, Szanton, and Uziel 2017; Maeir 2017b, 142–44; 2020, 29–34.
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Soreq Valley southward to the hilly terrain between Gath and Lachish 
(Koch 2017, 191–93; 2018a, 39–45). �us, for instance, relatively small 
settlements (2–5 ha) were established during the early Iron IIA along the 
Guvrin River Valley, south of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath (�g. 5.2). �e Guvrin River 
Valley originates in the Judean Hills, southwest of Hebron, and from there 
continues to the eastern Shephelah and south of the ʿ Azekah-Goded Ridge 
to the western Shephelah until it drains into the Lachish River Valley, east 
of Ashdod. �e following settlements were established in the early Iron 
IIA on the banks of the Guvrin River Valley in the western Shephelah 
(from west to east): Tel Zayit (Levels III–II), toward the western end of 
the Guvrin River, halfway between Gath and Lachish (ca. 7.5 km from 
each); Tel Burna, 5 km east of Tel Zayit;34 and Tel Goded, located 3 km 
east of Tel Burna (Gibson 1994), on the southern edge of the ʿAzekah-
Goded Ridge. In addition to that, small, rural settlements formed in the 
early Iron IIA along the banks of the Lachish River, to the south of the 
Guvrin River: modest settlement was found in early Iron IIA Tel Lach-
ish (Level V), a�er the site was abandoned since the Late Bronze III.35 To 
the west of Tel Lachish, accumulation of wealth has also been observed 
at Khirbet er-Raʿi (Gar�nkel and Ganor 2019; Gar�nkel et al. 2019a), 
which had probably been inhabited since the Iron I. Khirbet er-Raʿi was 
destroyed and abandoned by the end of the early Iron IIA, while Tel Lach-
ish (Level V) probably persisted into the late Iron IIA (below), as did the 
newly established settlements to the north along the Guvrin River Valley.

All the settlements south of the Elah Valley (Tel Zayit III–II, Tel Burna, 
Tel Goded, Tel Lachish V, Khirbet er-Raʿi) were local and rural centers of 
power. �ey prospered on the periphery of Gath in the western Shephelah, 
but they do not exhibit evidence of a high level of political or social inte-
gration. �is is best illustrated by the settlement �uctuations in the region: 

34. Tel Burna might have been �rst founded in the Iron I; see Shai et al. 2012; Shai 
2017; McKinny et al. 2020. See also further discussion in the appendix. On Tel Zayit, 
see Tappy et al. 2006; Tappy 2008, 2011, 2017, and see appendix.

35. For Lachish Level V see Ussishkin 2004a, 76–78; 2014, 203–5. For the strati-
graphic attribution of Podium A (in Level V or IV), see further in the appendix. Fol-
lowing the renewed excavations at the site, Gar�nkel argued that Lachish Level V 
had been forti�ed (Gar�nkel et al. 2019b; Kang and Gar�nkel 2021). However, their 
reconstruction of a wall is at odd with the �nds and not clearly supported by the data 
(Ussishkin 2019, 2022; Finkelstein 2020). �ere is no clear-cut indication that Tel 
Lachish was forti�ed already during the lifespan of Level V, which was eventually a 
relatively modest settlement; see further in the appendix.
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the destruction of some settlements (early Iron IIA Khirbet er-Raʿi) and 
the abandonment of others were localized phenomena that did not a�ect 
the entire settlement system. Under these circumstances, local elites could 
maintain some degree of political independence, but ultimately they must 
have been a�liated, in one way or another, with the major urban center in 
their vicinity: Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. �is, however, had ended by the last third 
of the ninth century BCE, when Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath was utterly destroyed. Tel 
Zayit and Tel Goded were probably destroyed together with Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/
Gath, and habitation at both sites resumed only in the Iron IIB. �e data 
from Tel Burna is less clear, but it was likely destroyed at the same time as 
well.36 Destructions from this period were detected further to the south-
west on the periphery of Gaza (below), attesting to the collapse of the local 
sociopolitical system.

Zooming out from the Shephelah, the geopolitical map of Canaan in 
the �rst half of the ninth century BCE reveals that Gath and the Omride 
kingdom of Israel were the two most dominant polities in Canaan, with 
some smaller polities, such as Judah, positioned on their margins. In this 
regard, noteworthy is that Gath was by far the largest and strongest city 
in southwest Canaan during the tenth–ninth centuries BCE. �e size of 
the city, its massive forti�cations, and its material wealth are by all means 
an anomaly, not only in the site’s own settlement history from the Early 
Bronze Age until modern times but also from a regional point of view: 

36. �e excavators of Tel Burna argue that a Judahite fortress was built at the site 
in the Iron IIA, manifesting the power of the Davidic kings vis-à-vis Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
(Shai et al. 2012; Shai 2017; McKinny et al. 2020). However, no clear stratigraphic over-
view and pottery assemblage is presented to support this conclusion. �e little pottery 
presented (McKinny et. al. 2020, 9, �g. 11), and pottery reported found on a �oor asso-
ciated with the forti�cation wall (Shai et al. 2012, �g. 9), should be dated to the late Iron 
IIA. Moreover, so far, no destruction layer dated to the 701 BCE campaign of Sennach-
erib has been reported at the site. �is undermines its a�liation with Judah, as all the 
Judahite sites in the Shephelah exhibit continuity from the late Iron IIA to the Iron IIB 
and until they were destroyed in the 701 BCE (see further below). �at being said, the 
late Iron IIA pottery associated with the forti�cation probably indicates that site was 
destroyed/abandoned sometime at this period and contemporaneous with Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/
Gath (see further in the appendix). Besides, that a site was forti�ed in the Iron IIA does 
not make it automatically Judahite (Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, for instance, was also forti�ed in 
the Iron IIA). �e political a�liation of a certain site should be evaluated on the basis of 
the regional settlement patterns, on the one hand, and its socioeconomic networks (as 
presented in the material remains), on the other. �ese factors rule out the possibility 
that Tel Burna was Judahite prior to the Iron IIB. See further below.
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never before the tenth–ninth centuries BCE, nor a�erward during the Iron 
Age, were any of the traditional urban centers in the region as large and as 
powerful as Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath in the Iron IIA.

It could hardly be a coincidence that Gath reached its zenith at the 
same time that production of copper in the Arabah Valley reached its peak. 
�e anomalous extent and power of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath compared to other 
urban centers in the history of the Shephelah during the Bronze and Iron 
Ages should therefore be explained on the background of the contempo-
raneous Arabah copper production.37 Such a large-scale production and 
trade operation must have brought prosperity to the entire southern por-
tion of Canaan, a prosperity the kings of Gath knew how to exploit in their 
favor. �is proposed connection between Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath and the Arabah 
copper production has been reinforced by petrographic analysis demon-
strating that most of the wheel-made pottery found in the Negev Highlands 
originated in the Shephelah and the regions to the immediate north of the 
Beersheba Valley (Martin and Finkelstein 2013). It seems that the desert 
dwellers who were engaged in the copper trade (below, §5.2.1) purchased 
products and vessels in Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath and its surroundings, probably as 
part of their role as mediators of copper. Moreover, micro-archaeological 
studies conducted in one of the Negev Highland sites demonstrate that 
the subsistence economy of the desert dwellers was based on animal hus-
bandry, with no trace of grain production (Shahack-Gross and Finkelstein 
2008, 2015). Accordingly, it may be argued that the agricultural surplus 
collected in Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath was exchanged for the Arabah copper, which 
was then transported to other markets. �at Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath maintained 
economic relations with inland polities (such as Judah), with Phoenicia, 
and with the Aegean may hint at the ultimate destinations of the copper 
traded through Gath. In return, the kings of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath imported 
goods and luxury items from across the entire eastern Mediterranean 
basin. Evidently, with the destruction of Gath, the Arabah copper produc-
tion abruptly ended, thus reinforcing the connection between the Iron IIA 
prosperity of Gath and the Arabah copper industry.

A thick destruction layer well-dated to the last third of the ninth cen-
tury BCE was identi�ed in every area excavated at Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath—from 
the upper mound to the lower city. �e utter destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/
Gath, from which it never recovered, is unanimously attributed to Hazael, 

37. Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006; Ben-Yosef and Sergi 2018; Maeir 2020, 28–29.
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the king of Aram-Damascus (2 Kgs 12:18; Maeir 2004; 2012, 43–49). An 
impressive siege system, still visible today, was constructed to the south and 
east of the mound, attesting to the massive size of the siege operations con-
ducted by Hazael.38 Following the long siege, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath was put to the 
torch and le� abandoned in ruins for several decades; even corpses were le� 
unburied at the site (Maeir 2012, 49). No doubt, Hazael intended to leave 
the city of Gath in ruins as a testament to his power. �e fact is that decades 
a�er the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, the event remained emblematic of 
destruction brought on a thriving city by a foreign ruler (Amos 6:2).

Contemporaneous destructions were discovered not only in the hin-
terland south of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath (along the Guvrin River Valley) but also 
further to the southwest, on the periphery of Gaza (in Tell Seraʿ). Assum-
ing that these destructions were all related to Hazael’s onslaught of Tell 
eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, they further imply that his aim was not solely directed at 
Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath but more broadly at the trade routes leading from the 
desert to the coast.39 For this reason the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
brought with it the abrupt end of the Arabah copper industry, stripping 
the Shephelah not only of its most prosperous urban center but of the 
main engine behind this prosperity as well. As this study has repeatedly 
demonstrated, throughout the social history of the region, the end of one 
sociopolitical network tended to create the opportunity for other individ-
uals and groups to establish a new one. �is is exactly what the Davidic 
kings attempted in the late ninth century BCE.

5.1.4. The Shephelah during the Late Iron IIA and the Western  
Expansion of Judah

�e small settlements established in the Iron I in the southeast Shephelah, 
at the foot of the Judean Hills (Khirbet el-Qom, Tell ʿEitun, Tell Beit 

38. Ackermann, Bruins, and Maeir 2005; Maeir and Gur-Arieh 2011; Maeir 2012, 
43–47.

39. Lehmann and Niemann 2014, 88–89; Lehmann 2019; Frevel 2019. It has been 
suggested that the destruction of Gath was meant to put an end to the Arabah-Philis-
tine copper trade, since Hazael wished to monopolize the trade in copper from Cyprus 
through the Phoenician towns (Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006; Ben-Yosef and Sergi 
2018). Frevel (2019) agrees that Hazael’s southern campaigns aimed at the copper 
industry; however, he argues that Hazael meant to control it rather than bring it to an 
end. �is is not an impossible scenario; see recently also Bienkowski 2021.
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Mirsim, and Tell Halif), continued to �ourish in the Iron IIA. �ey devel-
oped without interruption throughout the period, irrespective of the rise 
and fall of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath to their west, and continued into the Iron IIB 
while accumulating further wealth. At some point, whether in the late Iron 
IIA or at the beginning of the Iron IIB, the upper precincts of these settle-
ments were forti�ed, primarily with casemate walls,40 and public structures 
(albeit modest in nature) were erected on their summits (e.g., Faust et al. 
2017), thus marking the economic and political wealth acquired by the 
ruling elites. All were destroyed contemporaneously later in the Iron IIB, 
most likely during Sennacherib’s campaign against Judah in 701 BCE.

It is clear that during the Iron IIB prior to Sennacherib’s campaign, 
the local communities at the foot of the Judean Hills were already under 
the dominion of the house of David. Stamped jar handles bearing the Old 
Hebrew inscription lmlk (“belonging to the king”) indicate that the local 
elite received provisions from the royal estates of the Davidic kings.41 �at 
these settlements evolved continuously throughout the Iron I–IIA–IIB, in 
what seems to be a pattern of organic growth with no dramatic interrup-
tions, may indicate that they were peacefully incorporated into the Judahite 
highland polity. In other words, neither were they “Judahite” to begin with, 
nor were they conquered or taken by the house of David. Rather, and in 
light of the El-Amarna example, it should be assumed that the local elite in 
these centers decided to accept Davidic patronage and were thus integrated 
into the growing kingdom of Judah (Maeir and Shai 2016). �e communi-
ties at Tell ʿEitun, Tell Beit Mirsim, and Tell Halif were located far to the 
southeast and were relatively isolated in a topographical niche that kept 

40. �e stratigraphy of Tell Beit Mirsim from the Iron IIA is far from clear, and 
some vessels indicate that it was settled in the late Iron IIA, but according to Herzog 
and Singer-Avitz (2004, 221), it was probably forti�ed only in the Iron IIB. No data 
have so far been published regarding the forti�cation of Tell ʿEitun. Faust (2020) pro-
vides only a general discussion, and no pottery is presented. Yet he argues that the 
large building on the summit of the site was erected in the �rst half of the tenth cen-
tury BCE and thus that it con�rms the existence of a united monarchy (Faust and 
Sapir 2018; Faust 2020). However, there is absolutely no evidence to support the early 
dating of what seems to be an Iron IIB building (Finkelstein 2020). In any case—it is 
far from clear how a large building (but by no means unique) at the foot of the Judean 
Hills, even if dated to the early tenth century, could somehow attest to the existence of 
a united monarchy encompassing both Israel and Judah.

41. For discussing the lmlk-stamped jar handles, their date, and their historical 
context, see Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2011; Lipschits 2021, 36–55, 97–114, 123–53.
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them hidden from the western Shephelah, where Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath �our-
ished throughout the Iron IIA. �at they developed without interruption 
following Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath’s destruction suggests that they were not tightly 
linked to it. In light of the fact that they were located on the foot of the 
Judean Hills, I would argue that they were the �rst lowlands communities 
to come under Davidic rule, probably sometime a�er it was �rst estab-
lished in the region of Hebron (in the early Iron IIA; see §4.1.5) and still 
before the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. If so, they can also be seen as 
the �rst Judahite power base established in the lowlands, from which the 
Davidic kings could further expand (Koch 2018a, 76).

While the settlements at the foot of the Hebron Hills continued to 
evolve uninterruptedly in the Iron I–IIA, the region of the eastern Soreq 
and Elah Valleys, at the foot of the Jerusalem Hills, was devoid of any center 
of power following the destruction/abandonment of Tel Beth-Shemesh 
(Level 4) and later Khirbet Qeiyafa. Tel Beth-Shemesh lay abandoned 
throughout most of the early Iron IIA, with habitation at the site only 
resuming in the late Iron IIA (Level 3), albeit in a di�erent layout.42 �e 
newly constructed settlement had a few subphases, indicating its longevity, 
during which monumental and public structures were erected in di�erent 
locations on the site. �e most prominent of these is a forti�cation system 
of some type (a tower? a fort?) that was built on the northern slope of the 
mound commanding the Soreq Valley. It was later adjoined by a casemate 
wall and a glacis, although it seems that these were built only on the north 
and northeastern slopes and did not surround the entire mound (Bunimo-
vitz and Lederman 2016, 301–15).43 A relatively large underground water 
system was installed farther to the south (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2016, 
315–16), and large pillared buildings, most of them storage facilities, were 
erected at di�erent times on the summit of the site and on its western 
parts. An open court on the west has been interpreted as a commercial 

42. �e excavators of Tel Beth-Shemesh date Level 3 to the early Iron IIA (Buni-
movitz and Lederman 2001; 2016, 366, 677–79), but while it may indeed have �rst 
begun sometime toward the end of the early Iron IIA, it spanned mostly the late 
Iron IIA (Finkelstein 2002b; Boaretto, Sharon, and Gilboa 2016; Piasetzky 2016). 
See appendix.

43. �e excavators previously argued that the site was surrounded with a forti�ca-
tion wall; however, in light of recent and yet-unpublished excavations, it seems that 
the forti�cation system was restricted to the northern slope along the southern bank 
of the Soreq Valley (Lederman, personal communication).
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area (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2016, 316–29), which was built over an 
iron workshop, both dating to the late Iron IIA (Bunimovitz and Leder-
man 2012). �e thriving center at Tel Beth-Shemesh (Level 3) came to an 
end with a violent destruction dated to the Iron IIA/IIB transition, in the 
early eighth century BCE (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2016, 369, 381–82).

It seems that the settlement at Tel Beth-Shemesh (Level 3) developed 
gradually throughout the late Iron IIA (and perhaps slightly earlier), with 
some elements added over time and others removed. �e excavators of the 
site have argued that the change in layout, and the monumental and public 
structures in particular, re�ects the rule of a central authority that was not 
local, an “intervention of the state,” with the state being in their view Judah 
(Bunimovitz and Lederman 2016, 281–82, 370–81). While I agree that 
Tel Beth-Shemesh was incorporated into the growing Judahite kingdom 
sometime during the lifespan of Level 3, it should also be acknowledged 
that there is nothing particularly Judahite about this occupational level. 
Judahite stamped jar handles (with lmlk stamp impressions) found at the 
site are associated with Level 2 (Iron IIB) at a time when only the under-
ground water system was still in use, while the remainder of the town’s 
layout had been changed. �e question arises: How can one explain the 
accumulation of wealth in the former period?

Accumulation of wealth at late Iron IIA Tel Beth-Shemesh indicates 
the rise of local elite to power and their ability to control the distribution 
of wealth (hence the many storage facilities and the water system). But 
again, from a strictly archaeological point of view, there is nothing to sug-
gest that this elite was not local to Tel Beth-Shemesh or that it originated 
in Jerusalem. At late Iron IIA Tel Megiddo VA–IVB, for instance, two new 
palaces were imposed on an already existing town, altering its layout (see 
§3.2.1). Such an act symbolized the imposition of new rule, which was 
not necessarily local. �e case of Tel Beth-Shemesh is di�erent: like Tel 
Megiddo, it had already served as a local center of power during the Late 
Bronze II–Iron I, but unlike Tel Megiddo, it exhibited in the late Iron IIA 
what seems to have been natural growth, not so di�erent from other peri-
ods of prosperity in its history (such as the LB IIA): over the course of the 
late Iron IIA more and more public buildings were added to the site at dif-
ferent times and for di�erent purposes.44 No building operation seems to 

44. In fact, there is nothing to distinguish the appearance of public architecture 
in this case from LB IIA Tel Beth-Shemesh, when the excavators argue the settlement 
was independent from other urban centers in its vicinity (such as Gezer or Gath). If 
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have been imposed on the city. Rather, these buildings attest to a gradual 
and natural process of wealth accumulation and, consequently, political 
power by the local elite.

Previously, during the Iron I, Tel Beth-Shemesh (Levels 6–4) had 
thrived in the shadow of greater power centers to the west, Tel Miqne/
Ekron (Strata VII–IV) and Tel Batash (Strata V–IV). Both were destroyed 
and abandoned by the latter part of the early Iron IIA, leaving Tel Beth-
Shemesh as the sole regional hub along the Soreq Valley. �e local elite at 
late Iron IIA Tel Beth-Shemesh were therefore free to exploit more of the 
local natural resources and to monopolize the trade along the Soreq route. 
At this time, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath was by far the largest urban center in the 
region, located only 13 km southwest of Tel Beth-Shemesh, whereas Tel 
Beth-Shemesh was hidden from Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath in the hilly terrain of the 
topographical niche in the northeastern part of the Shephelah. Likewise, by 
the beginning of the late Iron IIA, the Davidic kings had established their 
dominion over the entirety of the hills east of Tel Beth-Shemesh (§4.1). As 
it was situated exactly at the point where the Soreq Valley enters the Jeru-
salem Hills and continues up to the Rephaʾim Valley south of Jerusalem 
(or to the Benjamin Plateau north of it), it may be assumed that the local 
elite at late Iron IIA Tel Beth-Shemesh preferred to associate themselves 
with the growing power of Jerusalem and the Davidic kings. �e forti�ca-
tion of the site facing the Soreq Valley on its way to Jerusalem may be the 
sole archaeological evidence of this choice, though not conclusively so. 
Further, as previously noted, that Tel Beth-Shemesh continued to develop 
uninterruptedly throughout this period irrespective of the rise and fall of 
Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath suggests that the two were not tightly linked. Reliable 
biblical texts (2 Kgs 14:8–14), which will be discussed below (§5.5.5), con-
�rm that in the early eighth century BCE at the latest Tel Beth-Shemesh 
was already a�liated with Judah. In light of all the above, it seems safe to 
conclude that the Tel Beth-Shemesh elite tied themselves to the Davidic 
kings sometime before the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath.

�e evidence from the western Shephelah and more speci�cally 
from Tel Lachish indicates a di�erent process of Judahite expansion 
to the region. Tel Lachish went through a major change in the late Iron 
IIA. �e relatively modest settlement of the previous Level V was built 

it was indicative of a local elite accumulating wealth during the LB IIA, then the same 
scenario may be assumed for the late Iron IIA.
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over by monumental structures changing the town’s layout completely. A 
massive, imposing forti�cation system was constructed, consisting of a 
forti�cation wall and a gate complex. �e wall made of mud-bricks on a 
stone foundation was circa 5 m high and 6 m wide. It extended along the 
periphery of the upper mound, with an outer revetment wall supporting 
it halfway down the slope and with a plastered glacis constructed between 
them (Barkay and Ussishkin 2004; Ussishkin 2014, 223–27). An elabo-
rate gate system was installed in the west, including an outer gate and an 
inner six-chambered gate with an open court between them and a road-
way leading to it from the bottom of the mound (Ussishkin 2004b; 2014, 
227–43). �e acropolis of the town, originally more on its eastern side, 
was completely altered when a new, arti�cial stone-built podium (Podia 
A and B) was built at the center of the site (Ussishkin 2014, 248–53). An 
elaborate building termed by the excavators as a “palace-fort” was erected 
on the newly constructed podium and highly elevated above the rest of the 
town (Ussishkin 2004c; 2014, 243–48, 253–55). Some domestic structures 
were built in a later phase between the palace-fort and the gate complex 
(Ussishkin 2004a, 78–83).

�e end of Level IV is not clear, as the town’s layout and public struc-
tures continued into Level III with only minor changes, most notably the 
enlargement of the palace-fort at the center of the site (Ussishkin 2004a, 
82–87). �ere is no sign of a wholesale destruction or abandonment of 
Level IV. �e few vessels found on Level IV �oors may point to some kind 
of disturbance (short-time abandonment?). Its nature, however, is unclear. 
In fact, Level IV has four subphases indicating its gradual development, 
and this may be the context in which the transition from Level IV to 
Level III should be assessed. �e important point is that the forti�ed town 
constructed �rst in Level IV continued into Level III and remained until 
it was destroyed by Sennacherib during his 701 BCE campaign against 
Judah. Approximately four hundred lmlk-stamped jar handles dated to 
the late eighth century BCE have been recovered and associated with 
the destruction of Level III, indicating the central role of Lachish in the 
Judahite royal administration prior to Sennacherib’s campaign (Lipschits, 
Sergi, and Koch 2011, 11–12; Lipschits 2021, 142–43). �is may also be 
deduced from the central place that the conquest of Lachish takes in Sen-
nacherib’s Ninevite palace reliefs depicting his 701 BCE campaign against 
Judah (Ussishkin 1982). In light of the continuity between Levels IV and 
III, there can be little doubt that from its very construction in Level IV, Tel 
Lachish represents a royal Judahite center.
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�e case of Tel Lachish di�ers considerably from that of Tel Beth-
Shemesh. While the town of Level 3 at Tel Beth-Shemesh appears to have 
gradually evolved over the course of the late Iron IIA, the construction 
of Tel Lachish Level IV appears to have been executed all at once accord-
ing to a master plan. �is design transformed Lachish from a local rural 
site to a royal governmental center. �e newly constructed monumental 
and public structures of Level IV completely altered the town’s layout, 
including the traditional location of its acropolis. Domestic structures 
were built in Tel Lachish only a�er the town had already been forti�ed 
and the palace-fort had been erected at its center, a fact that further rules 
out any notion that that the settlement in this period might have evolved 
organically over time. �e palace-fort was clearly designed to command 
the entire mound and beyond, as it provided a vantage point overlook-
ing the hilly terrain surrounding Tel Lachish in every direction from the 
Judean Hills to the coast. No doubt, the palace-fort was meant to be seen 
from a great distance. �e imposition of a new, forti�ed administrative 
center clearly indicates that Lachish Level IV was built in order to impose 
Judahite, Davidic rule over the western Shephelah between the central 
highlands and the coast.

Unfortunately, not many complete restorable vessels were found on 
the �oors of Level IV at Tel Lachish, but the construction �lls yielded Iron 
IIA and even late Iron IIA pottery sherds (Zimhoni 2004a). �is may indi-
cate that Level IV was constructed sometime—not too early—in the late 
Iron IIA. However, scholars disagree whether it occurred before (e.g., Shai 
et al. 2012; Na’aman 2013a) or a�er45 the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
by Hazael. I opt for the latter. �e late Iron IIA destructions in Tel Zayit, 
Tel Goded, and possibly also Tel Burna indicate that the political hege-
mony of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath extended into the entire western Shephelah. �at 
large-scale disruption is detected further to the southwest on the periph-
ery of Gaza (Lehmann 2019) reveals the magnitude of Hazael’s onslaught 
against the region formerly dominated by Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. Taking this 
into account and considering the size, wealth, and massive forti�cations 
of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath in the late Iron IIA, it would have been impossible to 
construct a forti�ed Judahite administrative stronghold commanding the 
entire region from just 15 km to the south (Maeir 2020, 27–8). Recent 

45. E.g., Sergi 2013; Maeir, Hitchcock, and Horwitz 2013; Lehmann and Nie-
mann 2014; Frevel 2016, 157, 209–11; 2019; Maeir 2020, 27–28.
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radiocarbon results retrieved from a �oor uncovered below the Level IV 
mud-brick forti�cation con�rm this assumption, as they provide dates 
within the mid- to late ninth century (Gar�nkel et al. 2019b), which ante-
date the construction of the Level IV forti�cations. Ultimately, given what 
we already know about the emergence and growth of the Judahite polity, 
it is much more reasonable to conclude that the Davidic kings in Jerusa-
lem erected the fortress town at Tel Lachish only a�er Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
lay in ruins, which means that only then could they have established their 
dominion over the western Shephelah.

5.1.5. Conclusions: The Expansion of Judah into the Shephelah in Light 
of the Archaeological Remains

Large urban centers thrived in the western Shephelah throughout the Iron 
I–IIA (Iron I Tel Miqne/Ekron and Iron I–IIA Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath). Smaller 
settlements prospered in their hinterland, inhabited by local elite fami-
lies who could exploit their immediate surroundings (e.g., Tel Batash and 
Tel Beth-Shemesh with Iron I Tel Miqne/Ekron; the settlements along the 
Guvrin River Valley and Lachish River Valley with Iron IIA Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/
Gath). �is settlement network lacked a high degree of social and politi-
cal integration, which o�en resulted in localized destructions (e.g., Tel 
Beth-Shemesh Level 6, Khirbet Qeiyafa, Khirbet er-Raʿi). It also meant 
that the smaller centers of power could maintain some degree of indepen-
dence vis-à-vis the urban centers in their vicinity, though ultimately they 
were all interdependent. Hence, the demise of Iron I Tel Miqne/Ekron and 
late Iron IIA Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath brought about the demise of the smaller 
settlements in their hinterland. �e situation was di�erent, however, in 
the southeast just below the Judean Hills, where small settlements that 
were founded in the Iron I (Tell ʿEitun, Tell Beit Mirsim, Tell Halif) con-
tinued to prosper uninterrupted until their destruction in the late Iron 
IIB. Situated in a topographical niche between the highlands of Judah and 
the hills of the eastern Shephelah, they could prosper regardless of the 
sociopolitical upheavals taking place more or less simultaneously in the 
western Shephelah (such as the destructions of Tel Miqne/Ekron or Tell 
eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath). It was this sort of social organization, one lacking political 
or social integration and characterized by social unrest, that made possible 
the extension of Davidic political hegemony into the Shephelah.

�e fact that, by the late tenth/early ninth century BCE, the Davidic 
kings united the regions of Jerusalem and Hebron under their rule (see 
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§4.1) provided the basis on which they could further expand into the low-
lands. Accordingly, the western expansion of Judah cannot be dated any 
time before the late tenth/early ninth century BCE, and by that time Tell 
eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath was already the most dominant center in the west. Hence, the 
�rst step was to gain the loyalty of local elites in the southeast Shephelah, 
who were ensconced at the foot of the Hebron Hills and beyond the imme-
diate interest of Gath and who could bene�t more by allying themselves 
with the rising power in the highlands. Archaeologically, there is no way to 
accurately date this process, nor should it be assumed that it was immediate 
or conclusive. Rather, the local elites in the southeastern Shephelah could 
have played o� their intermediate position between the Davidic kings and 
the kings of Gath (e.g., 1 Sam 23:1–5) as a strategy for maintaining some 
level of independence. �is, however, must have ended with the destruc-
tion of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, when Davidic rule over the entire Shephelah was 
�rmly established.

To the north at the foot of the Jerusalem Hills, and with no other com-
petitors along the Soreq Valley, the local elite at Tel Beth-Shemesh (Level 
3) could accumulate much more wealth than in the previous period. 
Located in a topographical niche that kept them relatively isolated from 
the western Shephelah, they were not a�ected by the rise and fall of Tell 
eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath in the ninth century BCE. Yet, as they were situated on a 
passage leading to/from Jerusalem, they probably fell into some sort of 
patronage relationship with the Davidic kings. �e (partial) forti�cation 
of Tel Beth-Shemesh facing the passage of the Soreq Valley may be the 
sole archaeological indication of that. In any event, it would seem safe 
to assume that sometime in the ninth century BCE, probably before the 
destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, the local rulers of Tel Beth-Shemesh were 
already a�liated with Judah.

Incorporating the more or less isolated communities in the eastern 
Shephelah at the foot of the Jerusalem or the Hebron Hills between Tel Beth-
Shemesh and Tell Halif was the best that any of the Davidic kings could 
achieve as long as Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath thrived in the western Shephelah. Fueled 
by the copper that was produced in the Arabah, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath prospered 
far more than any other urban center in the region. While it is impossible 
to assess to what extent the rulers of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath were involved in the 
Arabah copper production, evidence suggests that they at least monopo-
lized its western trade routes. Hence, by the �rst half of the ninth century 
BCE, even if the Davidic king could rule (at least some parts of) the east-
ern Shephelah, they were still sandwiched between the two most dominant 



174 The Two Houses of Israel

political powers in Canaan—Gath in the south and Omride Israel to the 
north—both of which sought to dominate the Davidic kings in one manner 
or another, as will be further demonstrated in what follows.

�e relations between Gath and Jerusalem were relatively peaceful, 
although local disputes, for example, regarding the extent of Davidic 
rule (see 2 Kgs 8:20–22) should not be ruled out. None of these, how-
ever, culminated in a destructive con�ict. Evidence likewise suggests 
that the Jerusalemite elite in the Iron IIA maintained extensive economic 
and thus also social ties with Gath. Imports from Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath were 
found in Jerusalem and were later produced in a Jerusalemite workshop 
(Cohen-Weinberger, Szanton, and Uziel 2017), while commodities from 
Judah arrived at Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath in jars that were made in the vicinity 
of Jerusalem (Maeir 2017b, 142–44). Such data attest to a wide network 
of interconnections between artisans, cra�smen, merchants, and even the 
royal elites that eventually could have stimulated other forms of social 
interaction such as marriage. In fact, under these circumstances and 
assuming Davidic kings had established political hegemony in the eastern 
Shephelah, it can equally be assumed that the kings of Gath gave their 
consent to such an act, even if only by turning a blind eye.

Nevertheless, as long as Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath �ourished in the western 
Shephelah, the Davidic kings could hardly establish any �rm and solid 
rule in this region. �is, however, changed abruptly in the last third of the 
ninth century BCE. As noted previously, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath was violently 
destroyed, and with it the settlement system in southwest Canaan col-
lapsed. Under these circumstances, the Davidic kings in Jerusalem could 
now consolidate their rule over the western Shephelah. In the midst of the 
devastated landscape, which would have also been inhabited by some dis-
placed communities (Koch 2017, 191–93), they erected a massive forti�ed 
governmental center at Tel Lachish (Level IV), commanding the entire 
hilly terrain of the western Shephelah and manifesting the power and 
wealth of their dynasty. �e settled communities in the eastern fringe that, 
thanks to their alliance with Jerusalem, escaped the collapse that followed 
Hazael’s onslaught were further incorporated into the Judahite polity. �is 
took place not only because no counterforce remained in the region (as 
there had been with Gath before) but also because the house of David now 
had its own ruling center to the immediate west at Tel Lachish.

From that moment—sometime in the last third of the ninth century 
BCE—the Shephelah continued to experience continual growth both 
in the number of settled sites and in the level of wealth accumulated by 
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the local elites. �roughout the eighth century BCE, Lachish remained a 
Davidic governmental center, where a local garrison, o�cials, and clerics 
representing the palace in Jerusalem were stationed. �e numerous stamp 
impressions found at Tel Lachish (Level III) suggest that it was where prod-
ucts from royal estates were collected, probably before being distributed to 
local servants of the Davidic court and to the local elites. �e latter were 
mainly located in the eastern Shephelah and continued to prosper under 
Davidic rule. �is prosperity ended in a wholesale destruction associated 
with Sennacherib’s campaign against Judah dated to 701 BCE, a�er which 
Judah lost control over the Shephelah for at least half a century.

�e above reconstruction excludes Khirbet Qeiyafa, as evidently the 
establishment of Davidic rule, �rst in the eastern and later in the west-
ern Shephelah, brought continuity and uninterrupted growth from the 
late Iron IIA and into the Iron IIB. Khirbet Qeiyafa does not �t into this 
pattern: it existed for a short period of time a�er the fall of Ekron and 
before (or during) the rise of Gath. �at Khirbet Qeiyafa was destroyed 
with no continuity therea�er, even when Judah took control of the region, 
indicates that it was a local center of power that could thrive only in a 
speci�c sociopolitical landscape and before Judah had expanded to the 
west. Neither was it related to the emergence of Judah, nor was it somehow 
associated with Judah’s later western expansion.

In sum, it seems that the incorporation of the lowlands west of Judah 
within the Davidic realm was a gradual process that began in the late 
tenth/early ninth century BCE and culminated with the forti�cation of 
Lachish almost a century later. �e extension of Davidic political hege-
mony to the west was neither linear nor a one-time act; rather, it required 
a sustained e�ort that began in the eastern Shephelah and ended with the 
takeover of the western Shephelah following the fall of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. 
�e westward expansion is coherent with the overall pattern detected also 
in Judah’s early emergence as a highland polity—it was a slow and gradual 
process, re�ecting an attempt to make the best out of existing geopolitical 
circumstances without trying to forcefully change them. �is apparently 
was the secret of Davidic success in this period.

5.2. The Beersheba and Arad Valleys and the  
Southern Expansion of Judah: Archaeology

�e Beersheba and Arad Valleys are located within a relatively narrow pla-
teau (200–650 m above sea level) transitioning from the Judean Hills in 
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the north to the Negev Highlands in the south, thereby providing a rela-
tively easy east-west route connecting the Arabah Valley with southwest 
Canaan. Low hills sloping down from Hebron separate the western and 
lower Beersheba Valley (ca. 400 m in the east to ca. 240 m in the west) 
from its eastern and higher counterpart, the Arad Valley (650 m above 
sea level). Both are drained primarily by a single seasonal stream, Naḥal 
Beersheba, whose origins are near Tel Arad in the east and which crosses 
the entire Beersheba Valley to the west until it drains into the Besor River. 
Most of the major Middle Bronze Age and Iron Age settlements in this 
region were founded alongside this seasonal stream. �is is not surpris-
ing considering the arid nature of the Beersheba and Arad Valleys, with 
annual precipitation of circa 100–200 mm. �e Negev Highlands to the 
south rise to a height of 1000 m above sea level but are even more arid, 
with an annual precipitation of 100 mm or less. �e Arabah is a narrow 
(10–20 km wide), arid strip, stretching from the Dead Sea in the north to 
the Gulf of Eilat in the south, separating the southern Transjordan Plateau 
to its east from the Negev Highlands to its west (see �g. 3.1).

�roughout the Late Bronze Age, the Beersheba and Arad Valleys were 
unsettled, inhabited mainly by mobile-pastoral groups. Sedentarization 
in the Beersheba and Arad Valleys resumed in the Iron I and intensi�ed 
during the Iron IIA, also spreading to the arid Negev Highlands. �is settle-
ment system was related to the contemporaneous intensi�cation of copper 
production in the Arabah, which brought prosperity to the entire south of 
Canaan. It was also in this period that Davidic rule was �rst established 
in the Judean Hills, just above the thriving desert system. �e remaining 
question is: When and how did the Davidic rule extend its control further 
south, to the Beersheba and Arad Valleys? As before, the following dis-
cussion is based mainly on settlement patterns and various aspects of the 
material culture. More detailed information about each site mentioned in 
the following section is provided in the appendix.

5.2.1. The Arabah Copper Production and the Desert Settlements during 
the Iron I–IIA

Sedentarization in the Beersheba and Arad Valleys began in the Iron I 
along the Naḥal Beersheba (�g. 5.3) with Tel Beersheba Strata IX–VIII 
in the west, Tel Masos Strata IIIB–IIIA in the center, and Tel Arad Strata 
XIIB–XIIA in the northeast. �ese settlements are mostly associated with 
pits (used for storage and dwelling) to which �oors, living surfaces, or 
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�imsy domestic structures were later added that attest to the sedentariza-
tion of mobile pastoral groups.46 �ey continued to develop during the 
Iron IIA, when more permanent enclosed settlements with domestic struc-
tures surrounding an open court were built at Tel Beersheba Stratum VII,47 
Tel Esdar Stratum III (Kochavi 1993), and Tel Arad Stratum XII (Herzog 
2002, 14–19, 93–94; Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004, 210–14). Contempo-
raneous Iron IIA Tel Masos (Stratum II) developed even further, and while 
maintaining the layout of an enclosed settlement it also included public 
and monumental structures (among them storage and cultic structures) 
as well as a bronze workshop. Material remains attest to a wide network 
of commerce and exchange in which Tel Masos Stratum II was integrated, 
reaching Egypt and northwest Arabia in the south and the Philistine and 
Phoenician littorals in the north.48 Compared to its Iron IIA neighbors in 
the Beersheba and Arad Valleys (Tel Beersheba VII, Tel Esdar III, and Tel 
Arad XII) or in the Negev Highlands (below), it is clear that wealth accu-
mulation at Tel Masos re�ects the rise of new local elite to power.

It was in this period, the Iron IIA, that settlement expanded for the �rst 
time in over a millennium into the more arid and less hospitable region 
of the Negev Highlands. Several hundred sites of di�erent sizes varying 
in character from seasonal encampments to more permanent settlements 
have been recorded, and around ��y have been excavated (Cohen and 
Cohen-Amin 2004; Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004, 225–26). �e sites 
include silos, water cisterns, and animal pens. �ey produced two main 
pottery types, wheel-made and handmade. �e material culture character-
izing these sites re�ects the sedentarization of local, mobile pastoral desert 
groups (e.g., Finkelstein 1988b; 1995b, 104–26).49 Micro-archaeological 

46. Herzog 1984a, 8–11; 1984b, 70–73; 2016a, 17; 2016b, 1454–55; Fritz and 
Kempinski 1983, 229–30.

47. Herzog 1984a, 15–27; 1984b, 75–81; 2016a, 17; 2016b, 1456–59.
48. Fritz and Kempinski 1983, 230–31; Kempinski 1993; Finkelstein 1995b, 114–

18; Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004, 222–23.
49. In the past, scholars associated the emergence of settlements in the Negev 

Highlands with the united monarchy: Aharoni (1967b), for instance, argues that the 
settlements were Solomonic fortresses meant to secure the southern trade route of the 
united monarchy. Others argue that a massive settlement wave in such an arid region 
must have been a “state initiation” (Haiman 1994; Cohen and Cohen-Amin 2004, 7, 
154–55; A. Mazar 2010, 50–51). But there is absolutely no evidence for any of this. 
�e small sites were built from simple materials with thin walls, sometimes around an 
open court; they lack any forti�cation, and their regional distribution does not re�ect 
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studies conducted in one of them (Atar Haroʿa) demonstrate that the sub-
sistence economy of the desert dwellers was based on animal husbandry, 
with no trace of grain production (Shahack-Gross and Finkelstein 2008, 
2015). �e many desert settlements in the Beersheba–Arad Valleys and 
in the Negev Highlands were abandoned sometime in the late Iron IIA. 
Organic samples from Atar Haroʿa provided dates in the mid- to late ninth 
century BCE (Boaretto, Finkelstein, and Shahack-Gross 2010). �is corre-
lates well with the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath and the cessation of the 
contemporaneous Arabah copper production (Ben-Yosef and Sergi 2018, 
462–66).

�e cessation of Cypriot copper production in the twel�h century 
BCE brought about the intense production of copper in the Arabah Valley. 
During the twel�h–ninth centuries BCE, the mines in this region were the 
main source of copper for the southern Levant and probably far beyond. 
Wadi Feinan in the northern Arabah was the leading copper producer, 
with the largest production site located at Khirbet en-Naḥas.50 Addition-
ally, mining and smelting activities at this time in Timnaʿ of the southern 
Arabah were of a much larger scale than previously assumed.51 Based 
on marked similarities between the metallurgical material culture in the 
Feinan and Timnaʿ areas, it has been argued that both regions worked 
under the same production system and that the mining and smelting activ-
ities were controlled by the same group (Ben-Yosef 2010, 955–59). �ere is 
su�cient evidence that the people responsible for the copper production 
in the Arabah possessed a mobile pastoral background (Levy 2009; Levy, 
Najjar, and Ben-Yosef 2014b).

�ere is a clear chronological and geographical overlap between the 
Iron I–IIA settlement wave in the desert fringe and the Arabah copper 
industry: both commenced in the Iron I, reached their peak in the Iron IIA, 
and came to an abrupt end in the late Iron IIA following Hazael’s destruc-
tion of Gath. All of this could not have been just coincidence. Finkelstein 
(2005a) was the �rst to connect the unprecedented settlement wave into 
the arid Negev Highlands to the contemporaneous Arabah copper pro-
duction. He argues that the prosperity brought to the south generated the 

military needs or state organization. On the contrary, the evidence suggests that these 
settlements were inhabited by agropastoral communities. See further below.

50. Levy et al. 2004, 2008; Levy, Najjar, and Ben-Yosef 2014a; Levy et al. 2014.
51. Ben-Yosef 2010, 507–21; Ben-Yosef et al. 2010, 725, 729–30; Ben-Yosef et al. 

2012; Ben-Yosef 2016.
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sedentarization of the mobile desert groups who participated in the pro-
duction and trade of the Arabah copper.52 According to Finkelstein, Tel 
Masos served as the political and economic center of a desert polity repre-
sented by the extensive rural settlements generated by the copper industry 
(cf. Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006). �e close links between the Arabah 
copper industry and the settlement wave in the Negev Highlands were also 
demonstrated by provenance studies applied to the Negev Highlands’ pot-
tery assemblage, revealing the social and economic interactions (and the 
possible population overlap) between the desert settlers and the copper 
production sites (Martin and Finkelstein 2013). �e handmade Negebite 
ware, which comprises up to 40 percent of the assemblage in the Negev 
Highlands, originated in the copper production sites. Moreover, the com-
mencement of its production was directly related to the commencement 
of the Arabah copper industry. �ese results add support to Finkelstein’s 
reconstructions of a desert polity that developed around the organization 
and specialization needed for the production of and trade in copper, per-
haps with Tel Masos at its center.53

While Finkelstein sees the formation of a desert polity around the 
copper industry as a phenomenon related to the Negev Highlands and to 
the Beersheba and Arad Valleys, the excavators of the copper production 
sites argue that it re�ects the early formation of the kingdom of Edom in 
Transjordan.54 �e Edomite polity is known from Neo-Assyrian textual 
sources dated no earlier than the very late ninth/early eighth century BCE. 
It is even more frequently mentioned in Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylo-
nian sources from the eighth–sixth centuries BCE. �ese sources relate to 
a polity based in the southern parts of the Transjordanian Highlands on 
the Edomite Plateau south of Wadi el-Hasa. �ey correlate with material 
remains that attest to the accumulation of wealth in the usually arid and 
sparsely settled Edomite Plateau beginning in the Iron IIB. Contempo-
raneous epigraphic �nds provide further evidence of Edomite personal 
names and cultic trends otherwise known mainly from the Assyrian 
sources. Against this background, most scholars reconstruct the emer-
gence of the Edomite polity on the Transjordanian Plateau in tandem with 
the trade in lucrative commodities coming from south Arabia (see below), 

52. See already Knauf 1991.
53. See also Ben-Dor Evian 2017b; Bienkowski 2022.
54. E.g., N. G. Smith and Levy 2008; Levy 2009; Levy, Najjar, and Ben-Yosef 

2014b; Ben-Yosef 2016, 2019, 2020.
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which �ourished in the Iron IIB–IIC.55 �e participation of mobile pas-
toral desert groups in the lucrative trade, which only intensi�ed under 
Assyrian hegemony (late eighth–seventh centuries BCE), brought about 
the eventual formation of a more centralized Edomite polity based in the 
highlands of Transjordan.56

Against this common reconstruction, the excavators of the copper 
production sites suggest that the Edomite state formation should be 
traced back to the tenth–ninth centuries BCE (instead of the eighth–
seventh centuries BCE). �ey also locate it in the lowlands of Edom in 
the Arabah Valley (instead of the Transjordan Highlands). In order to 
bridge the chronological and geographical gap between the early Iron 
Age lowland polity and the late Iron Age highland polity, Neil Smith 
and �omas Levy (2008) argue that pottery forms identi�ed exclusively 
with Edomites in the Iron IIB–IIC have their predecessors in the Iron 
IIA lowlands of Edom. Besides the problems inherent in equating pot-
tery forms with speci�c social identity,57 it should also be underscored 
that the Edomite polity of the late Iron Age is well-known from textual 
sources, but no source mentions the early Iron Age lowland polity. Hence, 
we have no information whatsoever regarding its name or social compo-
sition. Indeed, the social organization and cra� specialization needed for 
the many di�erent stages of large-scale copper production and its further 
distribution across the desert necessitated the reorganization of the desert 
mobile population into a more hierarchical and centralized social struc-
ture. �e remaining question is: Can we identify the sociopolitical entity 
generated by the copper industry with the later Edomite polity based in 
the highlands? How can we be sure that the desert polity formed around 
the Arabah copper production, which Finkelstein (2005a) has also identi-
�ed as such, was actually Edomite? Pottery forms are not enough to argue 
for the Edomite identity of the Iron Age copper producers, especially 

55. �ese commodities were transferred from the Gulf of Eilat to the Levantine 
littoral and to Mesopotamia through several desert routes, one of which crossed the 
Transjordanian Plateau from south to north (the other crossed the Beersheba and Arad 
Valleys). For the desert routes in the Iron IIB–IIC, see also Finkelstein 2014a, 2014b.

56. For discussion of the archaeological �nds from the Edomite Plateau in the 
Iron IIB–IIC and the formation of the late Iron Age Edomite polity, see, e.g., the fol-
lowing, with additional literature: Knauf 1992; Bienkowski 1992, 2001, 2009; Bien-
kowski and Van der Steen 2001; B. W. Porter 2004; Tebes 2014, 2016.

57. For further criticism, see Van der Steen and Bienkowski 2006; Finkelstein and 
Singer-Avitz 2008, 2009b.
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when these forms were almost completely absent in the Negev Highlands 
sites that were closely related to the copper production in the Arabah. 
Herein lies the main problem with the Edomite identi�cation of the early 
Iron Age desert polity—it completely ignores the settlement wave to the 
west of the Arabah, in the Negev Highlands and in the Beersheba–Arad 
Valleys, which was beyond a doubt related to the copper industry. At the 
same time, it puts so much e�ort into identifying the copper industry 
with the yet nonsedentary and sparsely settled Edomite Plateau (for fur-
ther criticism in this vein, see Na’aman 2021; Bienkowski 2022).

In fact, Na’aman (2013a, 257) demonstrates that the Hebrew Bible 
refers to the Arabah Valley and the Negev Highlands as Edom or Seir. �us 
one may certainly argue that Edomite kinship groups were involved in—
or even monopolized—the Arabah copper industry. Viewed in the longue 
durée, it seems that intensive commercial activity—whether around the 
copper industry in the early Iron Age or around the south Arabian trade 
in the late Iron Age—brought about the reorganization of mobile pastoral 
desert groups into a more hierarchical and centralized structure. �e early 
Iron Age desert polity associated with the copper production was centered 
on the Arabah and the highlands to its west (and not on the highlands to 
its east), and all evidence further suggests that it was directly connected to 
the kingdom of Gath. While Edomite kinship groups might have been an 
important component in this desert polity, the Hebrew Bible locates a few 
more kinship groups in the Beersheba and Arad Valleys. Among them are 
the Amalekites and Qenites (see 1 Sam 30).58 All these groups may have 
been involved in di�erent stages of the production, transportation, and 
exchange of the Arabah copper in southwest Canaan.

One �nal point to consider is the question of Egyptian involvement in 
the Arabah copper industry and its relationship to Shishak’s campaigns in 
Canaan (§4.3.1). �at the Egyptian interest was speci�cally directed at the 
desert polity is clear from the fact that around seventy sites located in the 
Negev are mentioned in Shishak’s Karnak Relief. In addition, there is sub-
stantial evidence for Egyptian in�uence on the copper industry beginning 
in the second half of the tenth century BCE. During this period, the Arabah 
copper production was optimized due to reorganization and technological 
innovation, probably associated with Egyptian involvement (Ben-Yosef et 
al. 2010). Egyptian presence is further evidenced in the copper production 

58. See the additional discussion in §6.2.4.
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sites59 and probably also at Tel Masos (Ben-Dor Evian 2011b). It seems, 
therefore, that under Shishak Egypt became more involved in the copper 
industry, probably through direct in�uence on the organization of copper 
production and trade. Egypt was also an important client for the copper 
produced in the Arabah, and, evidently, following Shishak’s campaign 
during the second half of the tenth century BCE, both copper production 
and the desert polity associated with it reached their zenith.60

Egyptian presence, at least in southern Canaan, was probably main-
tained no later than the early ninth century BCE. �e decline of Egypt 
during the �rst half of the ninth century BCE had, however, little e�ect on 
the copper industry, which apparently continued into the second half of 
the ninth century BCE. Furthermore, the desert settlement phenomenon 
continued as long as the Arabah copper production was active, several 
decades a�er the decline of Egypt. �e growing kingdoms in Canaan (e.g., 
Israel, Judah) and Transjordan (Ammon, Moab, Edom) probably contin-
ued as markets for the nearby Arabah copper during the second half of the 
ninth century BCE, but the markets for the Arabah copper extended far 
beyond the southern Levant, with trade of Feinan copper reaching as far as 
Olympia among other Aegean destinations (Kiderlen et al. 2016).

It was only following the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath that the 
Arabah copper industry came to an end. It was exactly at this time—at 
the end of the ninth century BCE—that production of copper in Cyprus 
resumed, replacing the Arabah as the main source of copper (probably with 
Phoenician mediation).61 With the drastic change in the socio economic 
conditions, the settlements in the Negev Highlands were gradually aban-
doned, as were the settlements in the Beersheba and Arad Valleys. �e 
thriving center at Tel Masos (Stratum II) was also abandoned, and a small 
hamlet was built in its stead (Stratum I) but abandoned again shortly 
therea�er, with its residents probably moving to the nearby Tel Malḥata 
(see below). �ese were the circumstances that opened the way for Davidic 
expansion into the southern lowlands, which should accordingly be dated 
to the second half of the ninth century BCE.

59. A scarab bearing the name of Shishak was found at Khirbat Hamra Ifdan in 
Feinan; see Levy, Münger, and Najjar 2014.

60. Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006; Levy, Najjar, and Ben-Yosef 2014b; Ben-Dor 
Evian 2011b, 2017b.

61. For further details, see: Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006; Ben-Yosef and Sergi 
2018. For a di�erent view on these matters, see Frevel 2019; Bienkowski 2021.
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5.2.2. The Beersheba and Arad Valleys during the Late Iron IIA and the 
Southern Expansion of Judah

Following the abandonment of the enclosed settlement at Tel Beersheba 
(Stratum VII), the site was rebuilt (a�er a short interim phase designated 
as Stratum VI)62 as a forti�ed town (Stratum V). �e summit of the mound 
was capped with a solid city wall entered through a double gate and sur-
rounded by an immense glacis. An impressive water system was installed 
within the walls to drain �oodwater into a large underground reservoir, and 
an additional deep well was dug near the city gates for more daily needs. A 
grid of streets divided domestic blocks within the city wall (Herzog 2016b, 
1459–64; Singer-Avitz 2016a), and the town’s overall layout persisted in 
the successive occupational levels throughout the late Iron IIA–Iron IIB 
(Strata V–II) until its �nal destruction (Stratum II) in 701 BCE.

�e end of Stratum V and the transition to Stratum IV is only evi-
dent in some parts of the site, which implies an overall smooth transition 
(Herzog 2016b, 1464–65). �e town of Stratum IV was violently destroyed 
but renewed shortly therea�er (Strata III–II) in a similar layout, albeit 
with some major modi�cations. �e former solid wall was rebuilt as a 
casemate wall, and large public buildings and storages were added to the 
town (Herzog 2016b, 1465–75). A high degree of imported artifacts and a 
diverse pottery assemblage indicate that in Iron IIB Tel Beersheba (Strata 
III–II) was a gateway community engaged in the long-distance trade net-
works that stretched from southern Arabia to Edom in the east and to 
Egypt and the Levantine littoral (Philistia, Phoenicia, Cyprus) in the west 
(Singer-Avitz 1999; 2016b, 658–60; Herzog 2016b, 1474). �ere is little 
doubt that Iron IIB Tel Beersheba was a�liated with Judah and thus was 
inhabited by “state” o�cials of di�erent levels. �ese o�cials probably 
oversaw the commercial activities carried out by local groups and provided 
the house of David with direct access to the traded goods (Herzog 2016b, 
1471–75). In light of the continuity in the town’s layout, there should be 
little doubt that the forti�cation of Beersheba in Stratum V re�ects from 
its very beginning, the imposition of Davidic, Judahite rule over the town.

62. Stratum VI is considered by the excavators as an intermediate phase during 
which the preparations for the construction of the new city were conducted (Herzog 
1984b, 84–85). Alternatively, however, Stratum VI may be viewed as the residual rural 
activity a�er the abandonment of the Stratum VII village (Brandfon 2016).
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Only domestic structures were associated with Strata V–IV in Tel 
Beersheba. Unlike the contemporaneous forti�cation of Tel Lachish 
(Level IV) in the Shephelah, the forti�cation of Tel Beersheba (Stratum 
V) was not accompanied by the construction of an acropolis or any kind 
of commanding governmental building.63 An elaborate large residential 
structure (named the “Governor’s Residency” by the excavators), together 
with central storage facilities, is only associated with the Iron IIB town 
(Strata III–II). It seems, therefore, that unlike Tel Lachish (Level IV–III), 
Tel Beersheba (Strata V–IV) did not function as a ruling center for the 
Davidic dynasty. In fact, the town still maintained the layout of the rural, 
enclosed settlement that preceded it, which was associated with the trade 
in copper (Stratum VII). �e diverse pottery assemblage associated with 
Strata V–IV attests to interaction with coastal powers (Singer-Avitz 2016a). 
�is, together with a few standardized weights, among them what may be 
the earliest example of an inscribed Judahite pym weight (Kletter 2016), 
may indicate that commercial activity in Tel Beersheba did not come to a 
halt with the cessation of the production and trade in copper (in the last 
days of Stratum VII). It seems, therefore, that the entire reason behind 
the settlement of the site since the very beginning of the Iron Age was the 
management of trade and exchange along the east-west desert route cross-
ing the Beersheba Valley.

�e �rst commodity to arrive through this route was the copper 
produced in the Arabah. However, at the zenith of the Arabah copper 
industry, there is evidence that other commodities of southern origin were 
arriving at the urban centers in the southern Levant. �us, for instance, 
cinnamon was found in Iron I–IIA �asks of coastal communities such as 
Tel Dor and Tell Qasile (Namdar et al. 2013; Gilboa and Namdar 2015). 
�is was probably only a fraction of a wider range of commodities includ-
ing a variety of �ora and fauna that would have arrived in the southern 
Levant via Indian Ocean exchange networks. �is exchange network 
involved coastal communities in the Arabian Peninsula and east Africa 
as well as south and Southeast Asia since sometime in the second mil-
lennium BCE (Fuller et al. 2014; Koch and Sapir-Hen 2018). �e trade in 
copper through the desert was accompanied by the early domestication of 
camels (Sapir-Hen and Ben-Yosef 2013), which opened a new route from 

63. Remains of a deep earth �ll associated with Strata V–IV may provide a hint 
to the existence of a public building that was raised to the ground in a later period; 
however, this reconstruction remains uncertain (Herzog 2016b, 1462).
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south Arabia to the Levantine littoral. �e evidence from Tel Beersheba 
Strata V–IV may indicate that while the trade in copper collapsed, trade 
along the desert routes—probably in lucrative commodities originating in 
the Indian Ocean—continued into the late Iron IIA and intensi�ed during 
the Iron IIB–IIC. �at small forti�ed settlements were built along Naḥal 
Beersheba, contemporaneously with Tel Beersheba (Strata V–IV), at Tel 
Malḥata (Stratum V), and likely also Tel ʿIra (Stratum VIII), highlights all 
the more the rising importance of the Beersheba Valley as a trade route.64 
Evidently, the Iron I–IIA trade in copper brought innovations in long-dis-
tance trade across the desert that remained in use following the demise of 
the copper industry.

�e desert communities that inhabited the Beersheba and Arad Val-
leys during the Iron I–IIA continued to live there in the late Iron IIA and 
the Iron IIB.65 �ese were the same communities with strong mobile com-
ponents that carried out the trade along the desert routes, but now they 
had come under the patronage of the Davidic kings in Jerusalem. In this 
sense, the forti�cation of Tel Beersheba (Stratum V) may be compared not 
with that of Tel Lachish (Level IV) but rather with the earlier case of Tell 
en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah (§4.1.4), re�ecting the imposition of Davidic rule on 
a local desert community whose subsistence economy was based on trade 
and animal husbandry. �e Judahite kings could provide protection as well 
as some subsistence goods to the local desert communities (such as the 
e�ort made to provide a constant supply of water for Tel Beersheba Strata 
V–II). In return they probably gained access to the lucrative desert trade.

�e contemporaneous forti�cation of Tel Arad presents a di�erent 
case. Following the abandonment of the rural, enclosed settlement (Stra-
tum XII), the site was forti�ed with a casemate wall in which towers and 
a gate were installed, creating a square-shaped fortress (Stratum XI). �e 
Tel Arad fortress (Strata XI–VI) persisted in a similar layout for more than 
260 years despite periodic violent destructions (Strata XI and VIII) until its 
�nal destruction in the early sixth century BCE (Stratum VI) with the col-
lapse of the kingdom of Judah (Herzog 2002). Material remains associated 
with the later Iron Age (Strata VIII–VI), which include Judahite stamped 

64. On Tel Malḥata and Tel ʿIra, see the appendix.
65. Herzog (2016b, 1453) further notes that in spite of the fact that many sites in 

the Beersheba and Arad Valleys were forti�ed in the late Iron IIA (Tel Beersheba, Tel 
Malḥata, Tel ʿIra, Tel Arad), it seems that the overall population size in the region did 
not change much.
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jar handles (Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2011, 14–15) and above all around 
one hundred ostraca containing Old Hebrew inscriptions written with 
ink on pottery sherds, attest that the Tel Arad fortress served as a Judahite 
administrative and military center. �ey also reveal how the Tel Arad for-
tress was integrated within an overall chain of command extending to the 
Davidic kings in Jerusalem (Faigenbaum-Golovin et al. 2016; Shaus et al. 
2020). �e fortress at Tel Arad, unlike its late Iron IIA–Iron IIB neighbors 
in the Beersheba–Arad Valleys, was not meant to impose Davidic rule over 
a local community. Rather, it represented the Davidic rule itself. In this 
sense, it is best to compare it with contemporaneous Tel Lachish Level IV 
as it manifested the power and wealth of the dynasty based in Jerusalem.

In sum, following the demise of Arabah copper industry and the col-
lapse of the settlement system that was associated with it, sometime in the 
second half of the ninth century BCE, a new settlement system emerged 
along Naḥal Beersheba. �is development was connected to trade in com-
modities originating on the Indian subcontinent and southern Arabia, 
which had commenced sometime before and was carried out by groups 
that formerly participated in the copper trade (see Frevel 2019). �e new 
settlement system was generated by the lucrative desert trade and �ourished 
under Davidic patronage. �e latter provided protection and subsistence 
goods and in return received access to the traded goods. �e inhabitants 
of the Beersheba and Arad Valleys under the Davidic rule were made up 
of various communities and kin-based groups. Among them were Arabi-
ans, Edomites, and probably also Amalekites or Qenites, who lived among 
Davidic o�cials and military garrisons. However, successive destructions in 
the Tel Arad fortress (Stratum X) and Tel Beersheba (Stratum IV) indicate 
that con�icts with other desert groups continued. Nevertheless, they did 
not undermine Davidic rule in the region, at least not before Sennacherib’s 
campaign against Judah in 701 BCE, to which the destructions of the Tel 
Beersheba (Stratum II) and Tel Arad (Stratum VIII) are o�en attributed. �e 
Tel Arad fortress quickly recovered and was maintained until Judah’s end in 
the early sixth century BCE. In contrast, Tel Beersheba was abandoned a�er 
Sennacherib had destroyed it and never regained its former status and role.

5.3. Back to Jerusalem: Growth and Urban Development during the 
Late Iron IIA and the Iron IIB

When Jerusalem was last discussed, I remarked that the stepped-stone 
structure had been built on the eastern slope of the City of David at the 
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beginning of the Iron IIA and that this marked the rise to power of the 
house of David (§4.1.2). Public and monumental construction works in 
Jerusalem did not end there. �e stepped-stone structure was just the 
beginning of a period during which Jerusalem enjoyed continual growth. 
�is is hardly surprising when seen in light of the ever-increasing expan-
sion of Judah during the tenth–ninth centuries BCE. In fact, these two 
phenomena mirrored each other. �e following sections address in some 
detail the links between the expansion of the kingdom and the capital in 
the Iron IIA–IIB.

5.3.1 The City of David during the Iron IIA: Settlement Expansion and 
Building Activity

Remains of what seems to be public building activities were unearthed by 
Eilat Mazar (2015a, 2019a) on the summit of the City of David just above 
the stepped-stone structure. Unfortunately, massive construction works 
from later periods have erased most of the evidence of any former Iron 
Age building activities on the summit (see Finkelstein et al. 2007). Only a 
few wall segments could have been associated with earlier building activ-
ity, but they were constructed in di�erent techniques and from di�erent 
materials into a relatively thin layer of earth. �e few �oor remains neither 
enable a better distinction of the stratigraphic relations between the walls 
nor adjoin to a coherent building plan (Finkelstein 2011d). Pottery sherds 
found within the earth �ll include Iron IIA forms, while radiocarbon 
results retrieved from the earth �ll have provided dates between the elev-
enth and ninth centuries BCE. Based on these scanty remains, it should be 
admitted that the reconstruction of a palace dated to the tenth (E. Mazar 
2019a) or the eleventh (Faust 2010; A. Mazar 2010, 40–46) centuries BCE 
seems to be a bit farfetched.66 Still, the earth �ll points to various sorts of 
building activity on the summit of the City of David during the Iron IIA, 
while their location directly above the stepped-stone structure suggests 
that they were of a public nature. �e plan, purpose, and exact date unfor-
tunately remain unknown to us.67

66. Finkelstein 2011d; Reich 2011, 306–7; Gadot and Uziel 2017, 136–37.
67. Following E. Mazar, A. Mazar (2020a) convincingly argues that a wall con-

structed on the eastern edge of the summit of the City of David (Wall 2 in E. Mazar’s 
excavations) was directly related to the stepped-stone structure and thus also contem-
poraneous with it. He suggests, accordingly, that a monumental building (a tower?) 
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Nondomestic architectural elements were also unearthed in the Ophel 
(see �g. 3.5), to the north of the summit of the City of David,68 which were 
partially sealed by architecture dating to the Iron IIB–IIC. Gadot and Uziel 
(2017, 137) write that Eilat Mazar (see 2015c, 2019b) “interpreted them as 
forti�cation features and dated them to the Iron IIA.” She also identi�ed 
“four construction phases here, though it is possible that several of the ele-
ments need to be assigned to the same phase. … According to Mazar, Iron 
IIA pottery was found in a �ll under the earliest of the structure’s �oors” 
(E. Mazar, Ben-Shlomo, and Aḥituv 2013, 40). �us, whatever the struc-
tures’ function, the excavations attest “the existence of a public structure” 
sometime during the Iron IIA in the Ophel.

Simple structures were detected on the southeastern slope of the City 
of David (Area E of Shiloh’s excavations). Habitation in this area began in 
the late Iron I or the early Iron IIA and intensi�ed during the late Iron IIA 
(De Groot 2012, 150–54). It included a few simple structures that were 
probably used as dwellings. Similar evidence comes from the excavations 
in the Givʿati parking lot (Ben-Ami 2013) that unearthed walls and �oors 
built against a natural rock scarp on the northwestern slope of the ridge, 
creating rooms that were probably used for dwellings (Ben-Ami 2013, 
8–10). At least one of them had some kind of cultic function (Ben-Ami 
2014). �e evidence from the southeastern and northwestern slopes of the 
City of David is enough to suggest that throughout the Iron IIA the settle-
ment expanded from the northern and more eastern parts of the ridge 
to its southern and western parts. Furthermore, while monumental and 
public buildings were erected in the northern parts of the City of David 
(near and above the Gihon Spring) and in the Ophel, its southern parts 
were occupied by simple domestic structures. �is may indicate that the 
growth of Jerusalem during the Iron IIA was accompanied by social strati-
�cation that was displayed horizontally (the lower classes in the south, 
upper classes in the north).

5.3.2. The City of David during the Iron IIA: The Fortifications

Until very recently, two forti�cation systems had been attributed to pre-
Hellenistic Jerusalem: the �rst was dated to the Middle Bronze II–III and 

was part and parcel of the stepped-stone structure, which he dates to the Iron I/early 
Iron IIA, in line with the conclusions presented above in §4.1.2.

68. E. Mazar and B. Mazar 1989; E. Mazar 2015b, 2019b.
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the second to the Iron IIB. It was also assumed that both consisted of a city 
wall that during the Middle Bronze II–III surrounded only the ridge of the 
City of David69 but in the Iron IIB the wall also surrounded the Western 
Hill (Ussishkin 2006). �e reconstruction of the Middle Bronze II–III city 
wall was based at �rst on a wall segment, oriented north-south, that was 
found by Kenyon (1974, 81–87) about halfway up the eastern slope of the 
City of David, just north of the Gihon Spring. Another segment of north-
south wall dated to the Middle Bronze II–III was found by Shiloh on the 
southern part of the eastern slope (De Groot 2012, 144–48). Despite the 
spatial gap between these two segments and in spite of the fact that the 
relationship between them is far from clear (they are constructed di�er-
ently and at di�erent elevations on the slope), it was assumed that they 
belonged to the same city wall, which during the Middle Bronze II–III 
forti�ed the ridge of the City of David.

�is assumption has changed gradually as excavations in the Givʿati 
parking lot demonstrated that no forti�cation wall was built on the west-
ern slopes of the ridge at any time before the Hellenistic period (Ben-Ami 
2014; Shalev et al. 2019). Additional excavations near the Gihon Spring 
have demonstrated that the wall found by Kenyon was only a small seg-
ment in an elaborate forti�cation system meant to protect the settlement’s 
water source.70 It was never meant to continue south along the slope in 
order to surround the ridge as a city wall. Hence, the only pre–Iron IIB for-
ti�cation system in Jerusalem was the forti�cation of the Gihon Spring. It 
consisted of a tower known as the Spring Tower and a forti�ed passageway: 
three walls built of large, roughly cut boulders on the northern, southern, 
and eastern sides of the spring comprised a massive tower that could only 
be approached from the west, through a forti�ed passageway made of two 
parallel east-west walls descending down the slope.71 �e Middle Bronze 
II–III dating of the Gihon Spring forti�cation relied mostly on building 
style, while no conclusive evidence for the Middle Bronze Age date was 
ever presented. Recent excavations below the eastern wall of the Spring 
Tower, in a place where it was constructed above an earth �ll, provide new 
and surprising dates for its construction, apparently much later dates than 
the Middle Bronze II–III.

69. For a recent assessment of MB II–III (and LB I) Jerusalem, see Regev et al. 2021.
70. Reich 2011, 177–84; Gadot and Uziel 2017, 124–31; Regev et al. 2017, 1–7.
71. Reich and Shukron 2004, 2010, 2021; Reich 2011, 177–84; Gadot and Uziel 

2017, 124–35; Regev et. al. 2017.
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�e earth layer below the eastern wall of the Spring Tower consists 
of several distinct sediments superimposed on one another. From each 
of them organic material was retrieved. �e dates provided by radiocar-
bon measurements align perfectly (from earliest to latest) according to the 
superimposed sediments, beginning in the Middle Bronze Age and ending 
in the ninth century BCE for the latest sediment immediately below the 
tower’s eastern wall. �e perfect alignment of the dates excludes the pos-
sibility of later intrusions. Accordingly, the excavators suggest two possible 
scenarios—either the Spring Tower was �rst built in the late ninth century 
BCE or it was built in the Middle Bronze Age and underwent repairs in 
the late ninth century BCE. In either case, the Gihon Spring was heav-
ily forti�ed by the late Iron IIA. �e proposed dating of the tower to the 
Middle Bronze Age relies on slim evidence that cannot withstand the �rm 
conclusion of the radiocarbon dating. A structure that was built against 
the northern wall of the forti�ed passage was also dated to the late ninth 
century BCE (Uziel and Szanton 2015), thereby reinforcing the Iron IIA 
date of the Gihon Spring forti�cation system. While this evidence is not 
conclusive, based on the current state of available data a date in the late 
ninth century BCE appears most probable, as long as no convincing evi-
dence is discovered that would suggest otherwise.72 �is is all the more so 
when seen alongside the remaining evidence for substantial urban growth 
during this period. In the �nal analysis, there is enough evidence to sug-
gest that whenever it was �rst constructed, the forti�cation of the Gihon 
Spring was in use in the late Iron IIA.

Recent excavation at the northern end of the western slope of the City 
of David has revealed evidence for the reshaping of the natural slope, prob-
ably during the Iron IIA, with the construction of a wide rock-cut scarp, 
oriented east-west, to the west of the ridge’s summit. �e earliest walls 
built along the arti�cial rock scarp were dated to the late Iron IIA, and 
accordingly the excavators suggest that the rock-cut feature might date to 
the early Iron IIA (Shalev et al. 2019; Gadot, personal communication). 
�e full extent and purpose of what seems to be an enormous rock-cut 
feature is currently far from clear. Yet, the excavators suggest viewing it 

72. Ussishkin (2016) was the �rst to observe that the Gihon Spring forti�cation 
system should be dated to the Iron Age and not to the MB II–III. He suggested dating 
it to the Iron IIB, and apparently he was not far o� the mark. �e excavators of the 
Gihon Spring forti�cation system maintain its dating to the MB II–III. See Reich and 
Shukron 2021, 663–64. For criticism of their approach, see Ussishkin 2021, 133.
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within the wider phenomena of rock-cut installations in the City of David 
that could be dated from the same period. A somewhat similar rock-cut 
feature (though smaller in scale) was constructed on the eastern slope to 
the immediate south of the forti�ed passageway. It is described by its exca-
vators as a “rock-cut pool” and dated to the Middle Bronze II–III.73 �e 
�ll that took this rock-cut feature out of use was �rmly dated to the very 
late Iron IIA or the very beginning of the Iron IIB (below). Just above it, 
up the eastern slope of the City of David, a few more rock-cut rooms were 
found, and recent evidence indicates that they were taken out of use when 
the Iron IIB city wall was built over them. While the overall function and 
use of these rooms remain unclear, evidence suggests that at least one of 
them possess cultic purposes (Szanton 2013).

Indeed, there are not su�cient data to accurately date the di�erent 
rock-cut features. However, the cumulative evidence suggests that during 
the tenth and ninth centuries BCE massive construction works were con-
ducted in the northern parts of the City of David, both on its eastern slope 
(the stepped-stone structure, the forti�cation of the Gihon Spring) and on 
its western slope (the massive rock-cut features). When coupled with the 
overall expansion of settlement along the ridge (§5.3.1), there should be 
little doubt that during the Iron IIA Jerusalem sustained growth and urban 
development as never before in its history.

5.3.3. The City of David during the Iron IIA: The Emergence of a New 
Class of Urban Elite

A late eighth-century BCE structure constructed within the rock-cut fea-
ture to the south of the forti�ed passage had sealed beneath its �oors an 
earth �ll �rmly dating to the very late Iron IIA or the early Iron IIB (De 
Groot and Fadida 2011).74 Small �nds retrieved from this earth �ll shed 

73. Reich and Shukron 2000, 2010, 2011. Reich and Shukron (2011) suggest that 
the rock-cut pool was used within the MB water system of Jerusalem (and hence call it 
a “pool”). However, this reconstruction has received criticism that focuses on the abil-
ity of the rock-cut feature to function as a water reservoir (Gill 2012). Consequently, 
Reich suggests that the rock-cut pool was �rst created in the early Iron Age, thus in 
agreement with Shalev et al. 2019.

74. For some reservations about this dating, see Singer-Avitz 2012; Finkelstein 
2013b. Nevertheless, it seems that this date was con�rmed via further excavations; see 
Uziel and Szanton 2015, 238–39; Gadot and Uziel 2017, 132–33.
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new light on the urban development of Jerusalem in the ninth century BCE. 
Approximately ten seals and scarabs together with fragments of over 170 
clay bullae bearing a seal impression or part of an impression were retrieved 
from the �ll.75 Additional and similar bullae were found just a few meters 
to the north, on the �oor of a structure that was built against the northern 
wall of the forti�ed passageway dating from the same time period (Uziel 
and Szanton 2015). Taken together, these �nds attest to the administrative 
nature of activity in the vicinity of the Gihon Spring during the Iron IIA.

Approximately a third of the bullae found in the rock-cut feature were 
used to seal papyrus scrolls, a fact that provides indirect evidence for the 
circulation of written documents in late ninth-century BCE Jerusalem. �e 
rest of them were used to seal sacks (of commodities). Since all the bullae 
were found broken, they re�ect commodities and written documents that 
were received in Jerusalem, probably in some central administrative facil-
ity. On the other hand, since the bullae were also produced in the region 
of Jerusalem (Goren and Gurwin 2013; Goren, Gurwin, and Arie 2014), 
probably somewhere in the valleys to its west or southwest (the Soreq or 
the Rephaʾim Valleys), they re�ect the circulation of goods and knowledge 
between o�cials in Jerusalem and its immediate surroundings. Unlike 
later hordes of bullae from Iron IIB–IIC Judah and Jerusalem, on which 
personal names were inscribed, the late Iron IIA/early Iron IIB bullae from 
the City of David are nonepigraphic, bearing only iconographic images. 
�e impressed images demonstrate western (Phoenician) and northern 
(Israelite) cultural in�uences on the Jerusalemite set of images and shed 
some light on Jerusalem’s cultic paraphernalia (Keel 2012), perhaps even 
on the image of Yahweh as conceived in Jerusalem (Ornan 2019). For the 
sake of the current discussion, the importance of the bullae lies in that they 
attest to the existence of an administrative system disseminating knowl-
edge via writing and reading in late ninth-century BCE Jerusalem. Beyond 
the immediate importance of the late Iron IIA/early Iron IIB bullae from 
the City of David, indicating both the complexity and centralization of an 
economic apparatus (discussed below), they provide further evidence for 
the strati�cation of the Jerusalemite society and to the emergence of a new 
social class of literate and educated elite.

�is new elite is further attested in other items found in the same con-
text, among them a tiny ivory-carved object. �is object demonstrates that 

75. Reich, Shukron, and Lernau 2007; Reich 2011, 206–9; Keel 2012, 2017.
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the Jerusalemite elite consumed prestigious artifacts made of raw materi-
als that originated in long-distance trade and that were applied to a highly 
sophisticated cra� specialization. In addition to that, around ten thousand 
�sh bones, most of which originated in the Mediterranean Sea (Reich, 
Shukron, and Lernau 2007; Adler and Lernau 2021), provide further indi-
cation for exclusive consumption identifying a new type of urban elite. As 
Jerusalem is situated at a considerable distance from the coasts, the rich 
bone assemblage points to intricate commercial activity, including �sh-
ermen and workshops, where the �sh were prepared for conservation as 
well as a long-range shipping and marketing system. Such a commercial 
apparatus required investment and risk management, so the consumption 
of �sh in Jerusalem was a matter of prestige. Fish in this respect di�erenti-
ated between the lower classes of Jerusalem’s society and what seems to 
have been a developing new class, which was able to accumulate wealth (in 
the form of property, goods, and knowledge) while serving the ruling elite.

�e advent of urbanism brought into existence, for the �rst time in 
human history, a distinct intermediate producer-consumer class of entre-
preneurs and managers, which Monica Smith (2018) suggests should be 
identi�ed as a middle class. Cities provided new forms of economic and 
social integration marked by increased production and a demand for 
skilled managerial labor, in which educated individuals managed infor-
mation technologies such as writing and other forms of record keeping 
(Wilkinson et al. 2014). While ruling elites were the wealthiest stratum 
of society, holding the apex of political positions; and lower classes were 
characterized by their minimal accumulation of wealth and hand-to-
mouth existence (based primarily on physical labor), the middle class 
developed as an intermediate producer-consumer stratum that could 
acquire, accumulate, and have control over real property, portable 
goods, and information (M. L. Smith 2015). Elites were dependent on 
this social class to operate and maintain a sociopolitical system involv-
ing a rather large number of people, with repetitive tasks o�en carried 
out at a distance.76

�e overall Iron IIA �nds from the City of David, which include mon-
umental public architecture, the consumption of high-value luxury goods 
(in the form of both objects and cuisine), and the emergence of an admin-
istrative apparatus operated by a literate elite provide su�cient evidence 

76. I thank Helena Roth for bringing this subject to my attention.
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for the development of a well-identi�ed middle class of administrators. 
�ey collected and used information, and engaged in record keeping 
and the managing of daily activities carried out by subordinates such as 
manual laborers (needed, for example, for the massive construction proj-
ects in the City of David; cf. M. L. Smith 2003; M. E. Smith 2004). �is 
class could accumulate a certain amount of wealth, which was invested in 
identity making and social display by consumption patterns beyond basic 
subsistence goods. Its very existence in late Iron IIA Jerusalem points to 
the city’s ongoing development as an urban center. By the end of the Iron 
IIA, Jerusalem was no longer just a highland stronghold, the seat of a local 
ruling elite. Rather, it was a vibrant urban center inhabited by merchants, 
soldiers, cra�smen, and simple workers, all operating in a hub of commer-
cial, construction, and administrative activities carried out and overseen 
by literate and educated experts in the service of the wealthy ruling elite.

�e urban growth of Iron IIA Jerusalem resulted from (and then 
also generated) the concurrent expansion of Davidic political hegemony. 
It re�ected the need for larger and more complex managerial expertise 
in order to control and supervise the expanding social, economic, and 
political networks maintained by the house of David. Such a need was 
not restricted to Jerusalem itself. Davidic governmental centers built in 
Tel Lachish (Level IV) and Tel Arad (Stratum XI) during the late ninth 
century BCE were manned by military units, with their logistics, chain 
of command, scribes, and o�cials as well as clerics in charge of various 
aspects of day-to-day management, all working in the service of the house 
of David. �e urban development in Jerusalem therefore mirrors the 
urban development throughout Judah.

5.3.4. Jerusalem and Its Environs during the Iron IIA: The Royal Estate in 
Tel Moza

Tel Moza is located approximately 7 km northwest of the City of David 
on a spur descending from the southwestern edge of the Benjamin Pla-
teau into a wide opening of the Soreq Valley. �e site had been sparsely 
settled during the Late Bronze II–III but was abandoned therea�er. Hab-
itation at the site resumed in the Iron I/IIA transition (Greenhut 2021) 
and continued to the Iron IIA, when at least �ve large silos (probably only 
a fraction of the total) meant for grain storage were installed at the site. 
�eir number increased during the Iron IIB-IIC together with the subse-
quent introduction of storage buildings. Additional structures built during 
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this period likely served administrative and religious purposes. Accord-
ingly, the excavators conclude that Tel Moza functioned as a royal granary 
that primarily supplied Jerusalem (Greenhut and De Groot 2009, 216–27). 
In other words, Tel Moza served as a major collection and redistribution 
center for agricultural output in the service of the house of David (Finkel-
stein and Gadot 2015, 231).

Additional excavations at the site brought to light the remains of an 
exceptional temple complex, which according to the excavators was �rst 
established in the early Iron IIA or in the very beginning of the late Iron 
IIA. It had an east-west orientation and consisted of a courtyard and a large 
rectangular building with probably two columns �anking the entrance. 
Within the courtyard, a prominent stone altar, refuse pit, and other instal-
lations were discovered together with an assemblage of cult artifacts. �e 
temple complex was in use throughout the Iron IIA and probably even 
continued into the Iron IIB.77 �e construction of a temple complex at 
Tel Moza as well as its day-to-day cultic practices and maintenance was 
directly related to the agricultural, administrative, and economic activities 
conducted at the site.

Shua Kisilevitz and Lipschits (2020a, 48–49; 2020b, 306–7) suggest 
that the Tel Moza temple was the undertaking of a local group and that 
the site was not incorporated into the Judahite polity before the Iron IIB. 
�ey further argue that “attributing a monumental temple complex to a 
kingdom centered in Jerusalem during the late tenth and early ninth cen-
turies BCE seems impossible given the current state of our archaeological 
knowledge of Jerusalem.” In that light, they conclude that construction of 
the Tel Moza temple should be viewed as a re�ection of “the complexity of 
the local community and as an indication of a level of civic administrative 
formation by the early ninth-century BCE in this region—perhaps even an 
autonomous Moza Polity.” �ese conclusions are at odds with the overall 
spatial and chronological context of the site, and it would seem that the 
available evidence does not support a local sociopolitical entity. Rather, 
the evidence suggests that the temple complex at Tel Moza and the activity 
practiced at the site were related from their very beginning to the rising 
Judahite polity.

To begin with, and as argued persuasively by Lipschits (2020, 163–64), 
the wide plains to the north (Benjamin Plateau) and southwest (Rephʾaim 

77. Kisilevitz 2015; Kisilevitz and Lipschits 2020a, 2020b.
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and Soreq Valleys) of Jerusalem comprise the immediate agricultural hin-
terland of the city. �is area was always an essential part of the Jerusalemite 
polity in the central hill country of the Middle and Late Bronze Ages and 
of the Iron Age kingdom of Judah, owing to its unique topographical fea-
tures and fertile land.78 Tel Moza is located only a two- or three-hour walk 
from Jerusalem, and any road leading to it originates or ends in Jerusalem 
and its immediate vicinity. Finkelstein and Gadot (2015, 230–32) suggest 
that the lands around Tel Moza were designated a royal estate—namely, 
large plots of land belonging to a political institution and administrated by 
a bureaucratic center—since the Late Bronze II (and under Egyptian dom-
ination) until at least the Roman period (which would have undoubtedly 
been the case under Judahite rule during the Iron IIB–IIC). Regardless 
of whether the lands around Tel Moza were considered crown property 
for the entirety of this period, it is clear that its position in the heart of 
Jerusalem’s limited rural hinterland meant that the grain it supplied must 
have been essential for the city’s urban development. It seems impossible, 
therefore, to understand the emergence of a small cultic and economic 
center in Iron IIA Tel Moza without the contemporaneous urban growth 
of Jerusalem.

Moreover, the conclusion that Tel Moza was somehow independent 
is based on an underestimation of the size and wealth of Jerusalem at 
the time. �e ongoing excavations throughout the City of David and the 
Ophel have shown beyond doubt that by the early Iron IIA the City of 
David ridge had been settled from north to south, and by the late Iron IIA 
settlement also expanded to the west. Monumental building activity has 
been detected in the northern parts of the City of David (on the eastern 
slope, on the western slope, and on its summit) from the very beginning 
of the early Iron IIA, and it only intensi�ed during the late Iron IIA (with 
the forti�cations around the Gihon Spring). Jerusalem of the Iron IIA was 
clearly an urban center exhibiting social strati�cation together with a com-
plex economic and administrative apparatus. It is thus improbable that 
the small (1.5 ha) agricultural and cultic center in Iron IIA Tel Moza was 
unconnected from what was a wealthy and, in local terms, impressive and 
thriving urban center located just a few kilometers away.

Last, as was demonstrated in the previous chapter, by the late tenth 
century BCE the Davidic kings based in Jerusalem had established 

78. See Gadot 2015; Gadot et al. 2019; Elgart-Sharon, Porat, and Gadot 2020.
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themselves as the rulers of the communities residing in the Judean Hills, 
a political act that Lipschits (2020) attributes to David himself. By the 
early ninth century BCE, Judah had probably forti�ed Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah on the northern edge of the Benjamin Plateau and not long 
a�erward had incorporated the local center at Tel Beth-Shemesh (Level 
3) located farther west in the Soreq Valley. Is it reasonable to imag-
ine, therefore, that by the end of the tenth and/or the very beginning 
of the ninth century BCE, the Davidic kings ruled the entire southern 
part of the central Canaanite Highlands along with parts of the east-
ern Shephelah—and yet somehow the small settlement at Tel Moza 
remained an independent enclave?

In fact, the available evidence suggests otherwise. �e establishment of 
an agro-economic and cultic center in Iron IIA Tel Moza should be viewed 
in tandem with the contemporaneous rise of Jerusalem. Any straightfor-
ward analysis of the settlement patterns would lead one to conclude that 
the accumulation of wealth in a small rural site such as Tel Moza must 
have been an o�shoot of the urban development in Jerusalem (Green-
hut 2021, 192–93). �e Iron IIA silos installed at the site near the temple 
potentially stored grains well beyond the needs of the local community 
of a small settlement such as Tel Moza. �e entire economic reasoning 
behind the establishment of the site and its continuous growth from the 
Iron IIA to the Iron IIB–IIC was based on the ability to collect, store, and 
allocate grain surplus, which was probably cultivated in the nearby �elds. 
Such a redistributive apparatus can only represent a royal economy that 
was based on the ability of ruling elites to collect obligatory payments of 
subsistence goods such as grains, livestock, and clothing (as a share of 
commoner produce as a speci�ed levy or as produce from land work per-
formed by corvée labor) that were later used to pay its personnel, �nance 
monumental construction, and sustain its clients (Master 2014; Schloen 
2016). �e role of Iron IIA Tel Moza as an agricultural estate, a place where 
grains were collected and from where they were redistributed, cannot be 
adequately understood without the rising ruling elite in Jerusalem. In this 
sense, it is not just that Tel Moza was not independent of Jerusalem but 
rather that it actually re�ects the early establishment of an administrative 
apparatus meant to �nance the house of David and its growing expenses. 
As such, it might also shed light on the use of the bullae found in the 
City of David. Since the bullae were made somewhere in the valleys west 
of Jerusalem and most of them sealed cloth sacks, it is not farfetched to 
assume that they sealed sacks �lled with grains sent to Jerusalem from 
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royal estates in its immediate vicinity. Iron IIA Tel Moza would �t perfectly 
into such a pattern.

�is is likewise the context in which the introduction of a new cultic 
institution at Iron IIA Tel Moza should be viewed. Since it was an admin-
istrative center of a royal estate, the temple would have been built and 
dedicated to the royal cult. �e introduction of the worship of the dynas-
ty’s patron deity in centers located away from the capital would have been 
designed to appropriate temple estates in the name of a new deity and to 
scale down the in�uence of local traditions while at the same time bind-
ing local elites to the new royal order (Michalowski 1991, 53–56; Sergi 
2015a, 73–75). While these and other aspects of the royal estate at Iron 
IIA Tel Moza should be further investigated, for purposes of the current 
discussion it is su�cient to conclude that the establishment of a royal 
economic-administrative apparatus in Tel Moza was designed to optimize 
and better control the �ow of agricultural surplus produced in the fertile 
lands in the vicinity of Jerusalem. A site such as Tel Moza was constructed 
to support the growing needs of the house of David as it enhanced its 
political in�uence in southern Canaan.

5.3.5. Further Growth and Expansion: Iron IIB Jerusalem and the Zenith 
of the City

During the Iron IIB the settlement of Jerusalem further intensi�ed, and 
for the �rst time in the city’s history it expanded from the ridge of the 
City of David to the Western Hill. At a later stage, probably toward the 
last third of the eighth century BCE, the entire settled area in Jerusalem 
was surrounded by a formidable city wall (�g. 3.5) that enclosed a terri-
tory of circa 60 ha, making it one of the largest forti�ed urban centers in 
all of Canaan and without a doubt the strongest and wealthiest in Judah 
(Geva 2003; Reich and Shukron 2021, 664–71). �e cause of this expan-
sion, however, is at the center of an ongoing debate: Was it the result of 
a gradual, natural growth that began in the ninth century BCE and cul-
minated with the forti�cation of the city in the late eighth century BCE,79 
or was it a rapid growth, the result of Israelite immigrants/refugees from 
the north �eeing the Assyrian destructions of 734–720 BCE (Finkelstein 
2008, 2015)?

79. Na’aman 2007a, 2009b, 2014a.
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�e multitude of historical problems that underlie the Israelite refugee 
hypothesis have already been discussed in the �rst chapter of this book 
(§1.3), so there is no point repeating them here. From an archaeological 
point of view, the assumption that Jerusalem grew rapidly during the late 
eighth century BCE is based on the fact that the earliest ceramic �nds in 
the Western Hill are dated to the Iron IIB, a ceramic horizon well known 
from the destruction of Level III in Tel Lachish, dated to 701 BCE (Geva 
2003, 514–16; 2006, 148–49). Given the absence of earlier material, the 
Iron IIB sherds may create the impression of rapid expansion during the 
last decades of the eighth century, just before 701 BCE. �is, however, 
seems to be misleading for the following reasons:

1. As Na’aman (2007a) notes, the ceramic assemblage associated with 
the destruction of Level III in Tel Lachish may represent only the moment of 
destruction in 701 BCE. However, we have little information regarding the 
earlier development of this assemblage as well as how and when the well-
identi�ed assemblage of the late Iron IIA developed into that of the Iron 
IIB. Naturally, the transition of pottery forms was a gradual process that 
must have taken several decades (Zimhoni 2004a, 2004b). Ongoing explo-
ration in southern Canaan, especially in Jerusalem and the Shephelah (Tel 
Beth-Shemesh III and Tel ʿAzekah), has provided new insights regarding 
ceramic developments during the Iron IIA/IIB transition. �ey indicate 
that the Iron IIB assemblage had developed considerably before the late 
eighth century BCE.80 Iron IIB pottery sherds (and not complete, in situ 
vessels) found on the Western Hill may therefore represent a longer time 
span during the eighth century BCE, not just its �nal decades.

2. Evidently, as previously described (§5.3.1), the western expansion 
of the Jerusalemite settlement had already begun during the late Iron IIA 
and included simple structures for dwelling as well as some monumental 
features built on the western slope of the City of David.

3. Last, evidence suggests that the Western Hill was only sparsely 
inhabited during the Iron IIB–IIC (Geva 2006),81 so the assumption that 
the city’s population experienced some kind of unnatural and rapid growth 
(as a result of mass migration) is unnecessary from the outset.

80. De Groot and Fadida 2011; Uziel and Szanton 2015; Bunimovitz and Leder-
man 2016, 369–70; Wrathall, Lipschits, and Gadot 2021.

81. Note that no destruction layer that could produce an in situ assemblage is 
associated with the Western Hill.
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All the available evidence comes down to the simple conclusion that 
throughout the tenth–eighth centuries BCE, Jerusalem exhibited a grad-
ual but steady growth. �e settled area expanded from the vicinity of the 
Gihon Spring (Iron I) to the entire ridge of the City of David, including its 
western slope (Iron IIA) and eventually the Western Hill as well (Iron IIB). 
Monumental building activity began with the stepped-stone structure (in 
the beginning of the Iron IIA), continued with massive rock-cut features 
(early and late Iron IIA) and the forti�cation of the Gihon Spring (late Iron 
IIA/early Iron IIB), and culminated with the construction of a city wall in 
the Iron IIB. Such urban development does not re�ect dramatic and rapid 
demographic change but rather mirrors the gradual growth of Judah and 
the growing political power of the rulers of Jerusalem, the house of David.

5.3.6. Conclusions: Iron IIA Jerusalem and the Formation of Judah

By the end of the ninth century BCE, the Davidic kings had established 
patronage relations with local elites in the eastern Shephelah and in the 
Beersheba–Arad Valleys. Ruling and governmental centers that had been 
established at Tel Lachish (Level IV) and Tel Arad (Stratum XI), along 
with royal estates such as in Tel Moza, were directed and managed by a 
rising new class of scribes, military commanders, and other o�cials, who 
forged and maintained the various social, economic, and political bonds 
on which Davidic rule was established. �e hub of this complex network 
was Jerusalem (for further elaboration, see §5.6.2 below). �roughout 
the tenth–ninth centuries BCE, the city expanded in size and strength, 
with the settled area encompassing much of the City of David ridge, while 
monumental and public structures—requiring relatively large amounts of 
human and material resources—were constructed on the northern parts 
of the ridge and the Ophel. In other words, the accumulation of more and 
more wealth in Jerusalem was accompanied not only by more growth but 
also by the strati�cation of Jerusalem’s society. �is demographic growth 
and social strati�cation were two sides of the same coin, both of which 
re�ected the increasing political power of the house of David.

�e expansion of Davidic political patronage to the more lucrative 
lowlands intensi�ed the �ow of wealth into the city, much of which was 
spent on large-scale construction that was designed above all to manifest 
the power acquired by the ruling dynasty. �is in turn necessitated not 
only masses of unskilled workers from the lower classes of society but 
also the skills of the new type of urban elite, who were able to acquire 



202 The Two Houses of Israel

and to produce the knowledge needed for managing a variety of tasks, 
such as the execution of building projects (in Jerusalem, Tel Lachish, Tel 
Beersheba, Tel Arad), the control of production and consumption of agri-
cultural produce from royal estates, and the performance of cultic and 
religious functions in royal institutions. �ese elite included scribes, mili-
tary commanders, royal o�cials, and clerics, who were likewise needed 
in the royal and local centers throughout the kingdom. �ese elites could 
accumulate a certain amount of wealth, which they invested in social dis-
play and identity making. �eir very existence was therefore dependent 
on the constant �ow of wealth into Jerusalem, which in turn tied them 
to the ruling dynasty. In some tangible sense, this class, whose members 
were distributed throughout the administrative centers of the kingdom or 
managed the activity of the capital, provided the actual glue that bound 
together the di�erent components and communities constituting the 
kingdom of Judah.

But there was more to it. Ultimately the Iron Age Levantine polity was 
formed, as discussed in chapter 2, by the construction of an elite iden-
tity that could transcend local con�gurations in order to normalize and 
to moralize a more hierarchical and centralized power structure. �is was 
�rst and foremost the task and byproduct of the literate and educated elite 
who made their early appearance in late ninth-century BCE Jerusalem and 
who two centuries later would be widely positioned throughout the king-
dom. Literacy is therefore the next subject to be discussed.

5.4. Writing and Literacy in Early Monarchic Israel and Judah

It is widely agreed that the linear alphabet was invented by Canaanites 
who had migrated to Egypt and encountered the Egyptian hieroglyphic 
script.82 We know nearly nothing, however, about the history of the alpha-
bet from its advent in the Sinai Peninsula, sometime in the �rst half of 
the second millennium BCE, until it is �rst attested in southwest Canaan 
during the Late Bronze II–III.83 Finkelstein and Benjamin Sass (2013, 
183–89) suggest that the alphabet was �rst adopted and standardized in 

82. �ere is still much debate regarding the exact time and location of this devel-
opment; see Darnell et al. 2005; Goldwasser 2006, 2011; Morenz 2011; Schniedewind 
2013, 27–61.

83. Sanders 2010, 39–57; Schniedewind 2013, 62–66; Na’aman 2020, 29–34.
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southwest Canaan before it spread to other parts of the Levant.84 Contrary 
to this di�usionist approach, which portrays the spread of the alphabet in 
a linear manner, other scholars who have addressed the subject support 
a multicentered development.85 Na’aman (2020) demonstrates that early 
alphabetic inscriptions were concentrated in regions located near the Late 
Bronze Age Egyptian centers in Canaan (Gaza, Ja�a, and Beit Shean). He 
then argues that, just as writing in hieroglyphic scripts served as the cata-
lyst for the invention of the alphabetic script, so also did the public display 
and usage of written communication in Egyptian garrison towns serve as 
the catalyst for the spread of the alphabetic script throughout Canaan.

�e study of the ancient alphabet—when and how it spread through-
out the Levant, its standardization as a script, and its later development 
into distinctive royal scripts (i.e., Old Hebrew, Phoenician-Aramaic)—is 
beyond the scope of this study.86 However, two questions regarding the 
developmental timeline and local usage of writing and literacy are par-
ticularly relevant to the current discussion of state formation in Israel 
and Judah. �e �rst has to do with when linear alphabetic writing was 
initially used in the royal courts of Israel and Judah as an administrative 
tool meant to normalize political hegemony. �e second concerns when 
and how it was used for producing intellectual and literary works. �ese 
two developments are in fact two sides of the same coin: the formation 
of complex sociopolitical structure brought with it the need for a skilled 
class of scribes ful�lling administrative purpose, and a skilled class of 
scribes likewise provided the infrastructure for intellectual production, 
the kind needed to institutionalize monarchic power by reconstructing 
a shared cultural memory. �is was a twofold process in which scribal 
culture was not only serving the state but also constructing it. �e emer-
gence of scribal culture in Israel and Judah is therefore the subject of the 
following section.

84. See also Sass and Finkelstein 2016, 26–28, 37–38; Sass 2016, 218–24; 2017, 
116–27.

85. Lemaire 2012, 2015; Rollston 2010, 11–46; Morenz 2011, 183–209; Millard 
2012; Schniedewind 2013.

86. �ese subjects have been studied and discussed extensively during the past 
two decades. See Schniedewind 2004, 2013, 2019; Sass 2005, 2016, 2017; Rollston 
2008, 2010, 2015; Lemaire 2012, 2015; Millard 2012; Finkelstein and Sass 2013; Van-
derhoo� 2014, 2017; and see also various articles in Tappy and McCarter 2008 and in 
B. Schmidt 2015.
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5.4.1. Alphabetic Writing in Early Monarchic Israel and Judah: The 
Archaeological and Epigraphic Finds

Indeed, epigraphic �nds from Iron IIA Israel are scarce, so much so that 
it leads Finkelstein and Sass (2013) to conclude that Omride Israel was 
“pre-literate.” However, it is di�cult to imagine that the Omrides could 
e�ectively manage their resources and administer rule over remote com-
munities and territories without the active participation of a scribal 
community. New evidence has revealed the complexity of the economic 
and administrative apparatus operated by the Omrides and their prede-
cessor (Kleiman 2017; Sergi et al. 2021; Butcher et. al. 2022). �is, coupled 
with the available epigraphic �nds (even if meager), provides su�cient 
indication that the royal economic and administrative systems in early 
monarchic Israel were already using alphabetic writing, even if not yet 
systematically.87

At Megiddo, a fragment of an ostracon inscribed in early alphabetic 
script (so-called proto-Canaanite) was found in a Level Q5 elite context 
(Sass and Finkelstein 2016), associated with the pre-Omride Israelite polity 
in the days of Baasha (Finkelstein and Kleiman 2019). �us, fragmented 
as it is, this sherd alone indicates that the alphabet was known and used 
in early monarchic Israel. Larger quantities of Iron IIA epigraphic �nds 
(consisting of ink-written ostraca and inscriptions incised on ceramic ves-
sels) have been found up until now only in sites located in the Beit Shean 
Valley, mainly in Tel Reḥov but also in nearby Tel ʿAmal and Tel Jezreel.88 
Tel Reḥov yielded an impressive corpus of alphabetic inscriptions dated 
to various stages of the Iron IIA, re�ecting the di�usion of di�erent script 
traditions—from proto-Canaanite in the early Iron IIA (Stratum VI) to 

87. It should also be remembered that Samaria was excavated in the early twen-
tieth century CE and not in modern, controlled stratigraphic excavations. �e expe-
ditions that worked in Samaria did not employ technologies and �eldwork method-
ologies that we possess today and that enable the careful identi�cation of glyptic and 
epigraphic �nds, as, for instance, the hoard of bullae from late Iron IIA/early Iron 
IIB Jerusalem.

88. For the epigraphic �nds from the Beit Shean Valley, see Finkelstein and Sass 
2013, 161, 164–66; Lemaire 2015, 21–23; Sass and Finkelstein 2016, 33, table 1. To 
this group we should add the inscribed jar from Tel ʿAmal, a site located about 7 km 
northwest of Tel Reḥov (S. Levy and Edelstein 1972, 366), and the inscribed jar sherd 
discovered at Tel Jezreel, located about 19 km northwest of Tel Reḥov (Ussishkin and 
Woodhead 1997, 63–64).



 5. Expansion 205

cursive and even Old Hebrew script in the late Iron IIA (Aḥituv and Mazar 
2014; A. Mazar 2020b, 106–7). Evidently, usage of the alphabetic script at 
Tel Reḥov was present even before the formation of Israel (in the tenth 
century BCE) and further intensi�ed during the ninth century BCE a�er 
Tel Reḥov and the Beit Shean Valley had been incorporated into the newly 
formed Israelite polity. Na’aman (2020, 38–39) has recently argued that the 
emergence of alphabetic writing at Tel Reḥov was due to the site’s proxim-
ity to the Egyptian center in Tel Beit Shean and that writing must have 
begun at Tel Reḥov when Egypt still governed the region. �e art of writ-
ing gained prestige among the local elites and thus continued a�er the 
Egyptian withdrawal in the late twel�h century BCE.

�e appearance of cursive writing in late Iron IIA Tel Reḥov (Strata 
V–IV) indicates much more extensive writing with ink on perishable 
materials (e.g., papyrus), which remains mostly unattested in the epi-
graphic record (Sass 2016). In addition, some late Iron IIA jars with 
incised inscriptions were found in Tel Reḥov and its vicinity. �ese 
jars were centrally produced at one speci�c workshop and used within 
an Israelite administrative system for the redistribution of agricultural 
wealth (Kleiman 2017). �is means that scribes serving as state o�cials 
were present at the potter’s workshop. In light of the preceding, and since 
Tel Reḥov and the Beit Shean Valley were not just incorporated into 
Israel but were actually part and parcel of the Israelite polity from its very 
beginning, even serving as the homeland for some of the Israelite ruling 
families (§3.2), the following may be concluded. Alphabetic writing had 
already begun at Tel Reḥov during the Iron I or in the early Iron IIA at 
the latest. With the formation of Israel, probably under a family whose 
origins were in the lowlands (Baasha from the house of Issachar), alpha-
betic writing spread to the newly established ruling center in Megiddo 
(Level Q5). �e use of the alphabetic writing in Israel intensi�ed under 
Omride rule, with evidence for extensive writing on perishable materi-
als and for the existence of literate state o�cials. It was in this period 
that evidence for literacy spread also to Tel Jezreel. Doubtless by the time 
of Omride rule in Israel (and probably earlier), alphabetic writing was 
used for administrative purposes, even if not yet systematically. �is con-
clusion further indicates that a skilled scribal apparatus had been at the 
service of the ruling elites in early monarchic Israel from the �rst half of 
the ninth century BCE at the latest.

In the southwest of Canaan, alphabetic writing had been known since 
the Late Bronze II–III, where its presence in the Shephelah intensi�ed 
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during the Iron I/early Iron IIA.89 By the tenth century BCE, alphabetic 
writing was common in all areas of the Shephelah, particularly in major 
settlements but also at smaller rural sites (Sanders 2010, 108–13; Schnie-
dewind 2013, 66–69). Evidence suggests that by this time the alphabetic 
script was taught and practiced in the Shephelah, but outside elaborate 
school systems characteristic of a state structure.90 �e practice of writing 
in the alphabetic script in Philistia and the Shephelah further expanded 
during the late Iron IIA, especially in the most prominent urban center in 
the region, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath (Maeir and Eshel 2014). �e epigraphic evi-
dence from Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath includes cursive inscriptions written in ink 
on potsherds, an indication of the extensive use of writing on perishable 
materials. One of the inscriptions found at Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath was written 
in the Old Hebrew script. �is con�rms its early attestation in southern 
Canaan just a few years a�er its �rst appearance at Tel Reḥov (Finkelstein 
and Sass 2013, 164–66; Maeir and Eshel 2014, 86–88).

�e widespread use of alphabetic writing in the Iron I–IIA Shephelah 
may explain its early introduction into the nearby highlands—the 
regions of Benjamin and Jerusalem. Incised pottery sherds have been 
found in Iron I–early Iron IIA Khirbet Radanna, located on the Bethel 
Range, circa 16 km north of Jerusalem (Finkelstein and Sass 2013, 
160). Another incised inscription was found in an Iron I burial cave at 
Manaḥat (Stager 1969; Landgraf 1971), circa 5 km southwest of Jeru-
salem. As previously discussed, the rural settlements of the highlands 
were in constant interaction with those of the Shephelah (§5.1.1). �is 
is likewise the context in which the early introduction of the alphabetic 
script to the regions of Jerusalem and Benjamin should be viewed. It 
provides further evidence for the extent of economic, social, and cul-
tural exchange between the highlands and lowlands in early Iron Age 
southern Canaan. �e extensive social and cultural interaction between 
Jerusalem and Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath on the one hand, or the Omride-Davidic 
alliance on the other, suggests several directions from which alphabetic 
writing could have been introduced to the Jerusalemite court, although 
the Old Hebrew script was probably developed by royal Israelite scribes 
and introduced to Judah (and Moab) through Israelite/Omride media-
tion (Vanderhoo� 2014).

89. Sanders 2010, 76–102; Na’aman 2020, 36–37; Finkelstein and Sass 2013, 157–
60, 173–76, 208, with earlier literature; Maeir et al. 2008; Gar�nkel et al. 2015.

90. Sanders 2010, 106–13; Blum 2019; Schniedewind 2019, 79–85.
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�e earliest evidence for the employment of alphabetic script in Jerusa-
lem comes from an inscription incised on a fragment of a Judahite neckless 
pithos found in a �ll below the �oor of a public structure in the Ophel 
(Mazar, Ben-Shlomo, and Aḥituv 2013). �e inscription was written in an 
early alphabetic script, which preceded the Old Hebrew script, and most 
epigraphers agree that this script was not in use beyond the tenth century 
BCE.91 �is poses a problem since the pithos sherd on which it was incised 
is primarily dated to the Iron IIB, with some early examples dated to the 
late Iron IIA (Kleiman 2021). �is problem cannot be satisfactorily resolved 
with the currently available data, but at the very least the script suggests that 
alphabetic writing may have been introduced to Jerusalem by the late tenth 
or early ninth century BCE at the latest (Na’aman 2020, 56). �is should not 
come as a surprise, considering the widespread usage of alphabetic writing 
in southwest Canaan since the Late Bronze II–III and to a lesser extent in the 
regions of Jerusalem and Benjamin since the Iron I. �e inscription itself is 
hard to decipher, but most readings suggest it is some sort of administrative 
text identifying the contents of the jar and its owner/origin. �us it cannot 
attest to the state of literacy in Jerusalem per se, and especially not to the 
question of royal scribes capable of high-level literacy.

In addition to the Ophel inscription, additonal evidence exists, even 
if indirect, for the employment of alphabetic writing in the service of the 
ruling elite in ninth-century BCE Jerusalem. First, a name (abtm/abym/
abʾam) inscribed with red ink on a storage jar was found in situ in the late 
Iron IIA destruction layer of a sanctuary in the lower city of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/
Gath (Maeir and Eshel 2014). �e name is written in the Old Hebrew 
script, but what is even more interesting is that the jar was produced in 
the region of Jerusalem (Maeir 2017b, 142–44). �e question is, of course, 
whether the red-ink inscription was written on the jar at its production 
site or only a�er it arrived in Gath. �e Old Hebrew script may give more 
weight to the former possibility, which accordingly attests to the existence 
of a well-trained scribe of Judahite origin (who probably also wrote on 
perishable materials).

Second, the 170 bullae from the City of David, which are dated some-
what later than the Old Hebrew inscription from Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath (late 

91. For some of the studies of the script, language, and date of the inscribed pithos 
from the Ophel, see Galil 2013; Millard 2014; Petrovich 2015; with a comprehensive 
overview of the epigraphic discussion in Hamilton 2015, 131–56. For a more critical 
approach, see Kletter 2018.
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ninth to early eighth centuries BCE), provide conclusive, even if still indi-
rect, evidence for the existence of a scribal-administrative apparatus in 
the service of the house of David. Most of these bullae were used to seal 
sacks (of commodities), but a substantial amount of them were used to 
seal papyrus scrolls, which provides evidence for the circulation of writ-
ten documents within Jerusalem and its surroundings. �at the scribal 
apparatus had by this time spread to the newly forti�ed royal centers in 
the lowlands may be deduced from the fact that the earliest Old Hebrew 
inscription from Judah—a late Iron IIA ink inscription on a pottery 
sherd—was found in the remote Judahite desert fortress at Arad (Stratum 
XI). �erefore, the cumulative evidence clearly demonstrates that by the 
late tenth century BCE, knowledge of alphabetic writing had spread to 
Jerusalem, and by the second half of the ninth century BCE a skilled and 
educated class of scribes operated in the service of the house of David.

To conclude, alphabetic writing was known in both Israel and Judah 
by the late tenth/early ninth century BCE. An educated class of scribes was 
employed in Israel by the �rst half of the ninth century BCE and in Judah 
by the second half of the ninth century BCE. By that time, it seems that the 
royal scribes in both Israel and Judah made use of the Old Hebrew script 
for writing their own language—Hebrew. Epigraphic �nds from Iron IIB 
contexts in both Israel and Judah are more numerous than those from 
preceding periods, which indicates also the spread of literacy outside the 
royal courts (Sanders 2010, 122–52; Rollston 2010, 47–82, 91–113). �e 
available evidence suggests that by the eighth century BCE both kingdoms 
possessed a scribal apparatus that employed some sort of �xed curricu-
lum.92 �e eighth century BCE is beyond the scope of this study, but it may 
mark the endpoint for the emergence of a standardized scribal curriculum 
in Israel and Judah, a process that must have begun decades before and 
continued to develop throughout the Iron IIB–C (Rollston 2015, 71–101).

5.4.2. Writing and the State Go Hand in Hand: Scribal Culture and Liter-
ary Traditions in Early Monarchic Israel and Judah

�at the royal courts in Israel and Judah employed skilled scribes by the 
ninth century BCE is not enough, of course, to argue that these scribes 
were also engaged in the collection, production, and reproduction 

92. Rollston 2015; Blum 2019; Schniedewind 2019.
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of literary works. Yet writing was essential to the Iron Age Levantine 
polities not only as a tool to implement monarchic hegemony in daily, 
administrative tasks but also as a powerful instrument of state cra�—of 
constructing historical and cultural memory regarding the shared past, 
embedded in royal ideology.

In the ancient Near East, the consolidation of political power and the 
emergence of political entities were accompanied by an increase in text 
production and the composition of historiographical literature in particu-
lar, or at the very least literature of a variety of genres that reference the 
past, be it imagined or historically accurate. In this sense, writing went 
hand in hand with the state. It was required as a means of storage, record 
keeping, in order to organize, control, and plan a large, complex economy. 
However, the very need for an administrative apparatus resulted in the 
establishment of infrastructure supporting literacy as a whole and not 
just for administrative purposes: a literate class of scribes serving as state 
o�cials.93 At the same time, establishing, reinforcing, and maintaining 
political hegemony over the fragmented kin-based societies of the ancient 
Near East gave rise to the need to construct collective identity based on 
shared knowledge and shared memories.94 Hence, alongside practi-
cal texts for daily communication, the emergence of territorial polities 
brought with it the gradual composition of literary texts referring to the 
past as a means of self-de�nition. For this reason royal interest in the past 
increased during periods of political consolidation.95 In this context, the 
royal interest in the past was occupied with providing legitimacy not only 
to a reigning king (and dynasty) but also to the very nature of dynastic 
monarchy as stable institutions enduring throughout history.96

Cultural knowledge reinforcing hegemony had to be transmitted and 
institutionalized, and this role was �lled by scribes trained and educated 

93. E.g., Schniedewind 2004, 35–38; Assmann 2006, 85; Sanders 2010, 76–102; 
Haicheng 2014, 1–6.

94. On collective identity and cultural memory, see n. 14 in §1.2.
95. E.g., Machinist 1976; Schniedewind 2004, 40–45; Carr 2005, 31–32, 68–71; 

Assmann 2006, 40–41, 87, 94; Sanders 2010, with further literature.
96. For various examples from Egypt see Redford 1986; Williams 1990; Fischer-

Elfert 2003; and more articles in Tait 2003. On Sumerian literature and the state, see 
Michalowski 1983, 1991; Kramer 1990. On Assyrian and Babylonian literature and the 
state, see J. J. Finkelstein 1963; Machinist 1976; Yamada 1994; Pongratz-Leisten 1997; 
Glassner 2004, 4–6, 56, 89–99; and further articles in Radner and Robson 2011. For 
the Levant, see Sanders 2010; Schniedewind 2019.
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for state service (Schniedewind 2004, 35–47; Van der Toorn 2007, 59–62). 
Scribes were trained to memorize and recite texts, by which they acquired 
a common stock of ideas and phrases that could be used for further text 
production.97 In doing so, they also acquired the cultural knowledge that 
made them not just copyists but intellectuals (Carr 2005, 3–14, 27–47, 
71–75, 127–42; Van der Toorn 2007, 56–57). Education was therefore an 
act of socialization meant to form an upper class of administrators con-
sidered intellectually superior98 and united by similar political, religious, 
ethical, and legal ideas that served as the mortar binding together a politi-
cal entity (Michalowski 1991, 51–53; Carr 2005, 83). In other words, scribal 
education was the mechanism by which the intellectual products of the 
state were not only produced but also utilized to form political and social 
unity.99 Writing was therefore essential as a means for establishing and 
maintaining political hegemony, and accordingly the production of liter-
ary texts was inherent to the very nature of the Near Eastern state. From at 
least the third millennium, many of the Near Eastern kingdoms that had 
existed le� behind textual remains. Without them, we could hardly recon-
struct the political history of the region. Hence, it may even be argued that 
the Near Eastern polities existed �rst and foremost in their writings, and 
this was no less true for the Iron Age Levant.

�e territorial polities that emerged in the early Iron Age Levant were 
kin-based political entities ruled by local dynasties. �ey were the outcome 
of integrating di�erent groups under the rule of newly rising elites (see ch. 
2). It is this social context—newly rising elites with the constant need to 
establish political hegemony over fragmented society—that generated the 
need for writing not only as the means to practice and maintain political 
hegemony (by bureaucratic/administrative control) but also as the means 
to legitimize it by forging a shared memory. �is is the reason for the rapid 
appearance of royal inscriptions throughout the Levant from the second 
half of the ninth century BCE. It went hand in hand with the emergence 
of new territorial polities that had an autonomous scribal education: the 
script, the language, and the material (royal display inscriptions) were all 

97. Schniedewind (2019, 23–48, 70–164) provides a detailed and insightful dis-
cussion of scribal education in the southern Levant vis-à-vis Mesopotamian and 
Egyptian examples.

98. Michalowski 1991, 51–56; Assmann 2006, 111–12; 2011, 124–29; Van der 
Toorn 2007, 56–63.

99. For intellectual products of state formation, see Routledge 2004; Sergi 2015a.
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new media chosen by newly rising elites to promote and reinforce their 
political legitimacy (see discussion in §2.1).

�e appearance of Levantine royal inscriptions in the ninth century 
BCE attests to the prevalence of well-trained and educated scribal com-
munities under the auspices of royal courts. It is reasonable to believe that 
these scribal communities had at their disposal scrolls containing (reli-
gious/historiographic) literary texts on which they relied while preparing 
royal inscriptions (Richey 2021). If so, it may be concluded that by the 
ninth century BCE, Levantine scribes were already in the process of col-
lecting and composing literary texts in the service of monarchic powers. 
�at in turn means that the ruling elites in the Iron Age Levant were eager 
to generate, to legitimate, and to manifest their political power in the form 
of writing. In this sense, royal inscriptions re�ect the very essence of the 
Iron Age Levantine polity—which could only exist if written down. Israel 
and Judah were no di�erent from any other polity that rose to power in the 
Iron Age Levant, which means that literary texts must have been produced 
in both kingdoms.

�e fact that inscriptions with high-level literary texts dated to the 
late ninth/early eighth century BCE were found throughout the southern 
Levant, even in arid and sparsely settled regions, suggests that Israel and 
Judah also would have been able to produce high-level literary works by 
that period (Blum 2019). �us, for instance, the circa 800 BCE plaster 
inscription found at Tell Deir ʿAlla, located in the central Jordan Valley 
(ca. 40 km east of Samaria, 30 km southeast of Tel Reḥov) and the con-
temporaneous Kuntillet ʿAjrud inscriptions (a desert site associated with 
the Israelite court of Jeroboam II) present �ne examples of elegant literary 
writing and scribal cra�, and they both provide direct evidence of scribal 
education.100 Moreover, epigraphic evidence that does not stem directly 
from the courts of Jerusalem or Samaria still demonstrates that by the 
late Iron IIA/early Iron IIB, the knowledge of composing, redacting, and 
probably also collecting literary texts was quite common in the southern 
Levant, even in remote desert polities.

In this context, the Mesha Inscription is also noteworthy: it provides 
the most direct evidence for historiographic literature stemming from the 
process of state formation as the outcome of consolidating political power 
(in this case, the power of Mesha the Dibonite) over the fragmented society 

100. Blum 2008a, 2008b, 2013, 2016; Schniedewind 2019, 23–38, 147–51.
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of the late Iron IIA central Transjordanian Plateau.101 �e Mesha Inscrip-
tion was found at a remote desert site and thus proves that, regardless of 
the wealth accumulated by a particular society and regardless of whether 
or not it was fully sedentary, political consolidation in the Iron Age Levant, 
even in its most arid zones, was accompanied by extensive literary produc-
tion. �ere is no reason to think that late Iron IIA Judah and Israel were 
di�erent from their Moabite neighbor. In fact, the Mesha Inscription has 
been the subject of biblical historiographic analogies more than any other 
text. Scholars note that it shares royal ideology, theological concepts, and 
similar phrasing with several historiographic texts of the Hebrew Bible, 
especially Joshua and Samuel.102 All of the above, along with the fact that 
the Mesha Inscription was written in the Old Hebrew script (the same 
script used in Israel and Judah from the ninth century BCE onward), may 
also attest to royal scribes in the southern Levant as sharing scribal knowl-
edge, practices, and education. One may think of the Omride hegemony 
over both Judah and Moab during the �rst half of the ninth century BCE 
as the historical context in which this extensive south Levantine scribal 
tradition developed (Vanderhoo� 2014).

One last point to consider is the evidence suggested by the text of the 
Tel Dan Stela, as previously noted. It places King Ahaziahu (and his father, 
Jehoram), who reigned within only one year (2 Kgs 8:28–29), within the 
exact same chronological and historical context portrayed in Kings: in the 
battle of Ramoth-Gilead, where he fought side by side with the last Omride 
king of Israel, Joram, son of Ahab. �is could not be merely coincidence. 
Rather, one might reasonably conclude that the list of Judahite kings 
from the house of David, as it appears in the book of Kings, is authentic. 
Considering this, together with the fact that the authors of Kings were 
acquainted with events of the late tenth century BCE (Shishak’s presence 
in Canaan), it would seem that the establishment of a royal chancellery 
where scribes documented the order and reign of Davidic kings could not 
be dated much later than the mid-ninth century BCE (Sergi 2014a).

In sum, there should be little doubt that scribal communities engaged 
in composing and collecting literary texts were at the service of Israel (the 
Omrides) from the �rst half of the ninth century BCE and at the service 
of Judah (the house of David) from the second half of the ninth century 

101. Knauf 1992; Routledge 2004, 133–53; Sergi 2015a, 70–75.
102. For some of the recent studies, see Kreuzer 2000, 187–205; Routledge 2004, 

155–59; Molke 2006, 56–64; Sergi 2015a, 70–75.
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BCE. �is conclusion is signi�cant as far as the epigraphic evidence is con-
cerned as it bears on the dating of biblical texts. �ere is no reason to 
doubt the assumption that high-level literary compositions designed to 
construct shared memory and ideology in the service of state formation 
could have been composed in both Israel (the pre-Priestly Jacob cycle; e.g., 
Blum 2012, 181–211) and Judah (the stories of David’s rise; e.g., Na’aman 
1996b, 2002b) by the early eighth century BCE. As a matter of fact, in light 
of the social and political formation of both kingdoms, it is almost impos-
sible to believe that they did not produce and possess some literary corpus, 
even if small, which should be viewed as the intellectual product of state 
formation. But before elaborating further on that point, the historical con-
text of the Judahite expansion in the ninth century BCE will be presented 
and discussed.

5.5. The House of David during the  
Ninth Century BCE: History and Historiography

�e Tel Dan Stela is the only extrabiblical source referring to Judah and the 
house of David in the ninth century BCE, though it does so quite inciden-
tally. It mentions the death of Ahaziah son of Jehoram, king of the “house 
of David,” while celebrating the Damascene victory over the last Omride 
king, Joram, son of Ahab. Within the overall literary context of the inscrip-
tion, which focuses on the Israelite-Damascene con�ict, Judah seems to 
be a marginal polity, largely dependent on its northern neighbor. A simi-
lar picture is portrayed by the sparse data provided in Kings concerning 
ninth-century BCE Judah, which refers almost exclusively to the relations 
of the Davidic kings with their Israelite counterparts and which repeatedly 
highlights the inferior status of the house of David vis-à-vis the Israelite 
dynasties (see 1 Kgs 15:17–22; 22:1–38, 45, 48–50; 2 Kgs 3:3–27; 8:18–19, 
26, 28–29; 11:1–20; 14:8–14). Doubtless, then, the kingdom of Israel had a 
signi�cant role in the history of Judah at the time. �e ninth century BCE 
was also the period during which the political hegemony of the Davidic 
kings extended from the highlands to the Shephelah and to the Beersheba 
and Arad Valleys. Unfortunately, there is no explicit record of Judahite 
expansion to the west and south, either in biblical or extrabiblical sources. 
�us, while archaeological remains attest to the growing in�uence of the 
house of David during the ninth century BCE, biblical and extrabiblical 
textual sources relate primarily to the relations between the Davidic kings 
and their Israelite counterparts. �erefore, the following section aims to 
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bridge the gap between the images portrayed in the textual sources and the 
one portrayed by the material remains in order to better reconstruct the 
history of Judah during the ninth century BCE, and thus to contextualize 
its formation as a territorial polity.

5.5.1. Can the Expansion of Judah Be Traced in the Book of Kings?  
The Days of Jehoram

�e Shephelah and the southern desert fringe are mentioned in the book 
of Kings for the �rst time in a short report (2 Kgs 8:20–22) embedded 
in the regnal formulas of Jehoram (r. ca. 849–842 BCE).103 �is report is 
chronistic in nature; that is, it is short and factual and contains no theolog-
ical message. It is therefore safe to assume that the author of Kings took it 
from an older chronicle that detailed the deeds of the early kings of Judah, 
and it may thus �rmly re�ect a genuine historical memory from the time 
of Jehoram.

Further, 2 Kgs 8:20 and 8:22a report an Edomite revolt against Judah,104 
while 8:21 records an unsuccessful military campaign that Jehoram led 
against the Edomites. It may seem, accordingly, that before Jehoram’s 
southern campaign Judah had somehow ruled the inhabitants of the south-
ern desert fringe, who at some point rebelled (see 2 Sam 8:14, 1 Kgs 22:48). 

103. Frevel (2016, 161–65, 204–8) has recently advanced the suggestions that 
Jehoram king of Judah and Joram king of Israel were actually the same person, who 
was the son of Ahab (see Barrick 2001; Miller and Hayes 2006, 320–23, with additional 
literature). �is means that the Omrides directly ruled Judah in the �rst half of the 
ninth century BCE. �is reconstruction assumes the complete subordination of the 
house of David to the Omride kings, which in my view is inaccurate (see the discus-
sion in §5.5.2 below). While Joram and Jehoram indeed ruled contemporaneously, the 
attempt to see them as the same person requires many presuppositions and sugges-
tions that go far beyond the available evidence. As argued again and again throughout 
this study, there is no reason to doubt the historicity of the Israelite and Judahite king 
lists embedded in Kings. Again, this is well demonstrated by the Tel Dan Stela (lines 
7–9): not only does it place King Ahaziah, who reigned only one year (2 Kgs 8:28–
29), in precisely the same chronological and historical context as portrayed in Kings, 
but it also makes it quite clear that there were two di�erent monarchs named Joram/
Jehoram—one was the father of Ahaziah of Judah, and the other was the king of Israel.

104. �e verb pšʿ (2 Kgs 8:20, 22a) in Kings usually refers to revolt (see 1 Kgs 
12:19; 2 Kgs 1:1; 3:5b, 7a). In 1 Kgs 8:50 and in prophetic literature (i.e., Isa 1:2, 28; 
43:27; 46:8; 48:8; Jer 2:8, 29; 3:13; 33:8; Ezek 2:3; 18:31; 20:38) it stands for crimes com-
mitted against Yahweh.
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However, and as was demonstrated above, during most of the ninth cen-
tury BCE the inhabitants of the desert fringe south of Judah were engaged 
in the prosperous Arabah copper industry and were probably organized 
in some form of a polity that was related to Gath. Before the fall of Gath, 
Judah could not establish any sort of �rm rule over the desert populations 
to its south. In fact, the biblical account of Jehoram’s southern campaign 
depicts a failure (2 Kgs 8:21): “And Jehoram passed over to Zair [Heb. 
ṣāʿîrâ] and all the chariots with him and he rose up by night and he smote 
Edom [Heb. wayyakkeh ʾet ʾĕdōm] who surrounded him and the captains 
of the chariots and the people �ed home [to their tents].”105 �e verse is 
self-contradictory: the �rst part of the sentence claims that Jehoram smote 
Edom, while the second part indicates that his army bolted. Moreover, it 
is not clear whether the chariots came with Jehoram to battle or whether 
he smote them. Šanda’s (1912, 73) suggestion that the text be amended to 
read “and Edom smote him” (wayyakkeh ʾōtō ʾĕdōm) has been accepted by 
many scholars, as it �ts both the syntax and the context of the report.106 In 
any case, since the �nal sentence indicates the �ight of Jehoram’s army, it is 
clear that the military campaign against Edom was unsuccessful, regard-
less of the speci�c meaning of the verse.107

Ṣeir is identi�ed with Ṣoar (Heb. ṣōʿar; see Gen 13:10, 19:22), which 
is situated in the northern Arabah Valley north of the copper production 
sites at Wadi Feinan (Cogan and Tadmor 1988, 396). Jehoram’s southern 
campaign should therefore be associated with the copper trade and the 
desert polity that developed around the copper industry.108 �at Jehoram’s 
campaign failed may be of some importance. �e �rst victories over the 
Edomites south of Judah are recorded in the days of Amaziah (2 Kgs 14:7) 
during the early eighth century BCE. �is information presents Jehoram’s 
southern campaign in context. It was the �rst of an ongoing e�ort by the 
Judahite kings to push the desert dwellers south and probably to establish 
Judahite hegemony to the south of Judah, in this case perhaps in the Valley 
of Arad. �ese attempts were only successful in the days of Amaziah (early 
eighth century BCE), that is, a�er the fall of Gath and the demise of the 

105. For the translation, see Montgomery 1951, 395.
106. Gray 1970, 460; Würthwein 1984, 323; Cogan and Tadmor 1988, 396.
107. See Montgomery 1951, 395; Gray 1970, 460; Würthwein 1984, 322; Miller 

and Hayes 2006, 322.
108. �erefore, other suggestions for identifying Ṣoar (e.g., Fritz 2003, 277) seem 

less plausible.
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desert polity, which enabled the Davidic kings to establish their rule in the 
Beersheba and Arad Valleys. In this scenario, Jehoram’s military con�icts 
in the Arabah during the 840s BCE should be seen as an early attempt to 
establish Davidic patronage over the desert dwellers and possibly to gain 
access to the copper trade.

Another clue to Jehoram’s attempts at southern expansion may be 
found in the fact that he probably wed his son and heir, Ahaziah (who was 
also the son of Athaliah, Jehoram’s Omride wife), to Zibiah of Beersheba.109 
�e previous principal wives of the Davidic kings (who bore the heirs of 
the dynasty) had either been foreign princesses, for example Naʿamah 
the Ammonite and Athaliah the Omride, or from Jerusalemite families, 
for example, Maacah and Azubah (Niemann 2006b; Na’aman 2013a, 
255–58). Zibiah must have been the daughter of some local leader from 
the Beersheba Valley. �at Jehoram selected a bride from Beersheba as 
the principal wife for his son may indicate that he was already engaged in 
forming patronage relations with the local desert groups. Viewed against 
the background of Jehoram’s (failed) military campaign in the northern 
Arabah (2 Kgs 8:20–22), one may conclude that Jehoram was conduct-
ing an active policy through both military action and diplomatic ventures 
designed to establish Davidic hegemony over the desert south of Judah 
and perhaps to gain access to the lucrative trade crossing through it. In the 
next decade during the days of Jehoram’s grandson Jehoash, these attempts 
culminated with the establishment of Davidic military and administrative 
centers in the region (see §5.2.2, above).

In light of these various factors, the Judahite expansion into the 
south appears to have been a gradual process that began, as far as the 
data go, in the days of Jehoram during the decade of the 40s in the 
ninth century BCE. It concluded a decade or two later in the reign of 
Jehoram’s grandson Jehoash. However, short accounts embedded in the 
regnal formulas of Amaziah and his son Azariah, who ruled Judah in 
the �rst half of the eighth century BCE, indicate that military clashes 
with southern desert groups continued throughout the eighth century 
BCE (2 Kgs 14:7, 22). �is may explain the successive destructions of 
forti�ed desert sites observable in the archaeological record (e.g., Tel 
Beersheba IV, Tel Arad X).

109. According to 2 Kgs 12:2, Zibiah of Beersheba was the mother of Jehoash, 
son of Ahaziah.
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�e Shephelah is mentioned only brie�y in the report regarding the 
Edomite revolt in 2 Kgs 8:22b: “then Libnah revolted at the same time.” 
Libnah is identi�ed by most scholars at Tel Burna (Shai et al. 2012, 142), 
located about 8 km south of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath on the banks of the Guvrin 
River Valley. Taking the account at face value, Libnah, a town that had 
been loyal to Jehoram, rebelled, and Jehoram did not manage to reestab-
lish his authority over it. As previously discussed from the archaeological 
perspective, Libnah (whether identi�ed in Tel Burna or some other site 
along the Guvrin River Valley) �ourished on the periphery of Gath in 
a region lacking social and political integrity (§5.1.3). �e ruling elite 
in Libnah might have tried playing o� their intermediate position by 
shi�ing loyalties between the Davidic kings in the highlands and the 
nearby kings of Gath to strategic advantage. In such a scenario, Libnah 
might have represented Judah’s westernmost point of expansion into the 
Shephelah before the fall of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. Yet, according to the bibli-
cal note this episode would have been short, as eventually the people of 
Libnah revolted against Jehoram’s patronage. In any case, it is reasonable 
to suggest that they were more closely aligned with the prominent urban 
center in their vicinity, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, than they were with the king in 
Jerusalem. �is may also be deduced from the fact that the Iron IIA settle-
ments along the Guvrin River Valley were destroyed contemporaneously 
with Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath (unlike centers in the eastern Shephelah). �e next 
references to sites in the Shephelah in Kings are to Beth-Shemesh (2 Kgs 
14:11) and Lachish (2 Kgs 14:19) while they were under the sovereignty of 
Amaziah. Amaziah’s reign in the early eighth century BCE may therefore 
represent the terminus ad quem for the establishment of Davidic rule over 
the entire Shephelah, east and west. �us Jehoram’s reign probably marks 
the beginning of Davidic attempts to establish political hegemony in the 
western Shephelah.

In light of the aforementioned, one may also conclude that the 
reign of Jehoram during the 840s BCE marked the earliest known Juda-
hite attempts to expand into the western Shephelah and the Beersheba 
and Arad Valleys. �ese e�orts were carried out via diplomatic exchange 
with local elites (such as the rulers of Libnah and Beersheba) or by using 
military force (Jehoram’s failed attack on the Edomites in the Arabah). 
�ese aspirations were successfully realized only a decade later, following 
the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath and the demise of the Arabah copper 
industry. Nevertheless, they provide the best indication of just how grad-
ual the process of Judahite expansion was. Jehoram’s machinations, both 
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military and diplomatic, provide a glimpse into the nature of this process, 
which was not linear but instead characterized by setbacks and retreats 
and by the employment of various strategies. A similar process must have 
characterized the establishment of Davidic rule over communities in the 
eastern Shephelah (§5.1.4) which, as the scenario involving Libnah indi-
cates, had likely begun prior to Jehoram’s reign, sometime before 850 BCE.

Yet the question arises: Why do we have such information regarding 
only the reign of Jehoram? In order to provide an answer, it would seem 
wise to consider the political context in which he acted. Jehoram was mar-
ried to Athaliah, an Omride princess from Samaria, likely the daughter of 
Omri himself. �is signi�es above all that Jehoram had the backing of one 
of the most powerful dynasties in the southern Levant, which according to 
Kings had an ever-increasing in�uence on the house of David.

5.5.2. The House of David and the House of Omri: Political and  
Personal Alliance

�e hostility that characterized the relations between the house of David 
and the pre-Omride kings of Israel (§4.3.2) ended with the rise of the 
Omride dynasty (see 1 Kgs 22:45). Omri reversed the former aggressive 
politics toward Jerusalem and allied Samaria with the house of David. �e 
alliance between the Omrides and Davidites was sealed with the marriage 
of Jehoram, the son and heir of King Jehoshaphat, to Athaliah, an Omride 
princess, probably the daughter of Omri himself (1 Kgs 22:45; 2 Kgs 8:18, 
26).110 Ahaziah, the son of this union, inherited the throne of Judah (2 Kgs 
8:25–26), personifying the bond between the two royal houses.

Diplomatic marriages were a common means to achieve cooperation 
and collaboration between rulers in kin-based societies. In a few docu-
mented cases, powerful ancient Near Eastern kings dispatched daughters 

110. According to 2 Kgs 8:18, Athaliah was the daughter of Ahab. But according 
to 2 Kgs 8:26 she was the daughter of Omri. Begrich (1935) and Katzenstein (1955) 
argue, by calculating the regnal years of the kings of Judah, that Athaliah probably was 
the daughter of Omri and the sister of Ahab (see Montgomery 1951, 396; Barré 1988, 
87 n. 55). Furthermore, Levin (1982, 83 n. 3) notes that the title “daughter of Ahab” 
appears in the theological evaluation of Jehoram, thus representing the theological 
worldview of the authors of Kings. In a marked contrast, the title “daughter of Omri” 
appears in the introductory verses to the reign of Ahaziah, which probably re�ect an 
earlier source and which seem more reliable historically. For the theological meaning 
of the title “house of Ahab,” see also Ishida 1975.
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to the royal courts of their vassals (or to lesser kings), expecting them to 
become the principal wives, who as such were designated to bear the heir 
to the throne. In this way, the powerful kings could secure the loyalty of 
lesser royal houses.111 �is was likely the manner in which the marriage 
of Athaliah to Jehoram was conceived. Judah at that time was still a mar-
ginal polity, restricted to the southern and less populated region of the 
central Canaanite Highlands, while the Omrides ruled a relatively large 
territorial polity, encompassing the Samaria Hills, the northern valleys, 
and central Transjordan. �e Omrides were allied with other powerful 
rulers of the Levant and had been playing an important role in the inter-
national arena. Judah and the house of David were inferior relative to their 
northern counterparts in almost every aspect. Hence, the Davidic kings in 
Jerusalem would have gained considerable prestige and power from the 
marital alliance with the Omrides. From Samaria’s perspective, Athaliah 
would have been sent to Jerusalem with the aim to take the role of the 
principal wife in the Davidic court, and indeed her son Ahaziah inherited 
the throne of Judah a�er his father died (2 Kgs 8:26). �e presence of an 
Omride princess in the court of Jerusalem, and that Ahaziah was a descen-
dant of both royal houses, secured the loyalty of the Davidic kings toward 
their stronger patrons to the north, the Omrides from Samaria.

Some scholars have gone as far as to describe the Omride–Davidic 
alliance as a lord-vassal relationship, arguing that the Davidic kings had 
been subjugated by the Omrides.112 �is reconstruction relies mostly on 
the assumption that prior to the Omrides Judah had not developed into 
a full-blown monarchy.113 However, this view is based on underestima-
tion of the Davidic monarchy and ignores the relevant archaeological 
�nds discussed earlier in this study. By the early tenth century, Jeru-
salem stood out as the seat of a local elite with the construction of the 
stepped-stone structure. Monumental and public building activity con-
tinued throughout the tenth and ninth centuries BCE on the summit of 
the City of David as well as on its northwestern slope (§5.3). �e forti�-

111. Batto 1974, 37–53; Hallo 1976, 31–33; Singer 1991; Marsman 2003, 387–88; 
Podany 2010, 232–33.

112. E.g., Donner 1977, 391; Liverani 2005, 128–30; Miller and Hayes 2006, 303; 
Davies 2007, 140–41; Frevel 2016, 191–213; 2019; 2021.

113. �is view is quite common. See, e.g., Knauf 2000a; Berlejung 2012, 127–29; 
Frevel 2016, 157–65; 2019; 2021. It is most strongly advanced by Finkelstein 1999a, 
2003a, 2006b, 2011a, 2012.
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cation of Mizpah (§4.1.3) in the early ninth century BCE and the royal 
estate in Tel Moza (§5.3.4), when taken together with settlement patterns 
and oscillations in Benjamin and Judah (§4.1), indicate that, by the late 
tenth/early ninth centuries BCE and before the Omride reign, Jerusalem 
stood at the heart of a local, independent polity. �is polity ruled the 
entire southern parts of the central Canaanite Highlands, subordinated 
local clans and families to the house of David in Jerusalem, and mas-
tered local agricultural resources. Furthermore, the close economic and 
social relations between Gath and Jerusalem in the �rst half of the ninth 
century BCE (§§5.1.3, 5.1.5, 5.4.1) indicate that the Davidic kings man-
aged their foreign policy independently of Omride interests. �us, while 
there is little doubt that the Davidic kings were inferior to the Omrides 
(in terms of wealth and regional in�uence), there is no reason to argue 
for a vassal relationship. Vassal treaties imposed annual tributes, which 
vassals had to pay to their subjugators (see the tribute Mesha paid to 
the Omrides according to 2 Kgs 3:4), but there is no evidence to sug-
gest that the Judahite kings paid such tribute to their northern neighbor 
(Na’aman 2013a, 258–61).

In short, I see no reason to argue that Judah, even if it comprised 
more or less a highland polity in the tenth and early ninth centuries BCE, 
was so underdeveloped that it had to have been a vassal of the Omrides. 
�ere is no evidence, archaeological or textual, to suggest that the Davidic 
kings were entirely subjugated to the will of the Omrides, and therefore 
the Davidic-Omride relations should be viewed through a di�erent set of 
lenses. Of course, the alliance between Israel and Judah was not an alli-
ance between equal peers. What transpired here can be better understood 
in the context of patronage relations. With the marriage of Athaliah to 
Jehoram, the Omride family established itself as patrons of the Davidic 
family. Within this patronage relationship, the Davidic kings had to pro-
vide military services, as evidenced by Kings (e.g., 1 Kgs 22:1–38, 45; 2 Kgs 
3:4–27; 8:28–29) and the Tel Dan Stela (lines 7–9). �e Davidic kings must 
have received something in return for their loyalty and military aid, and 
marriage to the daughter of one of the most powerful dynasties in the 
southern Levant could have been the prize. A�er all, never before (nor 
a�er) had any of the Davidic kings married a princess originating from a 
strong and in�uential polity.

Indeed, three Judahite kings (Jehoshaphat, Jehoram, and Ahaziah) 
most likely bene�ted from the backing and protection of a powerful 
south Levantine dynasty. Furthermore, biblical and extrabiblical sources 
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reveal that the Davidic and Omride kings maintained close political and 
military connections. �is, together with the presence of an Omride 
princess and her entourage in Jerusalem, indicates direct in�uence of the 
Omrides within the Jerusalem court.114 In this context, it is not surprising 
that Jehoram was the �rst Judahite king attributed with an expansionist 
policy pursued through military campaigns and diplomatic e�orts (2 Kgs 
8:20–22). �at he was married to Athaliah likely presented him with the 
opportunity to pursue his territorial ambitions with at least Omride con-
sent, if not explicit support. From an archaeological point of view, much 
of the territorial expansion of Judah took place gradually throughout the 
ninth century BCE. �is means that the extension of Davidic political 
control occurred at least partially under Omride patronage. �e Omrides’ 
patron relationship with the house of David therefore provided the histor-
ical context for Judah’s ongoing expansion—slowly but steadily—during 
the �rst half of the ninth century BCE.115

�is Davidic-Omride alliance was brought to its tragic end on the 
battle�eld. In 842/841 BCE, Hazael, king of Aram-Damascus, and Joram 
son of Ahab, the last Omride king of Israel, fought each other at the battle 
of Ramoth-Gilead. Both the Tel Dan Stela and the narrative in Kings 
(2 Kgs 8:28–29) indicate that Ahaziah, king of Judah (and Athaliah’s 
son), joined Joram in his �ght against Hazael. �e outcome of the battle 
at Ramoth-Gilead had a major destabilizing e�ect on both royal dynas-
ties. �e Israelite-Judahite forces were defeated, and Joram and Ahaziah 
were likely killed in battle (or died as an immediate consequence of it; see 
2 Kgs 9:22–24, 27–28).116 As a result, Jehu son of Nimshi, a senior member 
of Joram’s army, took advantage of the defeat and usurped the throne in 
Samaria by way of a bloody coup, killing o� the royal family of the Omride 
dynasty (2 Kgs 9–10). In Judah, Ahaziah’s mother, Athaliah, seized the 
throne (2 Kgs 11:1–3) but was murdered a few years later during a court 
revolt. A young male was then crowned as a Davidic king in her stead. 
�is tragic end, with its troubling dynastic consequences for the house 

114. Frevel (2021) has recently suggested that Yahweh was �rst introduced to the 
Davidic court by the Omrides.

115. See also Finkelstein 2003a; Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006; Fantalkin 2008. 
While I reject the view that Judah was not a well-developed polity (whatever that 
means) prior to the Omrides, I do agree that it was the Omride hegemony that facili-
tated the Davidic expansion at least in the �rst half of the ninth century BCE.

116. �e battle of Ramoth-Gilead is discussed in §3.3.
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of David, overshadows the entire period during which the Davidic kings 
were allied with the Omrides and colors the period in a negative tone.

5.5.3. The Reign of Jehoshaphat between History and Historiography

Interestingly, and in spite of the fact that three successive Judahite kings 
were allied with the Omrides—Jehoshaphat, Jehoram, and Ahaziah—the 
only narrative accounts in Kings that relate to the Davidic-Omride alli-
ance are attributed to Jehoshaphat (1 Kgs 22:1–38, 2 Kgs 3:4–27). For his 
successors, Jehoram and Ahaziah, whose reigns were de�ned by their deep 
relations with the Omrides (the �rst was married to an Omride princess 
and pursued an expansionist policy under Omride auspices; the second 
was the son of an Omride princess and died in battle�eld in service of 
the Omrides), there is no additional information besides the factual notes 
embedded in their regnal formulas. It is therefore intriguing to ask: Why 
was Jehoshaphat chosen by later Judahite scribes to �gure in narrative 
accounts relating to the Davidic-Omride alliance?

Jehoshaphat (r. ca. 870–849 BCE) was the son and heir of Asa, and 
the book of Kings provides the following information about Jehoshaphat’s 
reign: (1) a note about his alliance with the kings of Israel (1 Kgs 22:45) 
is embedded in his regnal formula (1 Kgs 22:41–51), (2) a note about an 
unsuccessful attempt to renew maritime trade in the Gulf of Eilat (1 Kgs 
22:48–50) is likewise embedded in his regnal formula, (3) two narrative 
accounts describe Jehoshaphat’s participation in battles alongside Omride 
kings in Ramoth-Gilead (1 Kgs 22:1–38) and against Moab (2 Kgs 3:4–
27). Each of these texts will be addressed in turn.

�e note in 1 Kgs 22:45 relates how Jehoshaphat “made peace” with 
Israel. �is short note should be read in conjunction with similar notes 
about the former hostility between Israel and Judah that are embedded 
in the regnal formulas of Jehoshaphat’s predecessors (1 Kgs 14:30; 15:16–
22, 32). �is creates the impression that Jehoshaphat brought to an end 
the formerly lengthy con�ict, which according to Kings began with the 
schism of the united monarchy. �e note uses the Hebrew verb šlm in the 
hiphil form, which conveys the sense of surrender (see Deut 20:12, Josh 
10:1, 11:19) and thus depicts how the Davidic-Omride alliance formed by 
Jehoshaphat was perceived. It seems that the authors/redactors of Kings 
added these notes regarding con�ict/peace with Israel to all the reigns 
of the kings of Judah up to Jehoshaphat, most likely relying on textual 
sources they had in their possession (such as the story of the schism in 
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1 Kgs 12:1–24 and the one about the con�ict between Asa and Baasha in 
1 Kgs 15:17–22). In the case of Jehoshaphat, the authors of Kings probably 
relied on the narrative accounts regarding Jehoshaphat’s participation in 
the Omride wars, which will be discussed subsequently.

�e short account in 1 Kgs 22:48–50 relates to Jehoshaphat’s fail-
ure to resume lucrative maritime trade in the Gulf of Eilat, which had 
supposedly thrived as a joint Phoenician-Judahite venture during the 
days of Solomon (1 Kgs 9:26–28; 10:11, 22). �e account begins with 
a statement indicating that Edom had at that time been governed by a 
prefect rather than by a king (1 Kgs 22:48). Regardless of the historic-
ity of this assertion, it is likely meant to explain how Jehoshaphat could 
have built his �eet in Edomite territory. �e account goes on to say that 
the ships Jehoshaphat had built in Ezion-Geber were wrecked (v. 49), 
yet he refused any assistance from Ahaziah, the son of Ahab and king 
of Israel (v. 50). Many scholars have tried to reconstruct the historical 
circumstances around Jehoshaphat’s attempt to resume southern mari-
time trade and have concluded that Jehoshaphat’s refusal of Ahaziah’s 
aid was a way for Judah to assert its independence from Omride domi-
nation. However, Ezion-Geber, best identi�ed as Tell el-Kheleifeh, in 
the Gulf of Eilat, was not inhabited prior to the eighth century BCE 
(Finkelstein 2014b), and there is no indication in the archaeological 
or historical record that Judah ever participated in any kind of mari-
time trade in the Red Sea before the second half of the ninth century 
BCE. �erefore, the historicity of this short account is doubtful. Fur-
thermore, that the account is placed within the conclusion formula of 
Jehoshaphat’s reign (and not just a�er the introduction formula, as in 
other cases) raises the possibility that it was inserted by the authors 
of Kings, perhaps in order to argue that Jehoshaphat was not entirely 
submissive to the Omrides, as may be deduced from the narrative 
accounts discussed next. Be that as it may, we are le� with only the 
short note that remarks on his peace making with Israel as reliable his-
torical information on Jehoshaphat’s reign. �e other note about his 
failed attempt to supposedly reestablish trade in the Red Sea is prob-
ably not reliable.

�e narrative account in 1 Kgs 22:1–38 relates how the king of Israel 
died in battle against Aram-Damascus at Ramoth-Gilead. �e account 
of the battle (2 Kgs 22:2b–4, 29–37, interrupted by a prophetic story in 
22:5–28) focuses on the relationship between the king of Israel and the 
king of Judah. According to the story, the king of Israel (identi�ed as 
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Ahab only in v. 20) initiated a war against Aram-Damascus at Ramoth-
Gilead (v. 3) and asked Jehoshaphat to join him (v. 4). Jehoshaphat seems 
quite willing, replying: “I am as you are, my people as your people and 
my horses as your horses,” a�er which the two kings march into battle 
together (v. 29). Interestingly, prior to combat, the king of Israel orders 
Jehoshaphat to exchange clothes with him in the hope that the Aramaean 
army will mistake Jehoshaphat for Israel’s king (vv. 30–31). Despite the 
ruse and Jehoshaphat’s willingness to endanger his own life for the sake of 
Israel’s king, the king of Judah survives, while the king of Israel is killed 
(1 Kgs 22:32–38). �e prophetic story in verses 5–28 presents Jehoshaphat 
as a pious king, zealous in his desire to ascertain Yahweh’s will through his 
prophets before the battle.

Although many scholars treat this story as a uni�ed literary work (e.g., 
Rehm 1979, 215–16; Cogan 2001, 496–98), Ernst Würthwein (1984, 253–
57) demonstrates that the account of the battle (1 Kgs 22:2b-4, 29–38*) is 
not explicitly connected to the prophetic story that intersects it.117 �is 
conclusion is based on the following observations: (1) the summary of the 
battle (vv. 29–37) disregards three important elements that are mentioned 
in the prophetic story: the expected defeat (v. 17), the fate of the false 
prophet Zedekiah (v. 25), and the fate of the true prophet, Micaiah son of 
Imlah, who is imprisoned until the end of the battle; and (2) Jehoshaphat 
ignores the prophecy he asked for (vv. 5–8) and joins the battle (v. 29) 
despite the warnings of Yahweh’s prophets (vv. 17, 19–23). Würthwein’s 
conclusion is further supported by the fact that the prophetic story (vv. 
5–28) shares speci�c terminology and theological concepts (which do 
not occur in the battle account in vv. 2b–4, 29–38*) with Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel.118 �ese links are not accidental, as the prophetic story in 1 Kgs 

117. For similar conclusions see H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 42–45; Rofé 1988, 142–52.
118. �e terminological and theological similarities between the prophetic story 

in 1 Kgs 22:5–28 and Jeremiah and Ezekiel include the following: the symbolic act 
of the false prophet Zedekiah (1 Kgs 22:11), which is similar to the symbolic act 
performed by the false prophet Hananiah ben Azur in Jer 28; the words used by the 
prophet (1 Kgs 22:11: “With these you shall push Aram until they are destroyed”), 
repeated mainly in Jer 9:15, 14:12, 44:27, 49:37, Ezek 34:21; the verb nbʾ in the niphal 
form (1 Kgs 22:12) is typical to Jeremiah (e.g., Jer 2:8; 5:31; 11:21; 14:14–16; 19:14; 
20:1, 6; 23:25–26, 32) and Ezekiel (e.g., Ezek 4:7; 6:2; 11:4, 13; 12: 27; 13:2, 16–17; 
21:2, 7, 14, 19, 33) but it is rather rare in the Deuteronomistic History (Deuteron-
omy–Kings); the phrase “the words of the prophets” (dibrê hannəbîʾîm) in 1 Kgs 22:13 
appears again only in Jer 23:16, 27:16, 28:9, and its appearance is made in a similar 
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22:5–28, like Jeremiah and Ezekiel, deals with the problem of true and 
false prophecies (Moberly 2003). �e theological discourse regarding true 
and false prophecies was a consequence of Jerusalem’s destruction in the 
early sixth century BCE and thus represents the theological milieu of the 
Judean intellectual elite during the Persian period (Dafni 2000; Ben Zvi 
2010). It is thus logical to conclude that the prophetic story (2 Kgs 22:5–
28) was inserted later to expand on the battle account (vv. 2b–4, 29–38*) 
by incorporating Persian-period theology into it.

�e question is, therefore, what historical reality, if any, is re�ected in 
the earlier battle account? Allegedly, the prophetic story contradicts the 
Assyrian documents, according to which both Ahab and his heir, Joram, 
were allies rather than foes of Hadadezer, king of Aram-Damascus.119 In 
attempting to solve this confusion, Na’aman (2005) suggests that the story 
in 1 Kgs 22:1–38 depicts the death of Ahab at the battle of Qarqur fought 
against Shalmaneser III in 853 BCE. He argues that the death of Ahab 
(vv. 32–38) is narrated as the death of a hero and thus re�ects a positive 
memory of the king. Indeed, Ahab must have died around 853 BCE, not 
long a�er the battle of Qarqur, but according to Kings he died peace-
fully (1 Kgs 22:40) rather than on the battle�eld. �ere is also no reason 
to assume that his death is commemorated as heroic in 1 Kgs 22:32–38.120 
Last, the narration of the battle account in verses 2b–4, 29–38* refers spe-
ci�cally to a battle against the Aramaeans fought at Ramoth-Gilead, and it 

theological context (warning of false prophecies); the demand of the king of Israel 
(1 Kgs 22:16, “you speak to me nothing but the truth”) is repeated only in Jer 9:4; 23:28 
and in a similar theological context (false prophecies); the prophecy of Micaiah ben 
Imlah (1 Kgs 22:17) corresponds to a similar prophecy in Ezek 34, esp. 34:5–6, and 
uses the same verbs and the same metaphor (see Num 27:17).

119. �e harmonistic solution advanced by some scholars (e.g., Montgomery 
1951, 337; Noth 1965, 243-45; Cogan 2001, 496), as if the alliance between Israel 
and Aram-Damascus were dependent on the nature of the Assyrian threat, should 
be rejected. It is di�cult to assume that Ahab or Joram could �ght with the kings of 
Damascus in the short time that elapsed between the Assyrian campaigns of 853–845 
BCE (discussed in §3.3).

120. �e portrayal of Ahab’s death in 1 Kgs 22:32–38 hardly re�ects a heroic 
memory of the king: a�er Ahab is wounded, he orders the driver of his chariot to 
“Turnabout, and carry me out of the battle, for I am wounded” (22:34). It is later writ-
ten that “the king was propped up [Heb. moʿāmād] in his chariot” (22:35). �e verb 
ʿmd used in the passive hophal form indicates that the king of Israel, against his own 
will, was propped up in his chariot as if he were still leading the battle. In my view, this 
phrasing re�ects criticism, rather than a positive memory.
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is doubtful that its earlier version even mentioned Ahab, whose identi�ca-
tion is only made in the later prophetic story (v. 20) that expands on the 
original battle account.

Others suggest that the account re�ects the historical reality of the 
second half of the ninth century BCE, a period when the kingdom of Israel 
was defeated in the face of the mounting Aramaean hegemony.121 How-
ever, there is no reason to believe that any of the kings from the house of 
Nimshi were killed in battle against Aram-Damascus. �e only Israelite 
king who might have been killed in battle was Joram, son of Ahab, and if 
he was killed in a battle—as is also asserted on the Tel Dan Stela—it was 
at the battle of Ramoth-Gilead. For this reason, some scholars suggest that 
the story in 1 Kgs 22:1–38 re�ects the battle of Ramoth-Gilead.122 �is 
conclusion has not gained much scholarly support, likely because the his-
torical narration in Kings attributes the murder of Joram to Jehu (2 Kgs 
9:22–24). �e Tel Dan Stela has shed new light on this conclusion as both 
sources—the royal inscription and the early battle account in 1 Kgs 22:2b–
4, 29–38*—describe the battle of Ramoth-Gilead in a similar manner. 
�e king of Israel attacked Ramoth-Gilead, which was under Aramaean 
dominion (1 Kgs 22:3; lines 3–4 in the inscription), but was defeated and 
died as a consequence (1 Kgs 22:34–37; lines 7–9 in the inscription). It 
may therefore be concluded that Joram is the “king of Israel” whose name 
is missing in the earliest version of the battle account in 1 Kgs 22:2b–4, 
29–38*.123

Further support for this conclusion is to be found by comparing the 
depiction of Joram’s death during Jehu’s rebellion (2 Kgs 9:22–24) with 

121. E.g., Miller 1966; Pitard 1987, 124–25, 167–68; Stipp 1987, 198–201.
122. E.g., H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 61–63; Herrmann 1973, 214–15; De Vries 1978, 

92–99; 1985, 266–67.
123. 2 Kgs 22:35bβ–36, 38 adjusts the story of the king’s death on the battle�eld 

to Elijah’s prophecy in 1 Kgs 21:20–24, which foresees the fall of the Omride dynasty 
in the days of Joram, son of Ahab. �is prophecy is ful�lled by Jehu’s revolt (2 Kgs 
9:36–37, 10:10–11), and thus the attempt to present Ahab’s death on the battle�eld as 
a realization of Elijah’s prophecy seems secondary to the main compositional stage of 
Kings (H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 134; Würthwein 1984, 257; Stipp 1987, 210–11, 362–63, 
435–37; S. Otto 2001, 121–29, 202–11). Yet, since the entire prophetic story in 22:5–28 
is secondary, 22:35bβ–36, 38 is also secondary to the early battle account. In other 
words, because of the introduction of Ahab into the early battle account, the prophetic 
expansion was also adapted to comply with Elijah’s prophecy by the insertion of these 
verses.
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that of the king’s death in 1 Kgs 22:29–37. In both cases, an arrow hit the 
king, and he died in his chariot during a battle against the Aramaeans 
at Ramoth-Gilead; both narrations use speci�c terms and phrases that 
do not appear again in the biblical historiographic literature.124 Indeed, 
these narrations belong to two di�erent and noncontemporaneous 
accounts (though one could have been the Vorlage of the other), but the 
historical circumstances and the similarity of the content and the phras-
ing indicate a shared historical memory: the death of the king of Israel in 
his chariot as a direct consequence of a battle fought against the Aramae-
ans at Ramoth-Gilead.

�e role of Jehoshaphat in the earlier battle account remains an 
obstacle to any attempt at identifying the historical setting of this story 
with the battle of Ramoth-Gilead. All the other sources that refer to this 
battle indicate that it was Ahaziah, rather than Jehoshaphat, who sided 
with Joram against the Aramaeans. Moreover, all sources indicate that the 
king of Judah was killed in the battle or as an immediate consequence, 
while Jehoshaphat is spared in the battle account of 1 Kgs 22:2b–4, 29–38*. 
Historiographically speaking, it becomes clear that this story is not an 
accurate documentation of events, as it was composed at a high literary 
level and includes dialogues (between the king of Israel and the king of 
Judah), irony (the death of a king struggling to avoid his own death), and 
some folkloric characteristics (such as the disguise of the king). Further-
more, the focus of this account is on the relationship between the king 
of Israel and the king of Judah rather than on the battle itself. �e story 
emphasizes the inferior status of Jehoshaphat relative to the Israelite king. 
Jehoshaphat is depicted as a passive �gure who capitulates to the will of 
the king of Israel, not only by participating in a battle that was only in the 
interest of Israel (v. 3) but also by risking his life for the sake of the Israelite 
king (vv. 30–31). �e eventual death of the king of Israel emphasizes this 
characterization, as it reveals Jehoshaphat as having been allied with a king 
who su�ered defeat. For this reason, the account has been characterized as 
a lesson with a political message, since it criticizes the pro-Omride policy 
of the Davidic kings.125 Yet, the battle account in 1 Kgs 22:2b–4, 29–38* 

124. �ese include the phrase “turn hand” (hāpōk yād) in 1 Kgs 22:34 and 2 Kgs 
9:23, the verb ḥlh for indicating the king’s injury (1 Kgs 22:34; 2 Kgs 8:29), and the 
noun rakāb (charioteer) in 1 Kgs 22:34 and 2 Kgs 9:17.

125. H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 51–52; Würthwein 1984, 281–82; Rofé 1988, 142–52; 
Brichto 1992, 183–85.
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should not be regarded as a parable disconnected from any speci�c histor-
ical reality but as a lesson using a familiar historical event and referring to 
a common memory about the past in order to convey a political message.126

A second narrative account embedded in 2 Kgs 3:4–27 relates how 
Jehoshaphat took part in an unsuccessful military campaign initiated by 
Joram, son of Ahab, in order to suppress Mesha’s rebellion in Moab. As 
in the story of the battle of Ramoth-Gilead, Jehoshaphat seems quite will-
ing to support the king of Israel, and his response to the king’s request 
for aid is similar (v. 7): “I am as you are, my people as your people and 
my horses as your horses.” �e depiction of the military campaign in 
Moab (vv. 4–9, 21–27) is interrupted with a prophetic story (vv. 11–20) 
that presents Jehoshaphat as a pious king who adheres to the prophecy of 
Yahweh before going into battle.127 �is conclusion is based on the follow-
ing observations: (1) Elisha is suddenly introduced into the narrative in 
verse 11 and is the main �gure of the plot only in verses 11–18, a�er which 
he completely disappears; (2) Elisha’s prophecies are not really ful�lled.
�e prophecy regarding Moab’s defeat (v. 18) is not ful�lled, since Israel 
was forced to retreat (v. 27). �e prophecy about the water for the thirsty 
Israelite army (vv. 9b, 16–17) is ful�lled, but it serves another purpose (the 
deception of Mesha in v. 20) and in a di�erent way (v. 16 vis-à-vis v. 20).128 
Furthermore, the prophetic story (vv. 11–20, 25) that interrupts the battle 
account shares speci�c terminology and theological ideas with Jeremiah 
and Ezekiel as well as the Elijah cycle (1 Kgs 17–19), all composed no 
earlier than the late sixth century BCE.129 In this light, and due to the simi-

126. Some scholars have suggested that the prophetic story in 1 Kgs 22:1–38 was 
inserted into Kings in a later stage of redaction, which means that the early authors/
redactors of the book were not acquainted with this story. �e evidence for such liter-
ary reconstruction, however, is far from conclusive, and there are still enough reasons 
to believe that the early version of the story already existed in the �rst edition of Kings. 
For a detailed discussion, see Sergi 2016a, 517–18, and further below.

127. Some scholars have argued for the literary unity of the prophetic story in 
2 Kgs 3:4–27 (e.g., Šanda 1912, 18–24, 80–82; Montgomery 1951, 358; Rehm 1979, 
40–42; Cogan and Tadmor 1988, 48–52; Na’aman 2007c, 158–60), but see below.

128. H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 32–34; Würthwein 1984, 281; Fritz 2003, 243–44; 
Gass 2009.

129. A rather late tradition that presents Elisha as the heir of Elijah appears in 
2 Kgs 3:11 (cf. 1 Kgs 19:16, 19–21); see also S. Otto 2001, 209–11; 2 Kgs 3:13 men-
tions the “Baal prophets,” who, according to the story in 1 Kgs 17–18, were Elijah’s 
adversaries; see S. Otto 2001, 209–11; Elisha’s oath in 2 Kgs 3:14 is repeated only in 
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larity to the prophetic story in 1 Kgs 22:5–28 (in both Jehoshaphat asks for 
a prophecy before the battle, and in both the prophecy is ambiguous and 
does not a�ect Jehoshaphat’s decision to join the war), it would seem that 
both prophetic stories were written sometime during the Persian period as 
expansions on older battle accounts.130

Nonetheless, the early battle account regarding the campaign in Moab 
contains folkloristic elements,131 some of which are inconsistent with the 
theology of Kings and seem to be earlier: (1) according to 3:21–24, the 
rising sun misleads Mesha into believing that the kings, who are in reality 
attacking him, are �ghting with each other; (2) according to 3:26–27, in the 
face of the mighty Israelite attack, Mesha, in an act of despair, sacri�ces his 
own son and heir. As a result, “divine wrath” forces Joram and Jehoshaphat 
to retreat.132 It has been suggested that the early battle account was origi-
nally composed in Israel without the inclusion of either Jehoshaphat or 
the king of Edom133 and that it was later expanded in Judah. �ere it was 
redacted together with other prophetic stories (e.g., 1 Kgs 22:1–38, 2 Kgs 
6:24–7:20) before �nally being integrated into the book of Kings.134

the Elijah-Elisha traditions (1 Kgs 17:1, 18:15, 2 Kgs 5:16); the phrase “�e hand of 
Yahweh came upon him” (2 Kgs 3:15) appears only in Ezek 1:3; 3:14, 22; 33:22; 37:1; 
40:1; the absolute form of the verb ʿśh (2 Kgs 3:16) appears in a similar manner only 
in Jer 4:8, Ezek 23:30, Esth 9:17–18; and the phrase “�e word of Yahweh is with him” 
(2 Kgs 3:12) appears in a similar syntactic form in Jer 27:18, 37:17.

130. �e insertion of prophetic stories into Kings during the Persian period may 
be seen as an attempt to “propheticize” the book; see further in Römer 2015b.

131. See H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 34; Würthwein 1984, 284–85; Stipp 1987, 148–49; S. 
Otto 2001, 215–16; Kratz 2008, 105; Gass 2009, 82–83.

132. �ere is no disagreement regarding the conclusion that the divine wrath (2 Kgs 
3:27) was the result of Mesha’s sacri�ce (2 Kgs 3:26). Nevertheless, scholars disagree 
regarding whether it was the divine wrath of Kemosh, the Moabite god (e.g., Šanda 
1912, 23–24; Gray 1970, 439; Stipp 1987, 497–98; S. Otto 2001, 216) or that of Yahweh 
(e.g., Rehm 1979, 48; Cogan and Tadmor 1988, 51–52; Kratz 2008, 108–9). For further 
discussion, see H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 34 n. 8; Würthwein 1984, 284; Kratz 2008, 106–9.

133. Stipp (1987, 63–151, and see esp. 140–151) has identi�ed the early Israelite 
tradition as 2 Kgs 3:16–17, 19, 24, 25, 27; S. Otto (2001, 215–16) has identi�ed it as 
2 Kgs 3:20–24, 26–27. According to Kratz (2008, 105) the early Israelite tradition is 
to be identi�ed with 2 Kgs 3:(4)5–6a, 26a, 27. According to Gass (2009, 65–84), only 
2 Kgs 3:24–27 constitutes the original core of the story.

134. For the assumption that a cycle of prophetic stories was composed separately 
and added to Kings only at a later stage of its redaction, see, e.g., H.-C. Schmitt 1972, 
32–72, 131–38; S. Otto 2001, 197–219, 252.
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�e omission of the king of Edom from the original battle account 
seems reasonable. �e king of Edom is introduced into the account only 
in verse 9 (cf. vv. 6–7) and mentioned only in the prophetic expansion 
(v. 12). Furthermore, verse 26 makes better sense if the king of Edom 
was not originally part of the battle account.135 �e same goes for the 
odd direction of the military campaign.136 Nonetheless, the omission 
of Jehoshaphat from the early account a�ects its literary cohesiveness. 
�e conclusion of the account in verses 26–27 cannot be understood 
without verses 20–24, which clearly relate to more than one king attack-
ing Mesha. If only one king were leading the campaign against Moab, 
Mesha’s misconception that his enemies were �ghting against each other 
would make no sense. It seems, therefore, that the early battle account 
is to be found in 2 Kgs 3: 4–7(8), 21–24, 26–27. �is account relates 
how Joram and Jehoshaphat had to retreat from their successful military 
campaign against Mesha because of divine wrath. In other words, it pro-
vides an unnatural explanation for the failure of Joram to subdue Mesha 
even though Israel was viewed as much stronger than Moab. Like the 
early account of the battle of Ramoth-Gilead (1 Kgs 22:2b–4, 29–38*), 
this account also depicts how the king of Judah was led into defeat on 
the battle�eld �ghting a war he did not initiate and from which he did 
not bene�t.137

135. It is stated in 2 Kgs 3:26 that the king of Moab tried “to break through to 
the king of Edom.” �is statement makes no sense if the king of Edom was �ghting 
with Joram and Jehoshaphat. Scholars argued that Edom should be read “Aram” (e.g., 
Montgomery 1951, 363; Na’aman 2007c, 161), but there is no sense in reading “Aram” 
here, as the northern neighbor of Moab was Ammon. Assuming that this verse was 
only added with the prophetic expansion solves this problem.

136. According to 2 Kgs 3:8, Joram attacked Moab through Edom, which is odd 
since Israel was located northwest of Moab. Some scholars have tried to �nd military 
reasoning behind this odd direction (e.g., Šanda 1912, 18–19; Montgomery 1951, 360; 
Gass 2009, 70–75). It is better to assume, however, that it was added only with the 
insertion of the king of Edom to the story in order to explain the illusion of the water 
that looked like blood (using the Hebrew wordplay dam [= blood] for ʿĕdōm [the 
name of the polity, which also refers to the color red]).

137. It has been suggested that the story in 2 Kgs 3:4–27 was inserted into Kings 
only in a secondary and late stage of the book’s redaction. In light of the analysis pre-
sented here, it would be better to assume that the early battle account about the Isra-
elite-Judahite campaign against Moab had already been integrated into Kings during 
its early stage of composition in late monarchic Judah. It was expanded further with 
a prophetic story (2 Kgs 3:9–20, 25) as part of a supplementary prophetic redaction 
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Historically, it is questionable as to whether Jehoshaphat could have 
actually taken part in this campaign, since his reign seems to have pre-
ceded Mesha’s rebellion (Timm 1982, 171–80; Würthwein 1984, 284–85). 
However, it has already been noted that any attempt to read this account 
as an accurate historical document fails to grasp its larger folkloristic and 
legendary nature (Šanda 1912, 80–82; Würthwein 1984, 285). Having 
said that, the basic setting of the account (that Moab had been under the 
dominion of the Omrides until Mesha managed to cast o� their yoke) is 
con�rmed by the Mesha Inscription, and evidence exists of at least one 
Davidic king (Ahaziah) joining an Omride war. �us, it seems safe to 
conclude that a Judahite king (whether Jehoshaphat or one of his descen-
dants, Jehoram or Ahaziah) did join the Omride army’s attempt to quell 
Mesha’s rebellion.

In sum, the sources for the stories about Jehoshaphat’s participation 
in the Omride wars are to be found in two early battle accounts that were 
composed using authentic historical memories regarding the Omride 
failure on the battle�elds of Gilead and Moab. �ese accounts were not 
designed to document historical events per se, and thus inaccuracy and 
folkloristic design infuse their details. Since neither conveys a clear Deu-
teronomistic theological message while both are acquainted with historical 
events of the mid-ninth century BCE, it appears that they were composed 
prior to the composition of the book of Kings, perhaps sometime during 
the eighth century BCE.138 �at they share a similar plot, narration, and 
political message also suggests that they were composed contemporane-
ously by the same scribes in Jerusalem.

�e similar plot shared by the two accounts attests to their purpose and 
to the reasoning behind their composition. �ey narrate how Jehoshaphat 
willingly joined military campaigns initiated by an Omride king, how 
Jehoshaphat was a passive �gure who bent to the will of the king of Israel—
not only by participating in battles that were purely in the interest of Israel 
but also by risking his life for the sake of Israel’s king—and �nally how in 
each account the king of Israel was ultimately defeated, which calls into 
question Jehoshaphat’s loyalty to him. From this perspective, these early 
accounts of Jehoshaphat’s participation in Omride wars can be understood 

of Kings that also included 1 Kgs 22:5–28 and at least parts of the Elijah-Elisha cycle 
(Römer 2015b). For further discussion, see Sergi 2016a, 521–22.

138. I have suggested elsewhere that these battle accounts should be dated to the 
last third of the eighth century BCE (Sergi 2016a).



232 The Two Houses of Israel

as a critique of his pro-Omride policy. �at Jehoshaphat’s alliance with 
the Omrides facilitated Judah’s growth and prosperity was completely for-
gotten and overshadowed by the events that brought this alliance to an 
end. �erefore, it seems that in Judahite cultural memory Jehoshaphat was 
primarily remembered for pursuing the Omride alliance, which almost 
brought about the fall of the house of David. �ese observations clarify the 
reason for the attribution of both accounts to the reign of Jehoshaphat even 
though he did not participate in either of the historical events to which 
they relate (his son and grandson did, however). As Jehoshaphat was the 
king who allied the house of David with the house of Omri by the mar-
riage of his son to an Omride princess, he was also held accountable for 
the failure of this alliance and its tragic consequences. In retrospect, this 
alone was remembered from Jehoshaphat’s reign. �is means, however, 
that Judahite scribes were preoccupied with the Omride-Davidic alliance 
and its perceived negative legacy.

Why did the Omride-Davidic alliance ultimately leave such a nega-
tive impression within Judahite scribal tradition and cultural memory? 
�e reason for that should probably be sought in the internal politics of 
the Davidic court, which devolved into a period of turmoil and instability 
following the ascension of an Omride princess to the throne in Judah—
Athaliah, the mother of king Ahaziah.

5.5.4. The Reign of Athaliah, Jehoiada’s Coup, and the Crowning of Jehoash

Athaliah’s six-year rule over Judah is depicted in 2 Kgs 11:1–20 as a break in 
the Davidic line, which began and ended with a coup d’état (Liverani 1974; 
Ben Zvi 1991a, 359). According to 2 Kgs 11:1–3, for Athaliah to ascend the 
throne, she had to have the descendants of the house of David executed, but 
soon a�er she was overthrown in a court revolt led by the high priest Jehoiada. 
�e portrayal of Athaliah’s reign leaves the impression that she was a foreign 
ruler who reigned on her own behalf with neither support nor legitimacy 
(Dutcher-Walls 1996, 154–55). However, this depiction seems to be biased, if 
not completely unrealistic. Already enjoying high status at the court of Jeru-
salem as the principal wife and queen mother, she very likely bene�ted from 
support due to her royal roots and the political nature of her marriage.139

139. Although many scholars accept the biblical narrative in 2 Kgs 11:1–20 at 
face value (e.g., Montgomery 1951, 416–18; Miller and Hayes 2006, 349–50), others 
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Furthermore, queenship, namely, a woman acting as the sole sovereign 
of an ancient Near Eastern kingdom (as the reign of Athaliah is described 
in 2 Kgs 11:1–3), is attested only in the form of co-regency. �is occurred 
when dynastic inheritance was disturbed by the death of a king who had 
no heirs or whose heirs were too young to rule. In such cases, the principal 
wife could rule as a regent on behalf of the young heir until he reached the 
age of majority.140 �is alone casts doubt on the historicity of the report in 
2 Kgs 11:1–3, wherein Athaliah seizes the throne, violently killing o� all 
the Davidic heirs. Considering that a royal woman who appropriated the 
throne was linked to a male king—whether he bestowed his authority on 
her or whether he was young and she reigned on his behalf—Athaliah’s 
rule would have required not only political support but dynastic legitimacy 
as well. Since King Ahaziah died at the age of twenty-two or twenty-three 
(2 Kgs 8:26), his eldest heir could not have been more than a few years 
of age. �erefore, and because co-regency is the only form of queenship 
known in the ancient Near East, Athaliah’s seizure of the throne can be 
viewed as an attempt to preserve the royal Davidic dynasty.141 Given these 
circumstances, Athaliah would have been considered (at least by her sup-
porters) a legitimate queen, representing the dynastic line and the stability 
of the royal house acting as a regent for a young male heir. Given that the 
kings of Judah had been loyal to the house of Omri and had addressed 
its political and military needs for at least two decades, Athaliah’s reign 
probably maintained the political authority of the same elite that had pre-
viously ruled Judah. In this respect, her seizure of the throne could hardly 
be viewed as a break, like Jehu’s usurpation of the throne in Israel. On the 
contrary, Athaliah’s co-regency would have ensured—at least to a certain 
extent—continuity.142

In this light, the claim that Athaliah had killed o� all the Davidic descen-
dants (2 Kgs 11:1) seems to be at the very least exaggerated. Killing all the 
royal heirs would have been an unreasonable act, as Ahaziah’s sons were 
Athaliah’s grandchildren and thus they were also heirs to the house of Omri. 

have demonstrated that Athaliah could not have acted alone (e.g., Levin 1982, 85, 89; 
Würthwein 1984, 346; Dutcher-Walls 1996, 142–57).

140. �is type of female co-regency was rare in the ancient Near East and is 
known mainly in Egypt.

141. Mowinckel 1932, 235–36; Ginsberg 1967; Levin 1982, 85–86.
142. For a detailed discussion of Athaliah’s reign and the revolt against her, see 

Sergi 2015b.
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For Athaliah to have killed them would have meant that she supported the 
anti-Omride policy that Jehu had implemented against her own family in 
the north (Ginsberg 1967, 91–92). Athaliah was dependent on her origin 
from and relationship to the two royal dynasties: the house of Omri and 
the house of David. A�er the extermination of the Omrides in the north, 
it would have been unreasonable for her to cut o� the only surviving link 
to royalty le� to her: the house of David in Jerusalem (Levin 1982, 85–86).

It is reasonable to conclude that Athaliah’s reign over Judah likely 
enjoyed both dynastic and political legitimacy. However, by the time 
Athaliah ruled Judah (ca. 841–836 BCE), Jehu had become one of the 
most powerful kings in the southern Levant as his most dangerous enemy, 
Hazael, was still su�ering from the onslaught of repeated Assyrian attacks 
(in 841, 838–837 BCE).143 Since Jehu had seized throne of Israel at the 
expense of the Omrides, Athaliah’s status as the sole reigning Omride 
would have le� Judah potentially isolated in the new post-Omride politi-
cal order. �is, coupled with the fact that Athaliah was the last vestige 
of a fallen dynasty, may explain the resistance to her rule in Judah, even 
if she was considered a legitimate co-regent ruling on behalf of a young 
male heir. Executing Athaliah would have meant compliance with Jehu’s 
policy against the Omrides in Israel, and thus Jehoiada and Jehoash can 
be seen as the executors of this policy. �is may clarify the reason behind 
the presentation of Athaliah as a foreign usurper and the presentation of 
Jehoash as the sole legitimate heir to the house of David. Such presentation 
allowed the conspirators to claim that, unlike in Israel, there had been no 
change in Judah: while the royal house in Samaria had been replaced, that 
of Jerusalem maintained true continuity and stability.144

Regardless of the true machinations behind the court revolt in Jeru-
salem, the main issue that the Athaliah a�air raises is that of Davidic 
legitimacy. As previously outlined, Athaliah’s reign clearly would have 
enjoyed dynastic and political legitimacy. Her portrayal as foreign, mur-
derous, and an illegitimate ruler who usurped the Davidic throne (2 Kgs 

143. It is for this reason that it is less likely that Jehu was a vassal of Hazael prior 
to the latter’s campaigns against Israel, as suggested recently by Frevel (2016, 213–18). 
Clearly, Jehu was a vassal of Shalmaneser III following 841 BCE and at least during 
the Assyrian campaigns to Damascus in 838–837 BCE. For the Assyrian campaigns 
against Damascus in 841–836 BCE, see Pitard 1987, 149–50; Kuan 1995, 62–66; 
Yamada 2000, 195–205; Hafþórsson 2006, 119–22.

144. For a somewhat similar reconstruction, see also Frevel 2016, 218–21.
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11:1–2) was designed above all to justify Jehoash’s usurpation. Jehoash, 
on the other hand, is portrayed as a young child who was hidden in the 
temple from his murderous grandmother (2 Kgs 11:3). However, the 
familial origin of the boy who suddenly appeared in the temple as the heir 
to the Davidic throne (2 Kgs 11:4) cannot be veri�ed.145 Although it is rea-
sonable to assume that Jehoash was related in some manner to the Davidic 
dynasty, it should also be admitted that we cannot reconstruct his true 
origin. Regardless, it is clear that there was an urgent need to establish his 
right to the throne, not only by relating him to the former Davidic kings146 
but also by painting Athaliah as an illegitimate sovereign. In this respect, 
the reign of Athaliah and the crowning of Jehoash represent the �rst 
known events that destabilized the rule of the house of David in Jerusalem. 
�is, more than anything else, explains not only the negative memory of 
the Omride-Davidic alliance but the need to reconstruct a negative image 
of the Omrides within the Judahite cultural memory by narrating and per-
petuating a very particular version of the history.

5.5.5. The Reigns of Jehoash and Amaziah and the Rise of Judah as a 
Territorial Polity

�e expansion of Judah into the lowlands—a process that had begun 
in the �rst half of the ninth century BCE and continued in the reign of 

145. Liverani (1974) goes so far as to argue that with the reign of Athaliah, the 
Davidic line came to its historical end. �is conclusion seems to be farfetched since 
it is hard to believe that a boy who was a total stranger to the ruling dynasty could 
have assumed the throne and gained the support of the royal court. Furthermore, the 
conclusion that the Davidic dynasty came to an end with the reign of Athaliah presup-
poses that she actually killed all of the Davidic descendants, which is doubtful. Last, 
the question of the biological Davidic line seems to be irrelevant, as ultimately all the 
kings of Judah were considered descendants of the house of David, regardless of their 
true biological origin.

146. I have suggested elsewhere that this was the background for the early com-
position and redaction of the Judahite king list and for its distinctive nature (Sergi 
2014a). Liverani (1974) reads the biblical account of Athaliah’s reign and Jehoiada’s 
coup as an example of an apologetic text written by usurpers. He compares it with 
well-known apologies of the second millennium BCE, observing that they are char-
acterized by two usurpations: an initial usurpation, in which the protagonist (in our 
case Jehoash) is the victim, and a second one, through which the protagonist attains 
power. �e �rst usurpation is cited as justi�cation for the second one, by showing that 
the latter was really not a usurpation but a restoration.



236 The Two Houses of Israel

Jehoram under Omride auspices during the 840s—culminated only in the 
last decades of the ninth century BCE following the fall of Gath. �ere-
fore, Jehoash (r. ca. 835–800 BCE) is the king to whom the main phases of 
the expansion of Judah should be attributed, including the forti�cation of 
Tel Lachish (Level IV) and the integration of the new western and south-
ern territories into the Judahite core. It is against this background that 
Jehoash’s submission to Hazael as reported in his regnal formulas in Kings 
(2 Kgs 12:18–19) should be viewed.

Hazael did not establish direct “Aramaean” rule in the regions he con-
quered, but rather his hegemony was based on patron relationships with 
local rulers who controlled small territorial polities (Sergi and Kleiman 
2018). In northern Canaan, he subjugated the kings of Israel and restricted 
their rule to the Samarian Hills, allowing the small Transjordanian poli-
ties to expand at Israel’s expense (the kingdom of Geshur in the north 
and Moab in the south). All the Transjordanian kingdoms fell under the 
dominion of Hazael, apparently without any marked resistance. In south-
ern Canaan, Hazael destroyed the city of Gath and allowed the king of 
Judah, who was now loyal to him (2 Kgs 12:17–18), to inherit territories 
formerly ruled by Gath. �e Tel Dan Stela portrays Jehoash’s father, Aha-
ziah, as the Judahite ally of the Israelite kings. Hazael must have taken note 
of this change of policy during Jehoash’s reign. Unlike his father, Jehoash 
did not join the Israelite struggle against the Aramaean king. It may be 
assumed that the submission of Jehoash to Hazael’s overlordship included 
the granting of territories to Judah in return for Jehoash’s loyalty or, at the 
very least, resulted in Hazael turning a blind eye to Jehoash’s expansionis-
tic policies.

In light of the policy of preceding Davidic kings (1 Kgs 14:25–27, 
15:17–22, 22:4, 2 Kgs 3:7, 8:28–29), Jehoash’s submission to Hazael can 
be viewed simply as following a Judahite tradition of kings who had been 
loyal to whichever power dominated the region (Na’aman 2008b). How-
ever, considering that prior to Jehoash the kings of Israel had a dominant 
position in the Davidic court, and that the murder of Athaliah and the 
crowning of Jehoash were probably in�uenced by Jehu’s anti-Omride 
policy, Jehoash’s submission to Jehu’s enemy should be viewed as re�ecting 
a drastic shi� in the Davidic policy toward Israel. If the reign of Athaliah 
had posed resistance to the hegemony of Jehu over Judah, then the reign of 
Jehoash brought this resistance to fruition. �e temporary independence 
that Judah gained during the reign of Jehoash—while under Aramaean 
hegemony—was probably the reason for the subsequent clash with Israel 
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during the reign of Jehoash’s son Amaziah (r. ca. 800–771 BCE) as Israel 
regained its dominance within the region.

According to a short narrative account embedded in 2 Kgs 14:8–14, 
Amaziah had just been victorious over the Edomites (v. 7) and decided 
to challenge Joash, king of Israel, to war (v. 8).147 Joash warns him not 
to think that his victory in the desert has made him powerful enough to 
engage and defeat Israel, but Amaziah ignores the warning (vv. 9–11). 
Eventually, Joash invades Judah and attacks Amaziah near Beth-Shem-
esh. Amaziah’s army is routed, and he is taken into captivity in Samaria 
(vv. 12–13). Joash goes on to Jerusalem, breaks down its walls, sacks the 
temple, and captures members of the royal court (vv. 13–14).148 �at this 
short account provides such a detailed description of Amaziah’s defeat, 
even blaming him for it, attests to its historical reliability. Historically, it 
seems that Amaziah refused to acknowledge the hegemonic status of the 
king of Israel, and as a result Joash attacked him and won a decisive vic-
tory near Beth-Shemesh.149 Azariah, Amaziah’s son, probably reigned as 
a regent until his father was released from captivity during the reign of 
Jeroboam II (Frevel 2016, 226–27).

In spite of Azariah’s long reign (ca. 771–735 BCE), some of it prob-
ably alongside his son Jotham (ca. 741–735 BCE) as a co-regent (2 Kgs 
15:5), Kings provides almost no information about his rule except for a 
rather enigmatic note stating that he “forti�ed/built Elath and restored 
it to Judah” (2 Kgs 14:22). Indeed, Azariah reigned over Judah in a rela-
tively peaceful period under the dominant power of Jeroboam II of Israel, 
to whom Azariah must have pledged his loyal. �is is also probably the 
context in which the short note about the restoration of Elath should be 
viewed. It seems that under Israelite auspices Judah could control some 
of the trade routes passing through the Gulf of Eilat and bene�t from the 
south Arabian trade (Na’aman 1993; Finkelstein 2014b), which, as pre-
viously noted, intensi�ed during the eighth century BCE. In any event, 
throughout most of the eighth century BCE, the Davidic kings—Amaziah, 

147. On this issue, see Šanda 1912, 165; Montgomery 1951, 440; Gray 1970, 549–
50; Fritz 2003, 318–19.

148. For discussing the historical background of the battle near Beth-Shemesh, 
see Cogan and Tadmor 1988, 158–59; Na’aman 2008b, 63–66; Miller and Hayes 2006, 
351–52.

149. For a literary analysis of 2 Kgs 14:8–14, including a discussion of Joash’s fable 
and its historical setting, see Sergi 2016a, 510–12, with additional literature.
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Azariah, and Jotham—clearly remained loyal to their powerful Israelite 
counterparts. As a result, Judah continued to grow and to prosper during 
this period, reaching its zenith by the last third of the century. It was only 
then, with the reign of Ahaz, that a Davidic king openly resisted Israel, as 
only Athaliah, Joash, and Amaziah had done before (2 Kgs 16:5–9).

5.5.6. Conclusions: The House of David in the Ninth Century BCE and 
the Beginning of Judahite Historiography

�roughout the ninth century BCE, the Davidic kings acted in the shadows 
of their dominating Israelite counterparts, shi�ing policies from resistance 
to collaboration. In the early ninth century BCE, Asa had to defend his 
northern frontier against Baasha’s attempt to establish Israelite rule on the 
Benjamin Plateau. His heirs Jehoshaphat, Jehoram, and Ahaziah were allied 
with the Omride kings of Israel and had to provide them with military aid. 
�e Davidic kings at the end of the ninth and the beginning of the eighth 
century BCE, Jehoash and Amaziah, turned away from Israel and resisted 
its dominance either by allying with its most �erce enemy, Hazael, or by 
open military con�ict. Israel and its rulers clearly had a signi�cant impact 
on the political history of Judah and by extension on decision making in 
the Davidic court. But it was more than just politics, as no other neigh-
bor of the Davidic kings—not even Gath—had gained so much attention 
from Judahite scribes of the ninth and eighth centuries BCE. Most of the 
information embedded in Kings about the early kings of Judah relates to 
interaction with their Israelite counterparts. As we have seen, the Judahite 
kings similarly interacted with the rulers of Gath and with various groups 
in the Shephelah as well as the Beersheba–Arad Valleys, but only fractures 
of that complex relationship were recorded in writing by Judahite royal 
scribes. Longer narrative accounts about the Judahite kings prior to Heze-
kiah—about Asa (1 Kgs 15:17–22), Jehoshaphat (1 Kgs 22:2b–4, 29–38*; 
2 Kgs 3:4–9, 21–27), Athaliah and Jehoash (2 Kgs 11:1–20), Amaziah 
(2 Kgs 14:8–14), and Ahaz (2 Kgs 16:5–9)—relate exclusively to the inter-
action of these rulers with Israel.150 One might think that Judahite scribes 
were somehow obsessed with the Israelite-Judahite interaction, which may 
strongly suggest that the Judahite-Israelite link was more than political.

150. �e only other narrative account refers to temple renovation ostensibly 
executed by Jehoash (2 Kgs 12:7–17). For a discussion, see Na’aman 1998c; Lipschits 
2006.
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Most meaningful was the Omride-Davidic alliance, as it had a tre-
mendous e�ect on Judah. �e Omrides, as the stronger entity, imposed 
their military and political will on the Davidic kings. �e Davidic kings 
supported Omride ambitions even when these did not adhere to their own 
political interests and when they endangered their throne. �roughout the 
�rst half of the ninth century BCE, Omride in�uence on the Jerusalem 
court grew even stronger, culminating in the rise of an Omride princess 
to the throne. �e reign of Athaliah, along with the coup of Jehoiada and 
Jehoash, demonstrates the extent to which the court of Jerusalem main-
tained loyalty to Samaria. �at Athaliah managed to rule the kingdom for 
some time indicates that the house of Omri still had supporters inside the 
Davidic court even a�er the dynasty’s demise in the Northern Kingdom. 
�e execution of Athaliah, the last Omride survivor following Jehu’s coup, 
put the house of David in line with Jehu’s anti-Omride policy in the north 
and reestablished the loyalty of the Davidic kings to the kings of Israel, 
regardless of their dynastic a�liation.

It is in this context that the western and southern expansion of Judah 
should be viewed. It was under the auspices of the Omrides that the 
Davidic kings could step into the regional arena, taking their place in the 
geopolitical order of the southern Levant. It was also under the auspices of 
the Omrides that they �rst established their rule in the lowlands, at least in 
the eastern Shephelah, and pursued an expansionist policy in the western 
Shephelah and the Beersheba and Arad Valleys (though not always suc-
cessfully). Last, it was under the auspices of the Omrides that the house of 
David made its �rst debut on the historical stage, as re�ected in its men-
tion in the Tel Dan Stela inscription. Nonetheless, it was only a�er the 
Omride-Davidic alliance came to an end that the �nal integration of the 
Shephelah and the Beersheba–Arad Valleys into Judah could transpire. It 
was during the reign of Jehoash, who usurped the throne of Athaliah, that 
Hazael destroyed Gath and opened the path for Judahite expansion, only 
this time under the auspices of the Aramaeans. �us, even if the beginning 
of Judahite expansion took place under Omride hegemony, it came to frui-
tion with the Aramaeans in power.

Jehoash’s submission to Hazael, the �erce enemy of the Israelite kings 
in the second half of the ninth century BCE, was no small matter. It re�ects 
a drastic shi� in the Davidic policy toward Israel, from deep collaboration 
to an open resistance that culminated in a military con�ict in the days of 
Jehoash’s heir, Amaziah. Viewing the house of David from this angle, it 
seems that there was greater continuity than usually recognized between 
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the reign of Athaliah and that of Jehoash, who usurped her, in that they 
both resisted Israel. Athaliah was the last descendant of the Omrides who 
maintained a ruling position following Jehu’s revolt in Israel, whereas 
Jehoash allied with Hazael, Jehu’s worst enemy. So, it appears that the 
Davidic kings who established Judah as a rather wealthy territorial polity 
in the southern Levant were all resisting the kings of Israel in one manner 
or another. �e independence of the house of David was forged vis-à-vis 
the kings of Israel.

Political instability in the house of David did not end, however, with 
the reign of Athaliah and the usurpation of Jehoash. Jehoash was mur-
dered (a�er ca. 35 years of rule) in a court revolt (2 Kgs 12:21–22) that 
was only suppressed by his son and heir, Amaziah (2 Kgs 14:1–2). Twenty-
nine years later, Amaziah’s reign ended in another (the third!) court revolt 
(2 Kgs 14:19–20), during which the king �ed from Jerusalem to Lach-
ish, where he was eventually murdered. �e book of Kings provides little 
information about these events and the circumstances leading up to them. 
It may well have been that the court revolts re�ect some sort of succes-
sion wars between rival parties within the house of David. But even if they 
did, that they characterized the reign of three successive kings in a period 
in which the political hegemony of these kings was constantly expanding 
implies that there was more to these changes than meets the eye. �ese cir-
cumstances—of continuous growth in material and political wealth—are 
the ground on which struggles for power and prestige such as court revolts, 
conspiracies, and contentious political alliances prosper. All of these could 
have led to questioning the legitimacy of the Davidic dynasty itself—an 
issue that �rst arose with the usurpation of Athaliah’s throne. Interestingly, 
her successors (who were also dethroned in court revolts)—Jehoash and 
his son Amaziah—both married women who came from the Jerusalem-
ite elite. �e political orientation toward the Jerusalemite elite may re�ect 
attempts at stabilizing the dynasty in a troubling period, during which 
three successive rulers were murdered in court revolts.151

Court revolts stress the need for constant justi�cation, and this is 
even more true when they question the very legitimacy and identity of 
the ruling dynasty, as was the case with both Athaliah and Jehoash. In 

151. �e regnal formulas of Amaziah (2 Kgs 14:1–2) and Azariah (2 Kgs 15:1–2) 
mention, for the �rst time, the Jerusalemite origin of their queen mothers (the wives 
of Jehoash and Amaziah), omitting the names of their fathers, suggesting that descent 
from local elite was more important. For further discussion, see Niemann 2006b, 229.
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Judah, the court revolts of the second half of the ninth and the beginning 
of the eighth centuries BCE were accompanied by a swi� and dramatic 
political shi�—from a pro-Israelite to an anti-Israelite orientation—and 
all this in a period of a major geopolitical change (the rise of Aramaean 
hegemony) and territorial expansion. It is against this background 
that e�orts were made to delegitimize Athaliah’s reign while present-
ing Jehoash as the only true Davidic descendant. It is also against this 
background that Jehoshaphat’s pro-Omride policy was criticized and the 
Davidic-Omride alliance was recounted as a total failure, even endanger-
ing the Davidic throne. �e expansion of Judah during the second half 
of the ninth century BCE, which was accompanied by the emergence of 
an educated scribal elite in Jerusalem in a period of political instability 
in the Davidic court, set the scene for forging royal ideology through the 
construction of historical memory. �is subject will be addressed in the 
next chapter.

5.6. Summary: On the Rise of Judah and the  
House of David during the Tenth–Ninth Centuries BCE

By the end of the ninth century BCE, Judah had emerged as an empow-
ered and wealthy territorial polity on the southern margins of the 
Levant. From its hub in Jerusalem, it extended to the highlands of 
Judah and Benjamin and to the lowlands of the Shephelah and the Beer-
sheba–Arad Valleys. Jerusalem developed into a vibrant urban center 
characterized by monumental public architecture in which a new class 
of urban elite—administrators, clerics, and scribes—rose to power. By 
this time, the Davidic kings had access to the fertile lands of the west-
ern Shephelah and to the lucrative trade that crossed the desert routes. 
Davidic royal centers (Tel Lachish Levels IV–III and Tel Arad Strata 
XI–VIII) represented the power and wealth of the dynasty in regions 
remote from the capital and were inhabited by an ever-increasing class 
of military and administrative elite in the service of the house of David. 
No doubt, by the end of the ninth century BCE, the kingdom of Judah 
had become a formidable, centralized polity under Davidic rule. Yet, 
the path there had been long and gradual, having begun almost two 
centuries before, in the early tenth century BCE. During this lengthy 
period and in spite of the constantly changing geopolitical circum-
stances, the house of David experienced steady growth and expansion 
in almost every aspect—economic, social, territorial, and political. �e 
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various aspects of this process were presented and discussed earlier, but 
in the following I wish to conclude the discussion of state formation in 
Judah by pointing out three patterns that de�ne the process and its main 
trajectories. �ey are its gradual growth, its centralized sociopolitical 
structure, and its troubled relations with Israel. Each of these will be 
brie�y presented and summarized.

5.6.1. Gradual Growth: The Long State Formation of Judah during the 
Tenth–Ninth Centuries BCE

�e formation of Judah may be conceived of as a two-stage process: the �rst 
stage, from the beginning of the tenth to the late tenth/early ninth century 
BCE, was characterized by the establishment of Davidic rule over clans 
and communities residing in the southern parts of the central Canaan-
ite Highlands, between the Benjamin Plateau and the Judean Hills; the 
second stage, which lasted throughout the ninth century, was character-
ized by the expansion of Davidic political hegemony from the highlands to 
the lowlands. �at the entire process lasted for almost two hundred years 
is itself su�cient to indicate that it was by no means linear.

When viewed against the available textual sources and in light of ear-
lier textual documentation from southwest Canaan, we may outline the 
main trajectories taken in each of these two stages. �e early establishment 
of Davidic rule in Jerusalem and its surroundings involved the subordina-
tion of the Benjaminites settled to the north of Jerusalem, which likely 
extended later in the tenth century to include dominion over the various 
clans inhabiting the Judean Hills to the south. In doing so, the Davidic 
kings had to reassert their authority on the Benjamin Plateau again and 
again in the face of Egyptian and Israelite invasions and likely vis-à-vis 
local resistance as well (which the abandonment of settlements on Isra-
elite/Judahite border and the subsequent forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/
Mizpah appear to indicate). It was only in the beginning of the ninth cen-
tury BCE that Davidic rule over Benjamin had become �rmly established.

In the second stage, the expansion of the Davidic political hegemony 
into the lowlands was probably even more gradual. By the �rst half of the 
ninth century BCE, under the Omride auspices, the Davidic kings estab-
lished patronage relations with communities residing in the southeastern 
and northeastern sections of the Shephelah, �rst at the foot of the Judean 
Hills and later at the foot of the Jerusalem Hills, in Beth-Shemesh. By the 
mid-ninth century BCE, still under Omride rule, they made their �rst 
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attempts at incorporating communities residing in the western Shephelah 
(Libnah?) and the Beersheba and Arad Valleys. �ese only came to �nal 
fruition in the latter third of the century and under Aramaean auspices 
when, following the fall of Gath, Judah managed to establish dominion 
over the entire Shephelah and the Beersheba–Arad Valleys. �e story in 
Jerusalem during the tenth–ninth centuries BCE was also one of gradual 
growth, as more and more monumental public buildings were constructed 
over the course of this period in the northern parts of the City of David and 
in the Ophel, while settlement expanded beyond the ridge in all directions.

Material remains and textual sources indicate that throughout the 
ninth century BCE, the Davidic kings maintained complex social, eco-
nomic, and political interaction with their stronger neighbors—the kings 
of Gath to the west and the kings of Israel to the north. �ese remained 
mostly peaceful, which stands as an illustration of the realpolitik decision 
making that characterized the Davidic dynasty’s approach. Fully aware 
of their marginal status in the southern Levant, the Davidic kings were 
not engaged in forceful attempts to change and turn the geopolitical cir-
cumstances in their favor. Rather, they knew how to manipulate their way 
between stronger powers in order to pursue their political and economic 
goals. �ey never initiated a military con�ict (other than those imposed 
on them) unless it was directed against their peers (some Edomite clans 
in the Arabah, and even then it was not always successful). �ey willingly 
submitted to stronger regional powers (Shishak, the Omrides, Hazael) 
while taking advantage of the support of these patrons in order to accumu-
late more political and economic wealth. Wise risk management enabled 
the Davidic kings to seize on the geopolitical tides of the late ninth century 
BCE and to expand further. �is was the secret of their success, which 
explains why—in a marked contrast to their Israelite counterparts—there 
are no destruction layers associated with the growth and expansion of 
Judah. It is therefore not coincidental that the �rst destruction in�icted on 
Judah, in Tel Beth-Shemesh (Level 3), only came at the beginning of the 
eighth century BCE, when Judah was already a relatively powerful territo-
rial polity on the margins of the southern Levant. If the biblical account 
(2 Kgs 14:8–14) is taken at face value, the destruction of Beth-Shemesh was 
the result of Amaziah’s misunderstanding of his true power vis-à-vis Joash 
of Israel. Even then, the defeat at Beth-Shemesh could not undermine the 
sociopolitical infrastructure that had been carefully built by the Davidic 
kings over the course of the tenth–ninth centuries BCE, which ultimately 
sustained Judah as a political entity for more than four centuries.
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5.6.2. Sociopolitical Structure: On Patrons and Clients in Judah during 
the Tenth–Ninth Centuries BCE

�e sociopolitical structure of early monarchic Judah was based on patron 
relations established by the Davidic kings with various groups in the south 
of Canaan. Unfortunately, we know little about them, and what we do know 
is dependent on earlier documentation from the region (in the El-Amarna 
correspondence) and on the meager information that may be extracted 
from Kings. �e book of Samuel, for instance, depicts how David estab-
lished his patronage over the clans residing in the Judean Hills that chose 
him to rule them (1 Sam 30:26–31, 2 Sam 2:1–4). �is will be discussed 
in the next chapter. �e book of Kings implies that similar attempts were 
made by Jehoram in order to establish a patronage relationship with the 
leaders of Libnah (2 Kgs 8:22b) and with those of the desert communities 
in the Beersheba Valley (2 Kgs 12:2).

�e archeological view of the kingdom of Judah at the end of the ninth 
century BCE may reveal the pattern of patronage networks of Davidic 
rule. Various communities in medium-sized settlements that �ourished 
in the eastern Shephelah (Tel Beth-Shemesh, Tell ʿEitun, Tell Beit Mirsim, 
Tell Halif) were probably directly connected via patronage to the Davidic 
kings. Similar arrangements characterized the relationship of the Davidic 
kings with the desert communities in the Beersheba and Arad Valleys. In 
addition, Davidic ruling centers were established in each of the lowland 
regions—the forti�ed governmental town at Tel Lachish (Level IV) and 
the fortress at Tel Arad (Stratum XI). �ese royal centers were inhab-
ited by military forces, scribes, clerics, and other state o�cials who were 
also directly related—through a hierarchical chain of command—to the 
Davidic kings in Jerusalem. Jerusalem was the hub of all the patronage 
and administrative networks that clustered around the house of David, 
and therefore it needed its own community of administrators, engaged in 
managerial tasks and record keeping. �is class, based on a well-educated 
scribal apparatus, was also directly related to the house of David.

What can be observed, therefore, is quite a complex infrastructure 
based, on the one hand, on traditional, face-to-face, patron-client relations 
established with leaders of groups, who had their own clan-based social 
obligations. On the other hand, it was based on an ever-increasing stratum 
of administrative elite that was completely dependent on and therefore 
exclusively committed to the house of David and its cause. �is seems to 
be a rather centralized sociopolitical structure in which all the di�erent 
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components of the realm were directly related in one way or another to the 
Davidic kings. Of course, this was by no means a state in any modern sense 
of the term, and Davidic rule still relied on complex patronage networks 
practiced through di�erent kinds of social exchange (such as marriage). 
Nonetheless, when compared with the Northern Kingdom, early monar-
chic Judah was de�nitely more centralized around the house of David than 
early monarchic Israel ever was around the house of Baasha or the house 
of Omri.

As I demonstrated in chapter 3, early monarchic Israel was formed and 
maintained as an alliance of clans from northern Samaria and the eastern 
Jezreel–Beit Shean Valleys. As such, the formation of Israel was not a con-
stant and organic process of centralization around a speci�c ruling elite, as 
was the case with Judah and the house of David, but of di�erent political 
formations consisting of both highland and lowland groups materializing 
in a constant struggle for power between ruling families. For this reason, 
from the archaeological point of view, the formation of Israel involved 
destruction layers (such as Tirzah VIIb) and drastic shi�s between centers 
of power (from Shechem to Tirzah to Samaria), none of which character-
ized the formation of Judah. �e steady and gradual growth and expansion 
of Judah, mirrored by the urban growth of its capital, Jerusalem, could 
only re�ect the consolidation of power in the hands of one exclusive ruling 
elite—the house of David.

�e disparity in political formation is a key to understanding the dif-
ference in the nature of the literary compositions attributed to each of the 
kingdoms. While the royal Judahite literature (identi�ed mainly in Samuel 
and Kings) is focused on the house of David, which also plays a central 
theological role within that literature (e.g., 2 Sam 7:1–17), the literature 
attributed to monarchic Israel (e. g., the “Book of Saviors,” the pre-Priestly 
Jacob story) seems to be devoid of any speci�c royal ideology and stresses 
the kinship structure of Israel (Fleming 2012, 162–76).

5.6.3. Israel, Judah, and the Advent of Biblical History

Ultimately, it was vis-à-vis Israel that the Judahite polity was formed, or 
at least this is how its early history was constructed in Judahite cultural 
memory. It was the very establishment of Davidic rule in Benjamin that 
drove Baasha to contest Judahite hegemony in the region, and even if 
under Omride patronage the Davidic kings could pursue further expan-
sion, it was with resistance to Israel—during the reigns of Athaliah, 
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Jehoash, and Amaziah—that the expansion into the lowlands was accom-
plished. �e reigns of these three rulers saw major geopolitical shi�s with 
the decline of Israel, the rise of Aramaean hegemony, and the subsequent 
reversal of fortunes. �ese shi�s had a direct impact on the inner politics 
of the Davidic court.

Under these circumstances, and despite what seems to have been 
a relatively peaceful process of expansion (at least from an archaeo-
logical perspective), the textual sources reveal that the house of David 
experienced a troubled period when three successive rulers were mur-
dered in court revolts—all three had been resisting Israel in one way or 
another. Yet only one of them, Athaliah, was portrayed as a foreign and 
illegitimate Israelite usurper. �is portrayal belies a deliberate attempt 
to delegitimize her rule and to reshape her image in Judahite cultural 
memory. It seems, therefore, that in this period legitimizing Davidic 
rule was necessary in order to justify the usurpation of Jehoash, but also 
in order to normalize the house of David as a political and monarchic 
institution ruling territories far beyond its immediate surroundings. At 
this moment it was important to forge the royal ideology presenting the 
Davidic kings, under the auspices of their patron deity, as the sole legiti-
mate rulers of Jerusalem and Judah. �is speci�c moment, when scribes 
and administrative elite were spread throughout the newly established 
kingdom and when di�erent communities and clans were integrated 
under Davidic rule, required common knowledge and memories in 
order to construct elite identity and by that—a Judahite social belonging 
on a monarchic basis—the house of David. It is therefore most likely that 
this period, the second half of the ninth and the �rst half of the eighth 
centuries BCE, saw the advent of Judahite historiographic compositions 
meant to institutionalize, normalize, and moralize the new structure of 
power under the house of David. �is would have been no di�erent in 
neighboring polities, such as Moab, so there is no reason to think that 
Judah was exceptional in this manner.

Evidently, Davidic royal ideology and Judahite political identity were 
forged in light of and in resistance to the Northern Kingdom of Israel. 
Evidently, Judahite scribes portrayed the Davidic kings of the ninth and 
eighth centuries BCE only through the lenses of their interaction with their 
Israelite counterparts. Judahite scribes were preoccupied with the negative 
recollection of the Israelite-Judahite relations. �is indeed may have begun 
in the a�ermath of Athaliah a�air and the need to delegitimize her rule as 
a foreign Israelite. �e tragic end of the Omride-Davidic alliance on the 
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battle�eld of Ramoth-Gilead was probably another reason for the negative 
remembrance. Nevertheless, political circumstances alone explain neither 
the obsession of Judahite scribes with Davidic-Israelite interaction nor the 
need to forge a Judahite identity and ideology vis-à-vis Israel. �ere is no 
way to escape the conclusion that Israelite politics and by extension Isra-
elite identity were a matter of importance in the Davidic court long before 
the fall of Samaria. Why was this so? �is question will be explored in the 
next chapter by discussing the intellectual products of the period and the 
attempts to reconstruct the Judahite cultural memory regarding the early 
formation of the monarchy in the days of Saul and David.





6
Reconstructing Cultural Memory:  

The Kingdoms of Saul and David and the  
Origins of Pan-Israelite Identity

�e preceding two chapters were dedicated to the consolidation of the 
Judahite kingdom under Davidic rule. In those chapters, it was dem-
onstrated that the formation of Judah was a gradual process that lasted 
throughout the tenth and ninth centuries BCE. During this period the 
Davidic kings in Jerusalem incorporated di�erent groups under their rule: 
initially in the regions of Jerusalem and Benjamin, later in the Judean Hills 
and their foothills at the southeastern Shephelah, and �nally in the western 
Shephelah and the Beersheba–Arad Valleys. �is process was unrelated 
to the formation of Israel in northern Samaria. �ose developments in 
the north began sometime in the second half of the tenth century BCE 
and were characterized by drastic political shi�s and social upheavals as 
the result of the interaction between groups from northern Samaria and 
the northern valleys. In other words, Israel and Judah were never politi-
cally united, and ultimately their respective formative trajectories di�ered, 
thereby creating two distinct sociopolitical structures.

�us far the textual sources examined in this study have been those 
that could shed some light on the formation of Israel and Judah during 
the tenth and ninth centuries BCE. Yet, even when these sources refer to 
political events that may illuminate Judah’s historical formation, they only 
do so incidentally. Consequently, they have only been discussed here when 
they contain references that can be considered contemporaneous to the 
social and political processes observed in the archaeological record of Iron 
IIA southern Canaan. Such sources exist from the late tenth century BCE 
onward—starting with Shishak’s campaign in Canaan—and for the most 
part they attest to the ongoing need for the Davidic kings to reassert their 
dominion over the Benjamin Plateau. �ey also testify to the complex 
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relationship between the Davidic kings and their Israelite counterparts, 
which vacillated between hostility and military con�ict to political and 
social alliances and back again. Together with the material remains, these 
sources provide a glimpse at the gradual character of Judahite state forma-
tion and its overall social and historical context. However, this image of 
early Judahite history di�ers greatly from the one cemented in the cul-
tural memory of later generations from at least the late Iron Age (and to 
a certain extent as still embraced today). �e latter image is the one that 
commemorates the heroic deeds of Saul and David and the great united 
monarchy ruled by David and Solomon. �ere is quite a gap between early 
monarchic Judah as re�ected thus far in the material remains and the most 
relevant textual sources—as a small and marginal highland polity that only 
gradually developed into a locally signi�cant territorial entity—and the 
glorious days of Saul, David, and Solomon as commemorated in the books 
of Samuel and Kings. It is the aim of the present chapter to �ll in this gap.

According to the biblical narrative, Saul was the �rst king of the Isra-
elites and rose to power in the highlands of Benjamin, but he failed to 
establish a long-lasting dynastic monarchy, for eventually he and his sons 
were killed in the battle against the Philistines at Mount Gilboa (1 Sam 
9–14, 31). David, a talented warrior who grew up in Saul’s court, took his 
place, united Israel and Judah under his dominion, and established �rm 
dynastic rule based in Jerusalem (1 Sam 16–2–Sam 5). �e story line goes 
on to depict internal strife within the Davidic court and growing animos-
ity against David and his house among the Israelites and the Benjaminites 
(2 Sam 9–1 Kgs 2), which culminates—despite the prosperity brought on 
by David’s son and heir Solomon (1 Kgs 3–11)—in a schism that splits the 
realm into two separate kingdoms, Israel and Judah (1 Kgs 11–12).1

Scholars have identi�ed at least three pre-Deuteronomistic narrative 
blocks embedded within the book of Samuel that together convey the story 
of the early monarchic period in the days of Saul and David: the early Saul 
traditions, conventionally identi�ed in 1 Sam 1–14; the story of David’s 

1. �e following discussion will focus on the stories of the united monarchy’s 
formation in the days of Saul and David (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) and the stories of the 
great united monarchy ruled by David (2 Sam 9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2). �e days of Solomon 
(1 Kgs 3–11) will be set aside from the discussion, as most scholars agree that they 
re�ect a late Iron Age reality (see the detailed discussion in Frevel 2016, 119–48, with 
additional literature). �us, they are less relevant to the discussion at hand. �e late 
monarchic view of the united monarchy is discussed at length in §6.3 below.
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rise to power, conventionally identi�ed in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5; and the so-
called Succession Narrative (or, alternatively, the court history) in 2 Sam 
9–20 and 1 Kgs 1–2.2 However, as will be demonstrated from both liter-
ary and historical perspectives, these three works in reality only represent 
two distinct literary horizons. Accordingly, the early Saul traditions (1 Sam 
1–14, 31) and the story of David’s rise (1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5) should be read 
in conjunction as the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy, 
which was further expanded on at a later stage with the Succession Nar-
rative (2 Sam 9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2). While David �gures as a main protagonist 
in both literary horizons, his characterization in each di�ers considerably. 
David in the Succession Narrative retains hardly any trace of the boldness, 
wit, and charisma of the talented warrior described in the history of the 
formation of the Davidic monarchy, becoming instead an old, hesitant, and 
lazy king. �is portrayal alone hints at a di�erent date and historical set-
ting for the composition of each of these two literary horizons. Not only is 
the �gure of David himself portrayed quite di�erently in these two literary 
works, but so is the conceptualization of his realm as a united monarchy: 
the kingdom of Saul and David as depicted in the stories about its forma-
tion (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) is profoundly di�erent from the one presupposed 
in the stories about its zenith (2 Sam 9–1 Kgs 2).

�ese di�erences are key factors in any attempt to bridge the gap 
between the vivid depiction of the united monarchy as a territorial polity 
encompassing both Israel and Judah and the convergent archaeological 
and historical reconstructions, according to which the formation of Judah 
comprised a long and gradual process lasting well beyond any individual’s 
reign in the tenth century BCE. Bridging the gap between the early history 
of Judah and the literary portrayal of the united monarchy in Samuel and 
Kings may therefore illuminate the origins of pan-Israelite identity and the 
shared sense of Israelite belonging stressed in them. However, in order to 
explore these issues further, it is necessary to provide a brief review of the 
origin and dating of Samuel and Kings.

2. To these one may add the so called ark narrative (in 1 Sam 4–6, 2 Sam 6) 
and the stories of David’s wars with Israel’s neighbors (in 2 Sam 8–10), which are 
mostly viewed as distinct literary sources. �ese stories are beyond the scope of this 
study, but for some discussion and further literature see Dietrich 2007, 250–62. For 
a recent discussion of the stories of David’s wars with his neighbors in 2 Sam 8–10, 
see Na’aman 2017b.
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6.1. The Literary and Historical Context of the  
Books of Samuel and Kings: A Brief Overview

Samuel and Kings are the last two books in the corpus named Former 
Prophets, in which they are preceded by the books of Joshua and Judges. 
Together the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings rehearse a history 
of ancient Israel from the conquest of the land to the exile. Since the in�u-
ential work of Noth (1943), the composition and redaction of these books 
has been viewed from within the wider redactional framework known as 
the Deuteronomistic History, which encompasses Deuteronomy–2 Kings. 
Noth’s hypothesis is based on a set of theological sermons he identi�ed 
that were inserted at signi�cant crossroads in the historical narrative 
(Josh 1:1–9, 12:1–6, 23:1–16, Judg 2:11–3:6, 1 Sam 12:1–15, 1 Kgs 8:14–
53, 2 Kgs 17:7–23). According to Noth, these sermons were inserted in 
order to provide theological explanations for the depicted events based 
on Deuteronomic law. He argues that these texts collectively re�ect the 
work of a single author/editor who composed and redacted the Deuter-
onomistic History (Deuteronomy–2 Kings) during the Neo-Babylonian 
occupation of Judah (ca. 560 BCE) to explain the destruction of Jerusa-
lem. For Noth, the scribe served as an editor because he redacted into 
this literary work older documents and source materials, but he was also 
an author since he constructed a comprehensive view of Israel’s history, 
including the periodization of successive eras. Noth’s hypothesis regard-
ing the Deuteronomistic History has undergone several major revisions 
and modi�cations. Most of the revisions have highlighted—in contrast to 
Noth’s original uni�ed redactional paradigm—the long process of compo-
sition, compilation, and redaction of the corpus that lasted from the late 
monarchic period or slightly a�erward, to the late Persian period.3

While a full treatment of the Deuteronomistic History and its various 
redactional processes is beyond the scope of the current discussion, it is 
relevant to note that the books of Samuel and Kings (or, rather, some early 
version of the narrative in 1 Sam 1–2 Kgs 25*) are generally regarded as the 
product of the earliest Deuteronomistic redaction. For present purposes, 
this point calls for further elaboration. Scholars identify in Kings, and to 

3. For the DtrH hypothesis and related history of research, see Römer 2005, 
13–43; 2015c; for recent criticism and some substantial doubt regarding Noth’s overall 
paradigm, see Kratz 2020. For additional critical discussion, see the articles in Witte 
et al. 2006; Stipp 2011.
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a lesser degree in Samuel, a single, coherent redactional layer inspired by 
Deuteronomic ideas (especially the Jerusalem-centered theology of cult 
centralization in Deut 12) that was meant to bring the books of Samuel 
and Kings under a unifying theological scheme. According to this line of 
thought (with which I mostly agree), the books of Joshua and Judges, even 
if they existed in some earlier form, were brought into the Deuteronomistic 
framework only at a later stage, when an earlier (Israelite) edition of Judges 
was redacted to serve as a bridge between Deuteronomy–Joshua and 
Samuel–Kings.4 Samuel and Kings, accordingly, are viewed as the earliest 
corpus of the Deuteronomistic History, which is predominantly associated 
with the late monarchic period in Judah (but see further below).5

Challenges to this common agreement come from scholars who 
highlight some of the theological and terminological di�erences between 
Samuel and Kings to argue that they do not share the same theologi-
cal—and by extension the same redactional—framework.6 For instance, it 
is noted that cult centralization as a major theological theme in Kings is 
hardly mentioned in Samuel, where Yahweh is worshiped at many di�erent 
cult places (e.g., Shiloh in 1 Sam 1–4; Mizpah in 1 Sam 7; 10:17–27; Gilgal 
in 1 Sam 11). Likewise, the divine election of David and his house, which 
is �rst introduced in 2 Sam 7, is hardly repeated in 1–2 Kings, and when 
it is, it utilizes vocabulary (e.g., the noun nîr) that never occurs in Samuel.

Indeed, there are some theological and terminological di�erences 
between Samuel and Kings, but they result from the source material and 
ultimately from the di�erent literary genres of each of these books. �e 
book of Kings is constructed in synchronistic style based on regnal for-
mulas that present each of the Israelite and the Judahite kings and are also 
accompanied by theological evaluations.7 �e theological evaluations are 
part and parcel of the book’s structure and thus convey the world view 
of its authors/editors. �eir focus on cult centralization and the exclusive 
veneration of Yahweh in Jerusalem reveals their Deuteronomistic nature. 
In other words, the authors/editors of Kings were Deuteronomistic scribes 
from late monarchic Judah.

4. For many di�erent reconstructions along this line and for further argumenta-
tion, see Provan 1988; Eynikel 1996; Knauf 2000b; Aurelius 2003; Kratz 2005, 153–
210; 2020, 120–26; Römer 2005; Carr 2011, 304–13.

5. For 1 Sam 1 as the beginning of the DtrH, see Bezzel 2019a with earlier literature.
6. Knauf 2000b; Hutzli 2010, 2013; Pakkala 2012.
7. For the synchronistic structure of Kings, see Cohn 2010.
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�e book of Samuel, on the other hand, consists of at least three exten-
sive narrative blocks that predate the composition and redaction of Kings, 
that is, they are pre-Deuteronomistic. �is means that the Deuteronomis-
tic scribes who composed the book of Kings and designed its distinctive 
formulaic structure could have been, at best, no more than redactors of an 
already preexisting version of the book of Samuel. �erefore, most of the 
material in Samuel predates the Deuteronomistic theological themes in 
Kings. Furthermore, that much of the material embedded in Samuel most 
likely predates the Deuteronomistic composition of Kings best explains 
the minimal Deuteronomistic interventions identi�ed in Samuel (Dietrich 
2011, 41–44).8 Clear Deuteronomistic editorial intervention in the text of 
Samuel can be identi�ed in the imposition of regnal formulas (similar 
to those found throughout Kings) on the narrative blocks embedded in 
Samuel (1 Sam 13:1, 2 Sam 5:4–5) and in the theological sermon delivered 
in Nathan’s oracle to David (2 Sam 7:1–17). �is sermon introduces the 
main theological themes in Kings to the books of Samuel: the Jerusalem-
centered theology and the divine election of David and his house.9 �e 
regnal formulas and Nathan’s oracle present the story of the early monar-
chy told in Samuel as the introduction to the subsequent story of the two 
monarchies, which follows in Kings.10

Studies that highlight the theological and terminological di�erences 
between Samuel and Kings therefore seem lost in the details, ignoring the 
overall literary and historical context that unites these two books together. 
Reinhard Kratz (2005, 170) notes that the beginning of the monarchic his-
tory as portrayed in Samuel is presupposed by Kings, and since there is 
no other beginning that may be found in 1 Kings, it should be read as a 
direct continuation of 1–2 Samuel. At the macro level, Samuel and Kings 
together convey the story of the Israelite monarchies, and more speci�cally 
they preserve the story of the house of David from its very beginning to its 
�nal demise. �ey are both, at least in their early versions, promonarchic 
and pro-Davidic. Both present a coherent royal ideology and theology in 

8. On this subject, see also the essays published in Edenburg and Pakkala 2013.
9. On the Dtr nature of the Nathan’s oracle to David, see Sergi 2010, 268–74; 

Rückl 2016, 17–190.
10. Additional Dtr redactions are identi�ed mainly in 1 Sam 7–12, which links 

the book of Samuel with the broader Dtr framework stretching from Judges to Samuel 
and from Deuteronomy to 2 Kings (see Kratz 2005, 170–74; Dietrich 2011, 41–44; 
Nihan 2013 with additional literature).
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which the king and his patron deity are closely related. �erefore, theo-
logical or terminological di�erences between Samuel and Kings re�ect 
the di�erent source materials embedded within them and the di�erent 
compositional and redactional process applied to each.11 �ere should be 
little doubt that they share the same overall literary, historical, and theo-
logical scheme. �is, in turn, indicates that the scribes who composed and 
redacted the early version of Kings did so in order to present it as a direct 
continuation of the books of Samuel, an early version of which was already 
in their possession.

�e �nal points for consideration are the date and the historical 
context for the earliest composition and redaction of Samuel–Kings. 
Many scholars rightly date this stage of the work to the late monarchic 
period or, even more speci�cally, to the reign of Josiah over Judah (ca. 
640–609 BCE).12 Yet, in spite of the strong monarchic ideology conveyed 
throughout these books, and in spite of the fact that cult centralization 
(as a core theme in Deuteronomy and Kings) makes sense only in the 
context of centralized cultic institutions under monarchic auspices, a 
current trend in biblical scholarship casts doubt on the possibility that 
these books were �rst compiled in late monarchic Judah. Such scholars 
instead assign most of them to the Babylonian or the Persian periods.13 
I will therefore brie�y review the evidence supporting a late monarchic 
date for Samuel–Kings.

�e regnal formulas that frame the historical narration in Kings are 
accompanied by theological evaluations that reference the cultic behav-
ior of each of the Judahite and Israelite kings and are an integral part of 
the book’s formulaic structure. Hence, they re�ect the mindset of the 
book’s author/editor and reveal its Deuteronomistic nature. In fact, the 
Deuteronomistic History hypothesis relies primarily on the study of these 
formulas, whose overall theological scheme is directly related to the book 

11. Veijola (1975, 127–38) demonstrates how the di�erence in redactional style 
between Samuel and Kings re�ects the di�erent textual sources that were embedded 
within these books.

12. For di�erent views regarding the late monarchic origin of Kings, see Provan 
1988; O’Brien 1989; Halpern and Vanderhoo� 1991; McKenzie 1991; Knoppers 1993, 
1994; Römer 2005, 97–106; Na’aman 2006a; Halpern and Lemaire 2010; Carr 2011, 
307–13. For more on the di�erent models suggested for the composition and redac-
tion of Kings, see Knoppers’s (2010) overview.

13. E.g., Aurelius 2003; Kratz 2005, 158–86, 209–10; Pakkala 2009, 2012.
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of Deuteronomy.14 Even scholars who reject the idea of a comprehensive 
Deuteronomistic redaction in Joshua–Samuel have had to acknowledge 
that it is well identi�ed at least in the book of Kings.15 �is is best seen 
in the Jerusalem-centered theology, which is based on the Deuteronomic 
demand for cult centralization, the earliest version of which is identi�ed 
in Deuteronomy 12:13–19 (e.g., Römer 2004). In Kings, cult centraliza-
tion constitutes one of the two criteria for evaluating the Israelite and 
the Judahite kings prior to Josiah. All the Israelite kings did wrong in the 
eyes of Yahweh since they did not adhere to the centralization of cult in 
Jerusalem (1 Kgs 12:26–30; 15:26, 33–34; 16:13, 19, 26, 31; 22:53; 2 Kgs 
3:3; 10:31; 13:2, 11; 14:24; 15:9, 18, 24, 28). �is ultimately provides the 
theological explanation for the destruction of Israel in 720 BCE (2 Kgs 
17:21–23).16 All Judahite kings prior to Hezekiah who did right in the eyes 
of Yahweh are nevertheless condemned for the people’s continued worship 
at the “high places” or, in other words, for deviation from cult centraliza-
tion (1 Kgs 15:14, 22:44, 2 Kgs 12:4, 14:4, 15:4, 16:53).17 Hezekiah (2 Kgs 
18:1–7) and Josiah (2 Kgs 22:2) are the only Judahite kings who received 
completely positive theological evaluations, not only for their loyalty to 
the exclusive veneration of Yahweh but also for centralizing the Yahwistic 
cult in Jerusalem (Provan 1988, 60–66, 90; McKenzie 1991, 120–22).

14. �us, for instance, Cross (1973) bases his block model for the compositional 
history of the DtrH primarily on the theological themes in Kings, as do those who 
followed him (e.g., Nelson 1981; Provan 1988; McKenzie 1991; Knoppers 1993, 1994; 
cf. Eynikel 1996, 362–63). Adherents to the layer model for the composition of the 
DtrH also base their observations on Kings (and on Samuel; see, e.g., Dietrich 1972; 
Veijola 1975; Spieckermann 1982). Adherents to Noth’s original uni�ed Dtr redaction 
hypothesis have done the same (Ho�mann 1980; Long 1984). For more on the rela-
tions between Deuteronomy and Kings, see Pakkala 2012.

15. E.g., Provan 1988, 157–70; Eynikel 1996, 362–64; Auld 1999, 123–25; Knauf 
2000b, 397; Rösel 2000, 204; Kratz 2020, 120.

16. �ese are the so-called sins of Jeroboam, referring to the Yahweh’s veneration 
in the royal Israelite cult centers in Dan and Bethel (1 Kgs 12:26–30). For matters of 
historicity and discussion, see Berlejung 2009; Römer 2017a.

17. �e condemnation of the popular worship in the high places appears only in 
the theological evaluation of Judahite kings prior to Hezekiah who did “what was right 
in the eyes of Yahweh,” namely, they were viewed as loyal to the exclusive Yahwistic 
cult (Asa, Jehoshaphat, Jehoash, Amaziah, Azariah, Jotam). �is implies that the high-
places cult was viewed as Yahwistic, and therefore the condemnation refers to their 
deviation from cult centralization in Jerusalem (Provan 1988, 60–66, 90; McKenzie 
1991, 120–22; contra Blanco-Wissmann 2011).
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�e divine election of David and his house constitutes another sig-
ni�cant theological theme in Kings (1 Kgs 11:36, 15:4, 2 Kgs 8:29, 19:34),18 
which is also expressed by presenting David as the ideal model for the 
right cultic behavior in the eyes of Yahweh (1 Kgs 11:4; 15:3, 11; 2 Kgs 
14:3; 18:3). Essentially, all of this is intended to explain why—in direct 
contrast with the dynasties of Israel—the house of David survived and 
maintained its rule over Judah, even if its kings had sinned. �e perpetu-
ity of the Davidic dynasty is explicitly referred to only once (2 Kgs 19:34), 
but it is reformulated as a promise made to David by Yahweh to grant 
him nîr (probably royal domain, a fertile land of his own; see 1 Kgs 11:36, 
15:4, 2 Kgs 8:19).19 Many see the nîr theme as the realization of the eternal 
promise given to David in Nathan’s oracle (2 Sam 7:1–17).20

Both themes—the Jerusalem-centered theology and the divine elec-
tion of the house of David—culminate in the depiction of Josiah’s cultic 
reform in 2 Kgs 22–23, which was meant to establish the exclusive wor-
ship of Yahweh and its centralization at the temple in Jerusalem. Josiah’s 
cultic reform brings the book of Kings to its literary and theological apex, 
yet at the same time it actually sets the theological standard according to 
which all Israelite and Judahite kings are retrospectively evaluated.21 In 
other words, from a theological perspective, Josiah’s reform establishes 
the criteria for the theological interpretation of the history, while from 
a literary perspective it constitutes the high point to which the entire 
narrative aims.22 It is di�cult to believe that cult centralization and the 

18. For a detailed discussion of these passages, see Sergi 2014b.
19. For nîr as royal domain given to David, see Ben Zvi 1991b; Sergi 2014b, 195–

99, with further literature.
20. Noth 1968, 297; Würthwein 1977, 144; Nelson 1981, 116–18; Provan 1988, 

95–98; Eynikel 1996, 116–17.
21. �e criteria for the theological evaluations of the Judahite and Israelite kings 

were forged in light of Josiah’s cultic reform (Ho�mann 1980, 29–48, 78–270, 315–22; 
Provan 1988, 133–43, 153–55). But they were �rst presented within the narratives 
pertaining to the schism of the monarchy (1 Kgs 11–12), namely, at the beginning of 
the historical narration of Israel and Judah (Knoppers 1994, 229–46). Hence, the his-
torical narrative in Kings presents a cultic history culminating in Josiah’s cultic reform 
(Ho�mann 1980, 264–70, 315–22; McKenzie 1991, 122–26).

22. McKenzie (1991, 118–25) demonstrates that, from a theological point of view, 
the Dtr authors of Kings ascribed cult centralization to Hezekiah (1 Kgs 18:4), which 
brought an end to the ongoing problem of the high places mentioned in the theologi-
cal evaluations of all the righteous Judahite kings before him. Josiah’s cultic reform 
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eternal rule of the house of David could somehow have been conceived in 
the exilic period, when neither the temple in Jerusalem nor the house of 
David continued to exist. �e evaluations of the last four Judahite kings 
(2 Kgs 23:32, 37; 24:9, 19) who succeeded Josiah do not refer to either 
of the aforementioned theological concepts. �is suggests that the narra-
tives regarding these later kings were composed by scribes who lived a�er 
the destruction of Jerusalem and to whom the Jerusalem-centered the-
ology and divine election were less meaningful. Furthermore, the strong 
and direct link between the king (the house of David), his patron deity 
(Yahweh), his realm (Judah), and the overall responsibility of the king to 
the royal cult is well known within ancient Near Eastern royal ideologies.23 
�ese are above all monarchic concepts that re�ect royal ideology. �us, 
they are better placed in the historical context of late monarchic Judah, 
more speci�cally in the days of Josiah.

Since Wilhelm de Wette (1806), the Deuteronomic theology of 
an exclusive and centralized Yahwistic cult, which �nds its narrated 
achievement in Kings, has been associated with Josiah’s cultic reforms. 
What is o�en viewed as the core of Deuteronomy (also known as Ur-
Deuteronomium, conventionally identi�ed in Deut 12–26) has been dated 
to the reign of Josiah in the late seventh century BCE (e.g., Römer 2015c). 
Indeed, the covenant theology of core Deuteronomy (especially in Deut 
13 and 28) resembles the so-called Esarhaddon succession treaty (Esar-
haddon reigned 681–669 BCE) in its theological and ideological concepts 
as well as in its style and phrasing. �is strongly suggests that the authors 
of the Ur-Deuteronomium knew this text.24 A copy of this treaty in the 
shape of a large, sealed clay tablet was found on the �oor of a sanctuary in 
Tell Taʿyinat (ancient Kullania, the capital of the former north Levantine 
kingdom of Unqu/Patina, centered on the Orontes Delta), where it was 
probably displayed on the nearby pedestal (Lauinger 2012). �e discovery 

brought an end not only to the sins of the Judahite kings but also to the great sins of 
the Israelite kings (as conceived in the Dtr worldview as the sins of Jeroboam at the 
cult places in Dan and Bethel). For further discussion, see Ho�mann 1980, 29–45, 
315–19; Van Seters 1983, 313–14; Knoppers 1994, 229–46.

23. See, e.g., Ishida 1977, 81–99; Hurowitz 1992, 106–29; Na’aman 2006b; Liv-
erani 2010.

24. For the Esarhaddon succession treaty and its relation to the book of Deuter-
onomy, see Steymans 1995, 2006; E. Otto 1996, 1999; Radner 2006; Levinson 2010; 
Levinson and Stackert 2012; Lauinger 2019. For reservations, see Crouch 2014.
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of a copy of Esarhaddon’s succession treaty at Tell Taʿyinat con�rms that 
the Assyrian authorities sent exemplars of the treaty to the western regions 
of the empire. �erefore, it is quite plausible that a copy of this treaty was 
presented in the temple of Jerusalem, where the Judahite scribal elite could 
have become acquainted with it.25 Esarhaddon’s succession treaty and 
the sustained Assyrian-Judahite interaction throughout the late eighth–
seventh centuries BCE clarify the ideological and historical context for the 
composition of Deuteronomy and o�er further support for the dating of 
its early version to late monarchic Judah.26

�ere are numerous historical examples from the second and �rst 
millennia BCE of ancient Near Eastern kings instigating cult reforms 
in their kingdoms aimed at the elevation of a speci�c deity (usually the 
ruler’s patron deity) to the head of the pantheon and the centralization 
of the royal cult. �ese reforms were led by formidable rulers who had 
achieved political and military triumphs. As such, their reforms can be 
viewed as a consolidation of their power, facilitated by their exceptional 
status (Na’aman 2006b). Josiah’s reign had experienced the retreat of 
the Assyrians, who had destroyed Israel and oppressed Judah for almost 
a hundred years. Consequently, Josiah extended his dominion in all 
directions, making the house of David and its capital, Jerusalem, one of 
the leading forces in the southern Levant. He reestablished Davidic rule 
over the Shephelah that had been torn away from Judah by Sennach-
erib’s campaign of 701 BCE and further expanded Judahite territory 
beyond its greatest former extent, taking over the region of Bethel to 
the north and establishing control, for the �rst time in Judahite history, 
over the northern and western shores of the Dead Sea from Jericho to 
En-Gedi.27

Under these circumstances, it is certainly reasonable to propose that 
the consolidation of Josiah’s kingship was accompanied by cult reforms 
aimed at the elevation of his patron deity, Yahweh, and the centralization 
of the deity’s cult. Despite some recent doubts (e.g., Pakkala 2010), there 
are enough epigraphic and other archaeological �nds to support such a 

25. Steymans 2013, 2019; Levinson and Stackert 2012; Römer 2018.
26. For further discussion of the late monarchic date for core Deuteronomy, see E. 

Otto 1996; 1999; 2016, 1073–1116, with substantially more literature.
27. For comprehensive studies of Josiah’s reign over Judah, see Na’aman 1991; 

Lipschits 2019; 2021, 165–72. For more on Judahite expansion in the days of Josiah, 
see Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2011, 15–27.
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conclusion (Uehlinger 2007).28 However, it would seem that unlike the 
description in 2 Kgs 22–23, the cultic reform was restricted mainly to the 
region of Jerusalem, and in many aspects it probably re�ected a longer and 
more complicated process that had begun with Sennacherib’s campaign 
against Judah (Na’aman 2002a). In the contemporary regions of the ancient 
Near East, cult reforms and the consolidation of monarchic power were 
o�en accompanied by extensive literary production (Na’aman 2006b). �e 
Jerusalem-centered theology as a main theme in Deuteronomy, Samuel, 
and Kings, combined with the powerful pro-Davidic and promonarchic 
tone (especially 2 Sam 7:1–17; cf. 1 Kgs 11:36, 15:4, 2 Kgs 8:19), should 
be situated in the context of late monarchic Judah. Moreover, only a date 
in late monarchic Judah coheres with the fact that much of the material 
compiled in these works is well acquainted with the social and political 
realia of the Iron Age, and even the early Iron Age, as previously discussed 
and as will be demonstrated in what follows. All this suggests also that the 
redactors of Samuel and Kings had access to the royal libraries of Israel 
and Judah, which makes better sense in the late monarchic period.

Turning to the epigraphic evidence, it is noteworthy that there is no 
parallel to the extent and quantity of epigraphic �nds from Iron IIB–
IIC Judah any time before the second century BCE. An ever-increasing 
number of administrative and economic inscriptions as well as inscribed 
bullae, seals, weights, and stamp impressions found all over Judah—in the 
main urban centers (e.g., Tel Lachish, Jerusalem) and in remote desert for-
tresses (e.g., Tel Arad, Ḥorvat ʿUza)—attest to the increasing exploitation 
of writing by state agents and the practice of archive keeping (Rollston 
2010, 91–113). In addition, epigraphic �nds are not restricted to adminis-
trative and economic texts, as evidence likewise exists for scribal education 
employing literary texts even in the kingdom’s remote settlements, such as 
the desert fortress of Ḥorvat ʿUza in the Iron IIC (Na’aman 2013b, 2015a). 
An examination of sixteen ink inscriptions dated to circa 600 BCE that 
were found in the desert fortress of Arad (out of an archive of more than 
a hundred inscriptions), employing novel image processing and machine-
learning algorithms, has revealed a minimum of six scribes. �is indicates 
that in this remote fort literacy had spread throughout the military hier-
archy down to the quartermaster and probably even to his subordinates 

28. For further arguments regarding the historicity of Josiah’s reform and its 
relation to an early version of Deuteronomy, see the convincing discussion of J. Ben-
Dov 2011.
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(Faigenbaum-Golovin et al. 2016; Shaus et al. 2020). Widespread literacy 
o�ers a compelling background for the composition of such ambitious 
works as the book of Deuteronomy and the monarchic history in Samuel 
and Kings. �is is especially so in light of the fact that a similar level of 
literacy in this area is only attested again four hundred years later, circa 
200 BCE.

�is last point is a crucial one, as it highlights a thorny anomaly in 
current biblical studies, namely, not a single securely dated Hebrew 
inscription has been found in the Judean province of Yehud dating to 
the period between 586 and circa 350 BCE. �is should come as no sur-
prise, because the destruction of Judah brought about the collapse of the 
kingdom’s bureaucracy and the deportation of many of the literati. Yet, 
it is to this period that many biblical scholars attribute the formation of 
the prose narratives in the Hebrew Bible, including the Pentateuch, the 
Former Prophets, and Ezra-Nehemiah. Moreover, in spite of the undis-
putable evidence for widespread literacy and extensive exploitation of 
writing by well-educated scribes in late monarchic Judah, current trends 
attribute very little of the composition of the biblical texts to that period. 
Biblical scholars almost completely exclude the possibility that larger lit-
erary works were compiled and redacted in late monarchic Judah, even 
when they convey strong monarchic ideology and theology. I would not 
argue, in light of the epigraphic evidence (or the lack thereof for the Per-
sian period), that the dating of the �nal stages of the formation of the 
Pentateuch and the Former Prophets should be reconsidered. Quite the 
contrary, there are strong arguments in favor of the position that exten-
sive redaction of the coherent narrative recounting the history of ancient 
Israel in Genesis–Kings did not take place until the Persian period, long 
a�er both the kingdoms of Israel and Judah ceased to exist. Taking into 
consideration the perishable materials used for writing and the fact that 
the composition of high-level literary works was the prerogative of a small 
circle of temple scribes in Jerusalem, the lack of evidence for widespread 
literacy is not alone su�cient to argue against extensive literary produc-
tion during the Persian period.29

Nevertheless, there is no way to explain how the highly developed 
scribal tradition that is credited with the formation of Genesis–Kings 

29. For an analogy from archaic and classical Greece, where complex literary 
works are dated to periods that demonstrate only limited epigraphic evidence, see 
Blum 2019, 9–10.
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could emerge in a period that was so poor in terms of literacy. In order to 
maintain the (reasonable) assumption that attributes much of the forma-
tion of the Hebrew Bible to the Persian period, it must be assumed that 
the scribes capable of it participated in a long-standing scribal tradition. 
Since late monarchic Judah provides the sole evidence for the extensive 
use of writing by educated scribes, it likewise provides the missing cul-
tural link for the scribal tradition of the Persian period, which lacks such 
evidence. In other words, the only way out of this anomaly is to consider 
the possibility that much of the narrative blocks of the Former Prophets 
were composed during the monarchic period and that the compilation of 
these narrative blocks into more encompassing literary works had already 
begun in late monarchic Judah (Deuteronomy, Joshua, Samuel–Kings).30

Taken together, the historical context of late monarchic Judah (par-
ticularly the days of Josiah), the dominant literary, theological, and 
promonarchic themes of Deuteronomy and Samuel–Kings, and the epi-
graphic evidence suggest a late monarchic date for Samuel–Kings. �e 
scribes of Josiah were probably the �rst to compose a version of the book 
of Kings, based on king lists from Israel and Judah along with some addi-
tional narrative accounts and in light of contemporary Deuteronomic 
theology. �ese same scribes imposed regnal formulas on a preexisting 
version of Samuel according to Deuteronomic theology, thus presenting it 
as the introduction to the narrative in Kings. �ey also inserted the theo-
logical sermon in 2 Sam 7:1–17 to highlight the main theological ideas 
that govern the historiographical narration in Kings from the beginning of 
David’s reign onward. �ey thereby were able to bring the narrative blocks 
in Samuel and the newly constructed book of Kings under a unifying 
theological theme—one God, one dynasty, and one cult place. �is theme 
stemmed from the Deuteronomistic school of thought in late monarchic 
Judah that had been shaped by Josiah’s cultic reform.

6.2. The History of the Formation of the  
Davidic Monarchy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5)

�e story line of 1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5 is characterized by a rather coherent 
narrative with many links tying together the di�erent accounts embed-
ded within it, at least in its main theme and plot (Dietrich and Naumann 

30. As is argued, for instance, by Römer 2005.
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2000). Yet, despite this, the conventional wisdom that rules contemporary 
scholarship holds that these traditions stem from two distinct sources, 
each of di�erent origin: a collection of northern Israelite traditions about 
Saul (usually identi�ed in 1 Sam 9–14), which record the story of the 
rise and fall of the �rst Israelite king, and a Judahite collection of stories 
about David, which present David as Saul’s legitimate successor (1 Sam 
16–2 Sam 5). It is assumed that the northern Israelite Saul traditions 
arrived in Judah only a�er the fall of Samaria (720 BCE) and subsequently 
stimulated the composition of the stories about David’s rise, which are 
accordingly dated to the seventh century BCE. It is further assumed that 
the stories of David’s rise generated the �rst literary link between Saul the 
Israelite and David the Judahite in order to present Judah as the political 
and cultural successor of the former kingdom of Israel. In other words, it is 
argued that the stories about David’s rise connect two formerly unrelated 
literary protagonists—the �rst king of Israel (Saul) and the �rst king of 
Judah (David)—in order to present Judah (and the house of David) as the 
rightful successor to Israel (and the house of Saul).31

At the heart of this hypothesis lies the assumption that the stories 
about David’s rise in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 actually comprise an allegory 
for the histories of Israel and Judah. According to this line of thought, 
the death of Saul is a metaphor for the destruction of Israel in 734–720 
BCE, and the succession of David symbolizes the Judahite desire to inherit 
Israel’s legacy. However, this assumption is the result of historical rather 
than literary interpretation. Historically, the kingdoms of Israel and Judah 
were never united within a single political entity under the rule of the 
house of David from Jerusalem. It is therefore assumed that any portrayal 
of the �rst king of Judah (David) as the heir of the �rst king of Israel (Saul) 
must re�ect Judahite wishful thinking rather than any accurate geopoliti-
cal realities. However, the main problem with this assumption is that both 
the early Saul traditions and the stories of David’s rise are well embedded 
within the social and political realia of southern Canaan of the early Iron 

31. E.g., Dietrich and Münger 2003; Fischer 2004, 280–91; Kratz 2005, 181–82; 
Finkelstein 2006b, 2011a; Dietrich 2007, 247–48, 304–8; 2011, 51–54; Kaiser 2010, 
524–26; J. L. Wright 2014, 39–50, 141–46; Bezzel 2015, 228–34. But see Na’aman 
(2009a), who challenges this perception. Even adherents of the hypothesis that the 
early Saul traditions are of a northern origin still agree that it is impossible to distin-
guish northern from southern traditions within 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 (Kratz 2005, 182; 
Dietrich 2007, 298–99; Kaiser 2011, 6–9).
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Age, as has been demonstrated by Na’aman in numerous publications and 
on which I will further elaborate below.32Accordingly, there is no compel-
ling reason to read them as allegories. Rather, we should at least attempt 
to read them for what they are: a portrayal of the formation of the Davidic 
monarchy. In the following sections, I will endeavor to do exactly that, to 
illuminate the sociopolitical organization presupposed by these stories, in 
order to date them more accurately and to explore the ways in which their 
authors conceived of the early Davidic monarchy and its relationship to 
Saul and to Israel.

6.2.1 The Early Saul Traditions (1 Sam 9–14, 31): Origins and Date

�e earliest traditions about Saul are usually identi�ed within the bulk of 
material embedded in 1 Sam 9:1–10:16; 11; 13–14; 31. Many of the models 
suggested for the origin and literary growth of this material are based on 
the assumption that it is the result of lengthy, multistage compositional 
and redactional processes.33 �e problem with this approach is that all of 
these multistage reconstructions are highly uncertain. Consequently, there 
is little agreement among scholars regarding the extent and growth of the 
Saul traditions.34 Yet these models demonstrate with a high degree of cer-
tainty that the material embedded in 1 Sam 9–14, 31 is based on early 
and pre-Deuteronomistic traditions. Since it seems impossible to recon-
struct the early source material word for word, it may be more expedient 
to examine various points of agreement regarding the content of the earli-
est Saul traditions.35

32. Na’aman 1996b, 2002b, 2009a, 2010b, 2010d. Many scholars follow Na’aman’s 
dating for the stories of David’s rise: Isser 2003, 67–71; Finkelstein 2013c; Noll 2013, 
219, 256–57; Pioske 2015, 93–119; Sergi, Lipschits, and Koch 2019; Sergi 2020. See also 
the reservations of Van Seters (2009, 97–99), who more or less agrees with Na’aman’s 
interpretation of the early historiography in Samuel but rejects the date suggested by 
Na’aman.

33. Among the extensive literature on the subject, it is important to note the fol-
lowing relatively recent studies by Kratz 2005, 171–74; Dietrich 2007, 264–74; 2011, 
49–54; Kaiser 2010, 2011; Bezzel 2015.

34. On this problem, see Na’aman 1990a, 640–45; Nihan 2006, 92–95.
35. Many scholars agree that the story of Samuel in 1 Sam 1–4 was part and 

parcel of the Saul story in 1 Sam 9–14, 31, even when it is viewed as a later expan-
sion to an older Saul narrative found in 1 Sam 9–11 (e.g., Kratz 2005, 173–77; Diet-
rich 2007, 272–74; Bezzel 2015, 179–234). �e story of Samuel and the sanctuary in 
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�ere currently exists a growing consensus that the beginning of the 
Saul story may be found in 1 Sam 9:1–10:16, in the legendary tale about 
the young Benjaminite, the son of a wealthy patriarch of the rural elite, 
who goes to look for his father’s asses. On his way, he meets the man of 
God, who tells him that he is about to perform a great deed.36 Since Julius 
Wellhausen (1889, 240–43), it has been accepted that this story continues 
in 1 Sam 11:1–15 (excluding 1 Sam 10:17–27 as a secondary, exilic, or even 
postexilic, expansion).37 �ere the words of the man of God are realized as 
Saul leads a successful military campaign against Jabesh-Gilead that liber-
ates the Jabeshites from Ammonite subjugation.38 One point of dispute is 
whether the successful battle against the Ammonites led to Saul’s corona-
tion at Gilgal in 1 Sam 11:15 or whether the note about the coronation was 
only added later to the original narrative.39 I opt for the former, not only 
because it makes the perfect conclusion to the heroic tale of the young 

Shiloh will not be discussed here, but see the recent treatments by Na’aman 2017c; 
Knittel 2019, with more literature. Since the story in 1 Sam 1–4 is not discussed here 
and for the sake of convenience, I will henceforth refer to the early Saul traditions in 
1 Sam 9–14 (and not in 1 Sam 1–14), even if the Samuel story (1 Sam 1–4) should be 
included in them.

36. �e reconstructions of the original core and literary growth of the story in 
1 Sam 9:1–10:16 are mostly based on the work of L. Schmidt 1970, 58–102; see fur-
ther in Stolz 1981, 62–70; A. F. Campbell 2003, 106–8; Dietrich 2011, 338–405; Bezzel 
2015, 149–79. For other reconstructions, assuming a more uni�ed narrative with only 
minor redactional interventions, see, e.g., McCarter 1980a, 166–88; Na’aman 1990a, 
638–58; Auld 2011, 98–111.

37. Dietrich (2011, 448–78) argues that 1 Sam 10:17–27 may re�ect an old Israel-
ite tradition about Saul, but this is less likely; see further below.

38. For the general acceptance, see, e.g., L. Schmidt 1970, 79–80; McCarter 1980a, 
26–27, 184–88, 194–96, 205–7; Stolz 1981, 19–20, 73–77; Na’aman 1990a, 644; Camp-
bell 2003, 88–89, 115–16, 128–29; Kratz 2005, 171–72; Kaiser 2010, 533–38; Bezzel 
2015, 151–79, 196–204. Yet some scholars argue that the original continuation of the 
story in 1 Sam 9:1–10:16 was in the stories of Saul’s wars with the Philistines in 1 Sam 
13–14 (e.g., Stoebe 1973, 64–66; Dietrich 2007, 268–69; 2011, 54; Auld 2011, 126). 
Indeed, the story of Saul’s meeting with the man of God anticipates the wars with the 
Philistines (1 Sam 10:5a). However, 1 Sam 13–14 already presupposes the kingship of 
Saul, who is enthroned over Israel only as a result of his victory over the Ammonites 
(1 Sam 11:15; see further in this section).

39. For 1 Sam 11:15 being early, see, e.g., L. Schmidt 1970, 79–80; Na’aman 1990a, 
642–43; Kaiser 2010, 538–40; Dietrich 2011, 492–96. For it being a later addition, 
see, e.g., Bezzel 2015, 196–97, 200–201. For a comprehensive discussion of the lit-
erary growth of 1 Sam 11:1–15 and its relation to other textual evidence (i.e., from 
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Benjaminite but also because Saul’s kingship is already foreshadowed in 
the story of his meeting with the man of God. As Diana Edelman (1990, 
2011) argues, asses were conceived of as royal animals (see 1 Kgs 1:33, 39), 
so Saul’s search for them implies his search for kingship.

�e coronation at Gilgal places Saul in the geographical and politi-
cal point of departure for the stories about his wars with the Philistines 
in 1 Sam 13–14. �ese stories presuppose Saul’s kingship and should be 
regarded as the direct continuation of 1 Sam 11:1–15 (Na’aman 1990a, 
645–49). �ey consist of a collection of anecdotes and heroic tales that 
were weaved together because they share the theme of war with the 
Philistines, but most scholars agree that they belong with the early Saul 
traditions.40 Eventually, it is in battle with the Philistines on Mount 
Gilboa that Saul and his sons met their deaths. According to the account 
in 1 Sam 31:1–13, the victorious Philistines pinned the bodies of Saul and 
his sons to the walls of Beit Shean, but the Jabeshites, in a bold action, 
rescued the bodies, brought them to Jabesh-Gilead, burned them, buried 
the bones, and mourned for seven days. �e question remains whether 
the report of Saul’s death at Mount Gilboa was part of the early Saul 
traditions. Indeed, some scholars exclude it, arguing that the bulk of the 
early Saul traditions are embedded only within 1 Sam 1–14, probably 
with an ending in 1 Sam 14:46–52 (White 2000; Kratz 2005, 171–74). 
However, the war with the Philistines, the basic theme in 1 Sam 13–14, 
is the same theme of 1 Sam 31; neither narrative mentions David but 
rather both focus on Saul and his sons; and last, 1 Sam 31:1–13 brings the 
early Saul traditions to a perfect literary conclusion. Saul ascended to the 

Qumran), see Kratz 2017, with more literature. According to Kratz, the core narrative 
may be found in 1 Sam 11: 1–5, 9–11, 15. I mostly agree with this reconstruction.

40. For the theme of war with the Philistines as belonging to the early Saul tradi-
tions, see, e.g., Stoebe 1973, 63–64, 240–62; McCarter 1980a, 26–27; Stolz 1981, 82–83. 
For di�erent reconstructions of the literary growth of these stories, see Jobling 1976; 
Stolz 1981, 87–96; Kaiser 2010, 1–6; Campbell 2003, 134–50; Bezzel 2015, 208–28. 
For an approach viewing the stories in 1 Sam 13–14 as a more uni�ed literary work, 
see McCarter 1980a, 224–52; Na’aman 1990a, 645–47. �ere is a scholarly consensus, 
however, that the rejection of Saul in 1 Sam 13:7b–15 and the story of the altar in 
1 Sam 14:32–35 are secondary expansions; e.g., Wellhausen 1889, 240–46; McCarter 
1980a, 230; Stolz 1981, 82; Campbell 2003, 110–15; Auld 2011, 115–16; Kaiser 2010, 
1–6, 9–11; Bezzel 2015, 214. For the stories belonging to the early layer, see, e.g., 
Stoebe 1973, 64–66; McCarter 1980a, 26–27; Na’aman 1990a, 645–47; White 2000; 
Kratz 2005, 171–74; Dietrich 2007, 268–69; Auld 2011, 126.
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throne by rescuing the people of Jabesh-Gilead, and when he dies they 
repay him by salvaging his body (J. L. Wright 2014, 67). Hence, there is 
no reason to assume that the report about the death and burial of Saul 
and his sons in 1 Sam 31:1–13 was somehow distinct from the stories 
about the wars of Saul and Jonathan with the Philistines in 1 Sam 13–14 
(Bezzel 2015, 229–34). What we have here is a collection of early narra-
tives embedded within 1 Sam 9–14, 31 rehearsing the story of the rise 
and fall of a heroic king.

It is o�en taken for granted that the early Saul traditions, as sketched 
above, are of northern Israelite origins and that they could not have 
arrived in Judah prior to the fall of Samaria.41 However, these traditions 
hardly re�ect any of the geographical or political realities of the king-
dom of Israel. �eir geographical scope is restricted to the area north of 
Jerusalem, in the Benjamin Plateau, and in the southernmost parts of the 
Ephraim hill country, with only one excursion to the Gilead. �e entire hill 
country north of Bethel, which was at the heart of the kingdom of Israel, is 
almost completely absent. Nothing in these stories even implies a northern 
Israelite perspective. �e main political centers of Israel (Shechem, Tirzah, 
Samaria), the importance of the cult place at Bethel, the Israelite royal 
cities in the northern valleys, and the Israelite cult centers in the Gilead 
(most notably Penuel) are all completely absent from the narrative.42 Fur-
thermore, there is not even a hint of Israelite history. Its involvement with 
northern Levantine polities, its �erce relations with Aram-Damascus, and 
its constant e�ort to expand northward are likewise conspicuously absent.

Saul’s military excursion to the Gilead is o�en viewed as a re�ec-
tion of Israelite territorial and political interest in the region.43 Indeed, at 
least some parts of the Gilead were a�liated with Israel for certain peri-
ods during the ninth and eighth centuries BCE.44 However, as far as we 

41. See n. 31, above.
42. Mahanaim is mentioned as the capital of Saul’s heir, Ishbaal (2 Sam 3:8), but 

this is not part of the so-called early Saul traditions. Rather, it is a part in what is o�en 
assumed to be a Judahite composition (Na’aman 2009a, 346–48). Furthermore, the 
stories about Ishbaal should probably be seen in tandem with the Succession Narrative 
in 2 Sam 9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2, and if so they should be dated well a�er the Saul traditions; 
see further in §§6.2.2 and 6.3.

43. E.g., Dietrich and Münger 2003, 41–46; Dietrich 2011, 488; Finkelstein 2006b, 
178–80; 2011a, 353–55; J. L. Wright 2014, 66–74.

44. For the political history of the Gilead in the ninth and eighth centuries BCE, 
see Sergi 2016b.
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can judge, the Israelite interest in the Gilead was mostly focused on the 
Jabbok passage that crossed the Jordan River on the route from Shechem 
to Transjordan (see 1 Kgs 12:25). �is region and the sites located along 
it, Penuel, Mahanaim, and Succoth, play a prominent role in what is o�en 
viewed as Israelite literature. �e pre-Priestly Jacob cycle, considered by 
many to be an origin myth of the northern Israelite kingdom, attributes 
the foundation of these sites to the eponymic ancestor of Israel.45 �ey 
are also important for the story of Gideon’s pursuit of the Midianites 
(Judg 8:4–21), which is considered to be part of an Israelite collection of 
heroic stories.46 None of the above sites, so prominent in Israelite litera-
ture, are mentioned in the early Saul traditions. In fact, Saul goes to war 
in Jabesh-Gilead, a toponym primarily referred to in the narratives related 
to Saul (1 Sam 11:1, 3, 5, 9–11; 31:13; 2 Sam 2:4–5; 21:12; see also 1 Chr 
10:12).47 Jabesh-Gilead is never mentioned in relation to Israel, not even 
in the town list of the northern tribes. Furthermore, as correctly observed, 
cremation is not an Israelite practice, and by ascribing it to the people of 
Jabesh-Gilead (1 Sam 31:12), the authors of the early Saul traditions prob-
ably intended to mark them as non-Israelites (J. L. Wright 2014, 66–68). 
Together the above points indicate that the roles of the Gilead and its resi-
dents in the early Saul traditions do not necessarily re�ect the northern 
Israelite point of view.

Turning next to the geopolitical picture that arises from the early Saul 
traditions, they more likely re�ect a Jerusalemite point of view. Saul’s sphere 
of in�uence is mainly in Benjamin and the southern Ephraim hill country. 
Both regions, according to the narrative, were transgressed by the Philis-
tines, who were the inhabitants of the Shephelah (1 Sam 13:20; 14:31). On 
the one hand, the Philistines are depicted as warriors who raid and plun-
der the rural society in the Benjamin region. �ey are also depicted as the 
wealthier (having mastered specialized production; see 1 Sam 13:19–22), 

45. For the Jacob cycle (Gen 25–35) as an origin myth of northern Israel, see, for 
example, Blum 1984, 175–86; 2012; de Pury 2006; Finkelstein and Römer 2014; and 
Sergi 2018.

46. Groß 2009, 367–89, 473–74, with more literature. For a discussion of the place 
of the Jabbok outlet in Judg 8:4–21, see Sergi 2018, 295–98.

47. Jabesh-Gilead is also mentioned in the story of the outrage at Gibeah (Judg 
21), which is dated to the late postexilic period (Groβ 2009, 821–22; Edenburg 2016). 
For the identi�cation of the site and its meaning in the early Saul traditions, see below 
in §6.2.3.
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stronger, and more aggressive side in the con�ict (1 Sam 13:5–6, 17–18). 
�e Israelites, on the other hand, are portrayed as a rural society, residing 
in the hill country and its foothills, and in need of defending themselves 
from Philistine aggression. �ese characteristics draw the line between the 
more urban societies of southwestern Canaan and the rural societies of the 
Benjamin-Jerusalem region prior to the Iron IIB and probably even prior 
to the fall of Gath in the last third of the ninth century BCE.

�e limited geographical scope of these stories is telling (Frevel 
2016, 104–5). We encounter in 1 Sam 13–14 a detailed topographical 
description of a small territory north of Jerusalem. Clearly, its authors 
were well acquainted with the Benjamin region, while the lower regions 
of Canaan—the northern valleys and the Shephelah—were less known 
to them, as can also be deduced from the unexpected appearance of the 
Philistines in the Jezreel Valley (1 Sam 31:1, 10). While the archaeo-
logical phenomenon of the Philistines is mostly restricted to southwest 
Canaan in the Iron I (§5.1.1), the Jezreel Valley during this period, 
before it came under Israelite rule, maintained its former (LB) social and 
political structure of city-states (see §3.2). �ere is no reason to assume 
that the local towns in the Jezreel Valley were somehow a�liated with 
the Philistines.48 As far as can be judged, the pre-Israelite Jezreel Valley 
was regarded as Canaanite in Israelite cultural memory (see Judg 4–5) 
rather than Philistine. Clearly, the author of the Saul story was not well 
acquainted with the political or social composite of the pre-Israelite Jez-
reel Valley. �e Philistines were the archenemy of the kingdom of Judah, 
as is also clear from the important role they play in the story of David’s 
rise (1 Sam 23:1–5, 27:1–12, 2 Sam 5:17–25). Indeed, throughout the 
formative period of the Judahite monarchy, Gath was the strongest polity 
to its west. Only a narrator from Jerusalem, being at some distance from 
the Jezreel Valley, would assume that Saul had met the same enemies in 
the Jezreel Valley as he had in Benjamin: the Philistines. �e question is: 
Why would a Jerusalemite scribe connect Saul, whose entire geographic 
sphere is focused on the Benjamin highlands north of Jerusalem, with 
Mount Gilboa in northern Samaria? An answer to this question will be 
o�ered later in this study.

48. As suggested by Dietrich and Münger (2003, 48). Finkelstein’s (2006b, 82–83) 
suggestion that the memory of the Philistines in the Jezreel Valley (and especially in 
Beit Shean) re�ects the Egyptian rule during the LB is similarly improbable.
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Last, as detailed in chapter 4, from an archaeological point of view 
the inhabitants of the Benjamin Plateau were a�liated with Jerusalemite 
political hegemony as early as the tenth century BCE. �us if the memory 
of a Benjaminite hero were preserved and recorded somewhere, it would 
have been in the scribal school in Jerusalem. �is is also the best explana-
tion for the complete absence of any trace of Israelite geography, politics, 
or concerns within these traditions, which rather re�ect the political 
realia, problems, and interests of early monarchic Judah. Recognition of 
the southern origin of the early Saul traditions is a key factor in dating 
them. It was only in the Iron I–IIA (eleventh–ninth centuries BCE) that 
the Benjamin Plateau and the Southern Ephraim highlands were densely 
settled by rural, agropastoral communities, while larger urban centers to 
the west—Ekron and Gath—thrived in the Shephelah. �erefore, the early 
Saul traditions re�ect the Jerusalemite political landscape and the con-
cerns of early monarchic Judah and not those of early monarchic Israel 
(which was fully ensconced in northern Samaria and the eastern Jezreel/
Beit Shean Valleys). In the �nal analysis, the memory of the �rst king of 
the Israelites is apparently Judahite, or more speci�cally a Jerusalemite 
memory from the early monarchic period.

It is o�en taken for granted that the story of David’s rise (1 Sam 
16–2 Sam 5) presupposes the early Saul traditions.49 Nonetheless, as it is 
mostly assumed that the material in 1 Sam 9–14 predates 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 
5, the reverse possibility that the early Saul traditions anticipate the rise 
of David is o�en overlooked. �e distinct, non-Judahite origin of the Saul 
traditions is further highlighted by emphasizing that the narrative presents 
Saul in a positive light (compared with the more negative presentation in 
1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5) and that David has no role in it. However, that David 
has no role in the stories of Saul’s early career is self-evident, since the 
stories about David explicitly acknowledge Saul’s kingship and even argue 
that David was his legitimate heir. As for the assertion that Saul is pre-
sented in an entirely positive light in 1 Sam 9–14, 31, such seems to be far 
too general and fails to consider the nuances of the story.

From the outset and already in the legendary story of his call (1 Sam 
9:1–10:16), the �gure of Saul is far from being cast as speci�cally heroic or 
worthy of kingship. �e main quality by which Saul is introduced into the 

49. E.g., Stoebe 1973, 63–64; Grønbæk 1971, 262–64; Edelman 1990, 214–20; 
White 2000, 271–84; Dietrich 2007, 244–45.
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narrative is his appearance: Saul is a tall person (1 Sam 9:2). Other than 
that, it is said that he is good, but neither of these qualities (tall, good) 
is particularly necessary for kingship.50 �e entire narrative is driven by 
the actions of Saul’s father (1 Sam 9:3) and Saul’s servant (1 Sam 9:5–10), 
while Saul himself remains completely passive. He is the �rst to give up the 
search for his father’s onagers while expressing despair (1 Sam 9:5), and 
he remains hesitant even when his servant comes up with new solutions 
to his problems (1 Sam 9:6–8).51 Indeed, while this portrayal is generally 
favorable and certainly not negative, it does not attribute to Saul any qual-
ity that portrays him as particularly prepared for his future as a leader, 
which is in notable contrast to the heroic portrayal of David in his youth 
(1 Sam 16–19).

It is no wonder that the narrative culminates in Saul’s death (1 Sam 
31:1–13), which, like the story of his rise, emphasizes his incompetence to 
lead. According to the narrative, Saul’s suicide was committed neither in 
the face of defeat on the battle�eld nor in response to the death of his sons, 
but because he was “terri�ed” by the Philistine archers chasing him (1 Sam 
31:3–4). �is is not a portrayal of heroic death, especially since archers 
naturally prefer to maintain a certain distance from their enemies rather 
than to close in. �erefore, Saul would have still had the opportunity to try 
to escape, hide, or just turn to face his enemies. Moreover, even his suicide 
is forced on him, as his servant disobeys Saul’s direct command to kill him 
(1 Sam 31:4). �is short episode makes a perfect end to the story of Saul: 
Saul’s fate from his rise to his fall was in the hands of a servant. More than 
a representation of a heroic king, it is the characterization of a good man 
who did not possess the qualities that make a good king. Although there 
is no doubt that the traditions in 1 Sam 9–14, 31 present Saul in a rather 
favorable light, they nevertheless portray him as merely a good person 
who virtually fell into kingship while lacking the qualities required to be 
a successful leader. �e narrative leads to his inevitable tragic end, which 
allows for the rise of an eminently more skilled leader: David.52

50. See the qualities attributed to David in his �rst introduction to the narrative 
in 1 Sam 16:18: “I have observed that a son of Jesse of Bethlehem is a skillful harpist, a 
brave warrior, an able speaker, and a handsome young man.”

51. Note also the phrasing in 1 Sam 9:8: “and the servant answered Saul again”; 
that is, he had to encourage Saul to accomplish his task (�nding the asses) and to meet 
his fate (kingship).

52. An even less complimentary portrayal of Saul may be found in one of the nar-
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In fact, it may be argued that the entire theme of Saul’s wars with the 
Philistines (1 Sam 13–14, 31) anticipates the rise of David. A�er all, Saul’s 
wars with the Philistines end with the complete demise of the house of 
Saul (and note that 1 Sam 31:1–13 highlights the death of Saul and all [!] 
his sons), which enables David to rightfully claim his throne (2 Sam 5:2a; 
see Grønbæk 1971, 262). Moreover, the Philistines, who make their �rst 
appearance in the Saul traditions, play a prominent role in the stories of 
David’s rise as well. �ey serve a crucial literary purpose over the course of 
both. By bringing an end to Saul’s dynasty and presenting David as a heroic 
liberator (1 Sam 23:1–5, 2 Sam 5:17–25, 8:1), the Philistines advance the 
narrative toward the inevitable kingship of David (Sergi 2015a, 64–75). In 
this sense, the Philistines are the challenge against which Saul’s incompe-
tence is highlighted in contrast to David’s success.

Hannes Bezzel (2015, 195–234) demonstrates that the many literary 
connections binding 1 Sam 13–14 to 1 Sam 31 as a unit are meant to pre-
pare the scene for David’s rise in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5.53 It may well have 
been, as suggested by Bezzel, that an older kernel about Saul the Benjami-
nite hero (1 Sam 9:1–10:16, 11:1–15) was expanded with the theme of his 

rative strands embedded within the stories of Saul’s wars with the Philistines (1 Sam 
13–14): 1 Sam 14:24–30, 36–45 relays an unnecessary oath taken by Saul that almost 
brought about the death of the crown prince and the war hero, Jonathan, and which 
Saul evidently could not keep (see Bezzel 2015, 228). �is narrative anticipates Saul’s 
rejection from the throne, which is rather explicitly announced in a direct condemna-
tion made by his son and heir, Jonathan (1 Sam 14:29), and by his “people” (1 Sam 
14:45; see McCarter 1980a, 251–52; Campbell 2003, 150; McKenzie 2006, 60–63; 
Kaiser 2011, 4–5). Jonathan’s condemnation is signi�cant, as it prepares the scene for 
his future betrayal of Saul (1 Sam 19:1–7, 20:30–34) and anticipates his covenant with 
David (1 Sam 18:1–4; 20:1–17, 35–42; see also 2 Sam 9). �ese themes have a signi�-
cant role in legitimizing the transition of kingship from the house of Saul (through 
its heir, Jonathan) to the house of David. Despite that, this scene as well as the entire 
theme of David’s covenant with Jonathan was probably inserted into the early Saul 
traditions in order to link it with the Succession Narrative (see details in n. 72, below). 
If so, it should be dated to a much later period (for dating the Succession Narrative, 
see §6.3.1).

53. Originally, Bezzel (2015, 235–37) argued that these were late monarchic Juda-
hite additions to early Israelite Saul traditions; however, he changed his mind in light 
of the archaeological evidence and treated them as Judahite traditions from the early 
monarchic period (Bezzel 2019b). �ese links are also noticed by Dietrich (2007, 278–
84; 2011, 49–54), who argues that they re�ect later Judahite redaction of older Israelite 
traditions about Saul.
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wars against the Philistines (1 Sam 13–14, 31) in order to introduce the 
story of David’s rise. Yet, regardless of the literary growth of the early Saul 
traditions, the sociopolitical landscape portrayed in 1 Sam 13–14 re�ects 
the early monarchic period in Judah, not in Israel. So, even if the stories of 
Saul’s wars against the Philistines are an expansion of an originally shorter 
Saul story, this still would have to have been done in early monarchic 
Judah (Bezzel 2019b, 241–44). �is leads to the conclusion that, from the 
very outset, the early Saul traditions in 1 Sam 9–10:16; 11:1–15; 13–14; 
31:1–13 presuppose the rise of David and his wars against the Philistines 
and set the stage for the transition from the �gure of Saul (as the main pro-
tagonist of the story) to that of David. �e literary links between the early 
Saul traditions and the story of David’s rise are therefore not one-sided, 
as o�en assumed. Considering this, alongside the fact that they likewise 
re�ect the sociopolitical realia of the early Iron Age in southern Canaan, 
there should be little doubt that these texts are the literary product of a 
Jerusalemite scribal school. �e question remains as to why the memory 
of an Israelite king would have been preserved in Jerusalem. In order to 
answer that question, I will �rst discuss the stories depicting David’s rise 
in their historical and literary contexts.

2.2. The Story of David’s Rise (1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5): Origins, Date, and 
Literary Context

�e story of David’s rise in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 recounts David’s service in 
Saul’s court (1 Sam 16:14–23; 17–19), David’s �ight from Saul (1 Sam 20–26), 
his consequent time in the service to the king of Gath (1 Sam 27–2 Sam 1) 
until the death of Saul (1 Sam 31–2 Sam 1), the coronation of David as king 
of Judah (2 Sam 2:1–4) and then Israel (2 Sam 5:1–3), followed by David’s 
seizure of Jerusalem, and his �nal battles against the Philistines (2 Sam 5:6–
25). Although the extent and scope of the story of David’s rise remain a 
matter of dispute, there is general agreement that it contains many di�erent 
narrative strands and earlier traditions that were collected and compiled 
together by a pre-Deuteronomistic scribe.54 It is likewise widely accepted 
that despite its mosaic nature, it has been painted with an overall unifying 

54. Veijola (1975) argues that the di�erent narrative strands that comprise the 
stories of David’s rise were �rst collected by the Dtr scribe in the early sixth century 
BCE (and see Van Seters 2009, 173–269); however, this view never gained much schol-
arly consensus (Dietrich 2007, 245–46). For summary of the discussion concerning 
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royal, pro-Davidic ideology, which suggests that its authors were not mere 
compilers. Within this framework, scholars agree that the story of David’s 
rise was meant to present David as the legitimate successor to Saul, not only 
due to his military prowess and his relationship to the house of Saul but also 
because he was elected by Yahweh to lead his people.55

Since the major aim of the stories about David’s rise was to legitimate 
him as the successor of Saul, they have been dated in the past to the tenth 
century BCE (e.g., Grønbæk 1971, 273–78) and even compared to ancient 
Near Eastern royal apologies (McCarter 1980b). �ese perspectives are less 
accepted today, as contemporary scholarship tends to highlight the literary 
scope and complexity of the story, which goes well beyond any proposed 
parallels in ancient Near Eastern royal apologies.56 Furthermore, in light 
of what we know about writing and literacy in Judah and its neighbors in 
the tenth century BCE, the dating of such a literary work to this period 
seems much too early. In order to accurately date the story of David’s rise, 
its literary context should �rst be addressed. �e many attempts to recon-
struct the literary growth of the story will not be repeated here, nor will the 
di�erent literary traditions embedded in it be accurately distinguished.57 

the extent and scope of the story of David’s rise, see Dietrich 2007, 240–50; 2011, 
44–47; 2015, 192–95, with more literature, and see further in this section.

55. For this general consensus, and for the di�erent reconstructions of the dis-
tinct narrative strands embedded in the story of David’s rise, see Grønbæk 1971, esp. 
259–79; Stoebe 1973, 59–63; Veijola 1975; Stolz 1981, 17–18; Fischer 2004, 270–91; 
Kratz 2005, 177–81; Bezzel 2021. Dietrich (2007, 298–314; 2011, 47–58; 2015, 195–
200), and to a certain extent also Willi-Plein (2004), has reconstructed an extensive 
pre-Dtr literary work termed “�e Narrative History of the Early Monarchy” (Das 
Hö�sche Erzählwerk), in which large portions of the story in 1 Sam 1–1 Kgs 2 (and 
even until 1 Kgs 12) are included. According to this view, the text was based on some 
earlier narrative accounts (the Samuel-Saul narrative, the story of David the outlaw, 
the rise and fall of the house of Saul, the Succession Narrative), which were redacted 
together in late monarchic Judah. Other reconstructions (e.g., Halpern 2001; Hutton 
2009, 228–88), which presuppose two distinct narrative blocks that were intertwined 
(somewhat similar to the Documentary Hypothesis for the composition of the Penta-
teuch), seem less persuasive; see more discussion in this section.

56. Isser 2003, 52–71; Fischer 2004, 276–78; Dietrich 2007, 243–50.
57. For recent discussions, see Fischer 2004; Willi-Plein 2004; Kratz 2005, 174–

86; Dietrich 2007, 262–98; Hutton 2009, 228–88; J. L. Wright 2014, 31–50. See also 
the various articles collected in Bezzel and Kratz 2021. For the history of research, see 
Dietrich 2007, 240–50; Hutton 2009, 228–39.
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Rather, some comments on its extent will be o�ered, which will prepare 
the ground for discussing its date and literary context.

1. Many scholars propose that the story of David’s rise ends in 2 Sam 
5, which contains three loosely related narratives: the crowning of David 
as king of Israel (2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b), the conquest of Jerusalem (2 Sam 
5:6–10), and the accounts of David’s wars against the Philistines (2 Sam 
5:17–25 + 8:1).58 �ese narrative strands bring the overall story of David’s 
rise to its perfect conclusion. David wins the �nal victory over the Phi-
listines, ending the wars that began in the days of his predecessor, Saul. 
David is acknowledged by the Israelites as the legitimate successor of Saul, 
and David seizes Jerusalem, establishing it as his main power base.

2. �e list of David’s heroes and their deeds (2 Sam 21:16–22, 23:8–
39) should also be associated with the traditions originally included in 
the story of David’s rise, although they probably predate its composition. 
�ese lists may actually represent some of the oldest historiographic tra-
ditions ever committed to writing in Jerusalem.59 Yet the stories about 
David’s empire in 2 Sam 8, 10 should be seen as a later expansion that did 
not originally belong with the story of David’s rise, mainly because they 
re�ect a much di�erent historical context (Na’aman 2017b) and apply to a 
di�erent literary genre (Edenburg 2010).

58. Scholars who propose that the story of David’s rise ends in 2 Sam 5 include 
Grønbæk 1971; Stoebe 1973, 59–73; Stolz 1981, 17–21; McCarter 1980a, 27–30; 
Fischer 2004, 270–91; Kratz 2005, 181–83; Hutton 2009, 284–88 (although, according 
to Hutton, the story of David’s rise in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 consists of two relatively par-
allel literary works, only the earliest of them extended to 2 Sam 5). For David’s seizure 
of Jerusalem according to 2 Sam 5:6–10 see Hübner 2002; Willi-Plein 2010; Na’aman 
2014b; 2015b, 485–89; Pioske 2015, 93–94, 228–30. Since Alt (1936), it has been com-
monly held that the second battle account with the Philistines in 2 Sam 5:22–25 (out 
of the two battle accounts that follow David’s seizure of Jerusalem in 2 Sam 5:17–21, 
22–25) originally ended with a note about the booty David took from his defeated Phi-
listine enemies in 2 Sam 8:1. According to this suggestion, chapters 6–7 were inserted 
between the note about David’s victory (2 Sam 5:25) and the note about the booty he 
took (2 Sam 8:1). �is conclusion is reasonable in light of the fact that the �rst battle 
account also concludes with a note about the booty that David took (2 Sam 7:21). �e 
same goes for the account about his battle with the Philistines in Keilah (1 Sam 23:5). 
On the di�erent battle accounts depicting David’s war with the Philistines and their 
early monarchic date, see Sergi 2015a, 64–70, with further literature.

59. See McCarter 1984, 153, 157–59; Stoebe 1994, 182; Isser 2003, 23–25, 153–54; 
Sergi 2015a, 67–68; Dietrich 2007, 264–67. For recent discussion of 2 Sam 21–24, see 
Edenburg 2017, with further literature.
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3. Many scholars agree that the story of Abner, Ishbosheth, and David 
in 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 does not belong with the story of David’s rise but rather 
with the so-called Succession Narrative, which follows it in 2 Sam 9–20 
and 1 Kgs 1–2.60 �is conclusion is based on the similar literary charac-
teristics and narrative style shared by the Succession Narrative and 2 Sam 
2:8–4:12.61 Furthermore, beyond the explicit literary links, it should be 
noted that 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 and 2 Sam 9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2 also share a political 
agenda and overall sociohistorical context, which are completely alien to 
that of the story of David’s rise.

3a. �e early Saul tradition ends in 1 Sam 31:1–13 with the death of 
Saul and all (!) his sons. �e story emphasizes again and again that Saul 
and his three sons were dead (1 Sam 31:2, 6, 8, 12), leaving no hint for 
the existence of a fourth son or any other member of Saul’s family who 
could inherit his throne. �is is an important point, as the annihilation 
of Saul and his house in the war against the Philistines legitimizes David’s 
accension to the throne (Bezzel 2013). On this background, the sudden 
appearance of an unknown son of Saul, Ishbosheth (2 Sam 2:8), stands in 
contrast to the depiction of the annihilation of the house of Saul in 1 Sam 
31:1–13. �erefore, Saul’s heir and David’s rival in 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 is sec-
ondary to the early traditions about Saul and to the story of David’s rise.

3b. Mahanaim, Ishbosheth’s capital (2 Sam 2:8, 12, 29), is never men-
tioned in the early Saul traditions. It has a prominent role, however, as 
David’s capital during his subsequent �ight from Jerusalem in the story of 
Absalom’s revolt (2 Sam 15–19).62

3c. �e main theme in 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 deals with the question of 
Benjaminite and by extension Israelite loyalty to David. �is is also the 
main theme in the Succession Narrative, especially in the revolt sto-
ries of Absalom and Sheba (2 Sam 15–20).63 Both 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 and 

60. E.g., Gunn 1978, 65–84; Schnabl 1988, 42–95; Kaiser 2000, 94–99; McKenzie 
2000, 123–35; Van Seters 2000, 70; Hutton 2009, 215–21; Leonard-Fleckman 2016, 
132–37. For criticism, see Blum 2000, 20–21.

61. �us, for instance, narrative themes that are signi�cant to the Succession Nar-
rative (e.g., David’s animosity toward the sons of Zeruiah and his commitment to 
Jonathan’s kin) are �rst introduced in 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 and conclude in 1 Kgs 1–2.

62. Sergi 2017d, 334–42; see further in §6.3.1.
63. Regarding the question of loyalty to David as the main theme in the Succes-

sion Narrative, see Conroy 1978, 101–6; Gunn 1978, 88–111; Blum 2000, 22–23; Adam 
2006, 184–86, 205–10; Fischer 2006, 44–45; Weingart 2014, 180–81; J. L. Wright 2014, 
98–131.
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2 Sam 15–20 emphasize the disloyalty of the Israelites toward David 
and portray a relationship of con�ict between the Israelites and Juda-
hites. �ey thus presuppose and prepare the scene for the schism of the 
united monarchy in 1 Kgs 11–12.64 Nothing of a negative portrayal of 
the Israelites and their disloyalty to David can be found in the story of 
David’s rise. Rather, the Israelites are positively portrayed as those who 
admire David (1 Sam 18:5–8, 16, 30) and eventually choose him as their 
king (2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b). Moreover, at no point in the story of David’s 
rise is there any hint of an ongoing con�ict between Israel and Judah, 
which is a major theme in 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 and 2 Sam 15–20 (Willi-Plein 
2004, 159–61).

3d. �e Benjaminites are portrayed in both 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 and in 
2 Sam 15–20 as an important component of David’s realm who, even if 
not always loyal to David, eventually choose to side with him. Yet nothing 
of this dialectical attitude of the Benjaminites toward David occurs in the 
story of his rise to power.

3e. �e extent of the kingdom presupposed in 2 Sam 2:9 and 3:10 
approximates that presupposed by 2 Sam 15–20 and re�ects the kingdoms 
of Israel and Judah in the days of Jeroboam II.65 �is di�ers greatly from 
the extent of the kingdom presupposed in the early Saul traditions and in 
the story of David’s rise, as will be further demonstrated.

In light of the preceding points, it seems that 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 does not 
belong with the stories of David’s rise but rather is directly related to the 
so-called Succession Narrative in 2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kgs 1–2. �is conclu-
sion provides a possible explanation for the well-known literary problem 
of locating the beginning of the Succession Narrative (Dietrich 2007, 
238–40). It is not coincidental that the story in 2 Sam 2:8–4:12, which 
introduces the main themes of the Succession Narrative—the question of 
Benjaminite, Israelite, and Judahite loyalty to David—was inserted imme-
diately a�er the coronation of David as the king of Judah (2 Sam 2:1–7) but 
before his coronation as the king of Israel (2 Sam 5:1–3). �is may suggest 
that the Succession Narrative never had its own independent beginning 
and that it was composed from the outset as an expansion to the already-
existing story of David’s rise (further below, §6.3).

64. For discussion, see §6.3.
65. See further in §6.3.1.
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4. Omitting 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 from of the story of David’s rise, the direct 
continuation of David’s coronation over Judah in Hebron (2 Sam 2:1–7) 
is in the story of his second coronation in Hebron, this time as king of 
the tribes of Israel. �e earliest formulation of David’s coronation as king 
of Israel is to be found in 2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b (with vv. 2b–3a as a later Dtr 
insertion associated with the redactional work of Samuel–Kings).66 In the 
light of some recent doubts regarding the early origin of David’s double 
coronation as king of both Judah and Israel, Mahri Leonard-Fleckman 
(2016, 109–45, esp. 116, 137–45, 182–84) argues that there is an “Israel-
ite priority” in 2 Sam 2–20, and accordingly she suggests that Judah was 
introduced into these narrative blocks only at a later stage of editing (in 
2 Sam 2:1–4a, 19:41–44, 20:1–13; cf. Fleming 2012, 98–109). However, 
David’s direct inquiry to Yahweh prior to his ascent to Hebron (2 Sam 2:1) 
relates the entire narrative of his coronation as king of Judah to the story 
of David’s rise, which precedes it. Such a direct inquiry is otherwise per-
formed by David only before the battle in Keilah (1 Sam 23:2, 4), before 
the pursuit of the Amalekites (1 Sam 30:8), and before his battles with the 
Philistines in the region of Jerusalem and Benjamin (2 Sam 5:19, 23–24).67 

66. In light of the repetition in 2 Sam 5:1-4 and what seems to be two di�erent 
Israelite assemblies (the tribes of Israel in 5:1 and the elders of Israel in 5:3a), it is quite 
common to assume some literary growth in this section. Fischer (2004, 213–22) sug-
gests that 5:3–4 originally belonged in the story of David’s rise and that 5:1–2 are a Dtr 
expansion. However, 5:1–2a creates a direct link with David’s coronation in Hebron 
in 2 Sam 2:1–7 and clearly refers to his former career in Saul’s court (Grønbæk 1971, 
262–64). �us, it should be seen as part of the story of David’s rise. �e text continues 
in 5:3b with the coronation of David, while 5:2b probably refers to the Dtr theological 
themes in 2 Sam 7:8 (Fischer 2004, 216–21). �is in turn may also be true for 5:3a, 
which mentions the “covenant with Yahweh” and thus may be seen as a Dtr inser-
tion (from the authors-redactors of Samuel–Kings), meant to provide Dtr theological 
legitimation for David’s coronation (and see Jehoash’s covenant in 2 Kgs 11:17 and 
Josiah’s covenant in 2 Kgs 22:3—both are covenants between the king, the people, 
and Yahweh, and both are made in the context of cultic reforms). In any event, there 
should be little doubt that David’s coronation as the king of Israel (however it is recon-
structed) is part and parcel of the story of his rise to power, as it brings the main theme 
of the narrative—that David is the true, legitimate successor of Saul, the former king 
of Israel—to its conclusion. �us, omitting the Dtr additions that refer to Dtr theology 
identi�ed mainly in 2 Sam 7 and in Kings, the original depiction of David’s coronation 
over Israel should be found in 2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b.

67. �ese inquiries are phrased with the verb šʾl. It is commonly held that they 
would have been enacted by a priest using some tools to perform a kind of a lot-
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Moreover, the coronation of David as king of Judah is prepared by 1 Sam 
30 (Fischer 2004, 41–46). David’s subsequent demand of loyalty from the 
Jabeshites (2 Sam 2:5–6) relates the narrative directly to the story of Saul’s 
death and burial (1 Sam 31:1–13), presenting David as the sole heir to Saul 
(2 Sam 2:7) in line with the main theme of the story of David’s rise. �ere-
fore, the crowning of David as king of Judah in Hebron (2 Sam 2:1–7) is 
an integral part of the story of David’s rise, which continues with his being 
crowned the king of Israel (2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b).

In light of all the preceding, it may be concluded that the story of 
David’s rise begins with the introduction of David as a talented young 
warrior (and musician) in Saul’s court (somewhere in 1 Sam 16:14–23, 
17:1–18:5)68 and concludes with David’s double coronation: �rst as the 
king of Judah (2 Sam 2:1–7) and then of Israel (2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b). Both 
take place in Hebron. It is the double coronation of David that prompts 
many scholars to date the story of David’s rise to the period a�er the fall 
of Samaria in 720 BCE (e.g., Fischer 2004, 221–22, 270–91). �ese schol-
ars assume that prior to 720 BCE it would have been impossible for the 
Judahite intellectual elite to imagine that David, the founder of Judah, 
could have also been crowned the king of Israel. However, this assumption 
can hardly be supported by the text, which, like the early Saul traditions, 
re�ects the geopolitical organization of southern Canaan in the early Iron 
Age, as was �rst demonstrated by Na’aman more than two decades ago.

�e geographical scope of the stories in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 is restricted 
to the southern parts of the central Canaanite highlands and the east-

tery (Westermann 1974; Veijola 1984; 1990, 5–42; Fischer 2004, 50–56). However, 
in all the inquiries mentioned above, the means by which they were performed is 
only implied, so the actual narration’s mentioning no other mediator (priest or tools) 
emphasizes the close relationship between David and Yahweh. In fact, David is the 
only king in the HB who is directly addressed by Yahweh. �e direct inquiry is miss-
ing entirely from the book of Kings, where David’s successors in Israel and Judah have 
to inquire through the mediation of a prophet. �ese inquiries are phrased with the 
verb drš rather than šʾl (e.g., 1 Kgs 22:5–28, 2 Kgs 22:15–20). �e prophetic inquiry, so 
common in the book of Kings, probably represents a more institutionalized religious 
practice (see Deut 18:9–22), and thus David’s direct inquiry may be considered as 
stemming from an older tradition. For a detailed discussion of the direct inquiry with 
the verb šʾl as opposed to the prophetic inquiry with the verb drš, see Westermann 
1974, 187–88.

68. See Aurelius 2002; Kratz 2005, 177–78; J. L. Wright 2014, 37; Bezzel 2021, 
with further literature.
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ern Shephelah, while the Philistines controlled the western Shephelah. 
Accordingly, David is quite independent (as a leader of a warrior band) 
whenever he acts in the Judean Hills and their foothills in the southeast-
ern Shephelah (1 Sam 23–26 and 2 Sam 5:6–25), but he is at the service 
of the king of Gath whenever he crosses to the west or to the south (see 
1 Sam 27, 29–30). �is geopolitical scenario is further highlighted by the 
importance of Gath (1 Sam 17:4, 23, 52; 21:11, 13; 27:2–4, 11), which may 
only re�ect the period in the Iron IIA when Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath ruled much 
of southwest Canaan, before its ultimate destruction in circa 830 BCE. 
In fact, the David stories conceal a rich and detailed memory of Gath: 
its prominent status and role, the extent of its territory, and its complex 
interaction with the rural society in the eastern Shephelah, the Judean 
Hills, and the southern desert fringe.69 �e social conditions described in 
several episodes predate the period of consolidation of the Jerusalemite 
regional hegemony in the �nal decades of the ninth century BCE. �ese 
are mainly episodes in the complex narrative of David leading his band of 
warriors in Keilah and Ziklag (1 Sam 23:1–5; 27; 30) and the anecdotes of 
the heroic deeds of his men (2 Sam 21:15–22, 23:8–39). Na’aman (2010b), 
for instance, points out the remarkable accord between the story of the 
rescue of Keilah (1 Sam 23:1–5) and the Qiltu a�air that is described in 
the El-Amarna correspondence (EA 279, 280, 287, 289) in place and in 
social condition. �is similarity in details is hardly coincidental and may 
illustrate that in the longue durée the eastern lowland was a no-man’s-land, 
with bands of outlaws dominating the territory as early as the fourteenth 
century BCE to as late as the time re�ected in the David story.

�e overall sociopolitical landscape presupposed by the story of 
David’s rise is one that lacks any social or political integration. Southern 
Canaan is portrayed as a region where semi-autonomous sedentary and 
mobile groups inhabited the margins of an urban-based polity—Gath—
holding di�ering degrees of loyalty and hostility toward it. All these details 
may exclusively re�ect the sociopolitical landscape of the tenth and espe-
cially the ninth centuries BCE, as the preceding archaeological discussion 
demonstrates (§5.1). It may therefore be concluded that the memory of 
Gath and the Philistines in the stories of David’s rise is quite detailed and 

69. See the recent analysis of Gath’s portrayal in Samuel by Pioske (2018). Pioske, 
however, discusses the text of Samuel synchronically, though some of the traditions he 
mentions (especially within 2 Sam 15–20) should be dated much later; see §6.3 below.
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re�ects an intimate and exclusive knowledge of the sociopolitical circum-
stances in Iron IIA southern Canaan.70

It is further noteworthy that there is nothing in these stories that 
resembles the sociopolitical realia of the Iron IIB–IIC, the period to 
which they are dated by many scholars.71 �e story does not re�ect Juda-
hite hegemony in the Shephelah during the Iron IIB. In fact, Lachish, the 
main Judahite royal center in the Shephelah, is completely absent from 
the narrative. �e prominence of the kingdom of Ekron during the Iron 
IIC is not represented. Neither is the Assyrian invasion, nor are any of its 
various consequences. �is last omission is particularly remarkable, as the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire had cast a dense shadow over the entire southern 
Levant throughout the Iron IIB–IIC. �e Assyrian military (unlike that of 
the Philistines) comprised the armed force of the most powerful empire to 
date. Not only had it destroyed numerous local territorial kingdoms, but 
it also rearranged the entire social and political structure of the southern 
Levant. It cannot be equated with a local Philistine garrison attempting to 
control the highland population (e.g., 1 Sam 13:3, 14:1–13, 23:1–5, 2 Sam 
5:17–25, 21:15–22, 23:8–39).

�e story of David’s rise contains intimate details that express a vivid 
memory of the Iron IIA in southern Canaan, yet includes not the slightest 
hint of circumstances in later periods. �erefore, it should not be con-
sidered as dating from much later than the reality it re�ects. �e overall 
scope and historical context of the many narratives embedded in 1 Sam 
16–2 Sam 5 are best situated in the ninth century BCE. Assuming that 
the process of composing, collecting, and redacting the many traditions 
embedded in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 took some time, it may be concluded that 
they were composed over the period of time stretching from the second 

70. Pioske 2015, 108–19; Sergi, Lipschits, and Koch 2019, 187–90; Koch 2020. 
Leonard-Fleckman (2021) has recently challenged the relatively accepted view that 
the memory of Gath in 1 Sam 27 should be automatically taken as evidence for the 
early date of the text. While her points on the matter should steer further discussion, 
it should also be noted that it is not solely the memory of Gath but also the overall 
sociopolitical portrayal of southern Canaan in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 that recalls an early 
reality (see further below). Most importantly, is that these stories re�ect a situation in 
which kin-based groups ruled the sociopolitical landscape (discussed in §6.2.4). Such 
a situation is not re�ected in later stories about David (e.g., 2 Sam 9–20; see §6.3) and 
can only re�ect an early Iron Age reality. �is issue will be discussed in detail in §6.2.4.

71. Pioske (2015, 93–96) further emphasizes the relatively modest image of Jeru-
salem in 2 Sam 5–6, which stands in contrast to its Iron IIB–IIC urban development.
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half of the ninth century BCE to the �rst half of the eighth century BCE, 
but not much later.72

In sum, both the early Saul traditions in 1 Sam 9:1–10:16; 11:1–15*; 
13–14*; 31:1–13 and the story of David’s rise in 1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5* (exclud-
ing 2 Sam 2:8–4:12) are consistent with the social and political realities of 
southern Canaan during the tenth and ninth centuries BCE. When this is 
considered alongside the conclusion that the early Saul traditions anticipate 
the story of David’s rise, it is reasonable to surmise that both were composed 
in Jerusalem no later than the �rst half of the eighth century BCE and well 
before the fall of Samaria in 720 BCE. �e composition of the early Saul 
traditions and the many narrative strands that were ultimately embedded 
in the David story, and their ongoing collection, compilation, and redaction 
into a relatively coherent story, no doubt involved several literary stages.73 
Be that as it may, the entire literary horizon of the composition, compila-
tion, and redaction of the Saul and the David stories could not have begun 
earlier than the second half of the ninth century BCE, concurrent with the 
earliest evidence for scribal activity in Jerusalem (as well as in neighbor-
ing polities such as Moab; see §5.4),74 and must have ended sometime in 
the �rst half of the eighth century BCE. As these stories were the product 

72. Naturally, some of the narrative strands in the story of David’s rise could be 
later expansions. �us, for instance, following Willi-Plein (2004), the narrative theme 
about the covenant between David and Jonathan (1 Sam 18:1b, 3–4; 19:1–6; 20:1–42, 
but probably also the Jonathan-Saul con�ict in 1 Sam 14:24–30, 36–45; see n. 52, 
above) may re�ect a later expansion of the story of David’s rise that was composed 
in light of the Succession Narrative (2 Sam 9–20) during the late monarchic period 
(§6.3.1). In any event, the main body of literature embedded in the story of David’s 
rise should not be dated much a�er the �rst half of the eighth century BCE.

73. See the recent reconstruction of Bezzel (2021) for the main stages in the cre-
ation of the Saul-David stories (as one unit and not as a separate source from two dis-
tinct kingdoms). According to Bezzel, the early layer of the Saul/David stories portrays 
what seems to be a “natural” succession from Saul to David (following the death of 
Saul and his sons on Mount Gilboa).

74. �e second half of the ninth century BCE marks the earliest possible date for 
the composition of the older kernels of the Saul and David stories, among them the 
stories of David’s wars against the Philistines in 1 Sam 23:1–5, 2 Sam 5:17–25 +8:1 
(Dietrich 2012a; Sergi 2015a, 64–75), and likely some of the lists embedded in the 
narrative as well, such as the list of David’s heroes and their deeds in 2 Sam 21:16–22, 
23:8–39 (Dietrich 2007, 264–67; 2012; Sergi 2015a, 67–68). �e earliest traditions 
about Saul in 1 Sam 9–10:16, 11:1–15 may also belong to the early stages of composi-
tion (Bezzel 2019b).
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of the Judahite intellectual elite and were constructed from the very outset 
around one unifying theme—the portrayal of David’s rise to Saul’s throne—
they may be treated as a relatively coherent and uni�ed literary work, which 
will be referred to henceforth as the history of the formation of the Davidic 
monarchy, in 1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5 (or more speci�cally, 1 Sam 1–4*; 9:1–10:16; 
11:1–5, 9–11, 15; 13:1–14:52*; 16:14–31:13*; 2 Sam 1:1–2:7; 5:1–25+8:1).

It was in that period, the second half of the ninth and beginning of 
the eighth century BCE, that the Davidic kings in Jerusalem consolidated 
their dominion over the entire Shephelah and the Beersheba–Arad Val-
leys, thus bringing various communities under their direct rule (see ch. 
5). In this period the house of David experienced dynastic and political 
instability, which cast doubt on the identity and legitimacy of the ruling 
dynasty (§5.5). It was likewise in this period that a new class of scribes 
and administrative elite emerged in Jerusalem and spread throughout the 
newly established kingdom (§§5.3.3, 5.4). �erefore, the convergence of 
circumstances that required the construction of a common memory and a 
common identity had emerged alongside the rise of an elite class capable of 
serving to that end. �us, the second half of the ninth and the early eighth 
centuries BCE provide the most �tting historical context for the composi-
tion of the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy, which above 
all was composed in order to legitimize and to moralize Davidic rule. �e 
question remains as to how David, who was the founder of Judah, could 
have been conceived of in these traditions as the successor to the �rst king 
of Israel. �e answer to this question lies in the nature of Israelite identity 
assumed by the narrators of the Saul and David stories.

6.2.3. Saul, the First King of the Israelites, or What Was Saul Doing on 
Mount Gilboa?

�e stories about Saul’s wars with the Philistines in 1 Sam 13–14 presup-
pose his kingship over Israel or at the very least commemorate him as 
Israel’s military leader and liberator (see 1 Sam 11:15, 14:47). �e name 
Israel is mentioned fourteen times in 1 Sam 13–14. In most of these cases 
the term clearly refers to a group of people. �e text identi�es the Israel-
ites as a composite clan/tribal society settled on the Benjamin Plateau and 
in the southern Ephraim hill country, between Gibeah in the south and 
Bethel in the north (1 Sam 13:4–6, 20; 14:22–24). It also re�ects the com-
plex nature of Israel as a kinship group consisting of di�erent clans (such 
as the Benjaminites) who were brought together under a more encompass-
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ing kinship identity (Israel). Being a Benjaminite (1 Sam 9:1), Saul was 
also considered an Israelite, and thus the early Saul traditions recount the 
story of the rise and fall of a Benjaminite who came to rule his kinsmen, 
the Israelites. In other words, the story never portrayed Saul as the king 
of Israel, relating to the polity formed by the Omrides far to the north 
in the region of Shechem and Samaria. Rather, it depicts how Saul came 
to rule his Israelite kinsmen residing on the Benjamin Plateau. �e clans 
inhabiting the Benjamin Plateau were eventually subordinated to Davidic 
rule from Jerusalem, as is demonstrated by the archaeological remains. So, 
it becomes clear that according to the early Saul traditions, Israelite clans 
were a major component in the kingdom of Judah from its inception. It is 
for this reason that the memory of their ruler, Saul, was commemorated 
in Jerusalem.

As discussed previously, the nature of Israel as a kinship identity was 
neither completely blurred nor dissolved with the formation of the king-
dom of Israel in the late tenth/early ninth centuries BCE (see ch. 2). As 
ninth-century BCE extrabiblical textual sources indicate that the Omrides 
were in fact Israelites, it is reasonable to assume that at least some of the 
mobile and sedentary population of northern Samaria (the Omride home-
land) in the Iron I–IIA was a�liated with a kin-based group named Israel 
(§§2.3, 3.1). However, this does not mean that all Israelites lived in north-
ern Samaria or that the Israelite kinship identity was somehow restricted 
to a speci�c geographical region. �e early Saul traditions, for instance, 
also locate Israelite clans on the Benjamin Plateau north of Jerusalem, 
while epigraphic �nds associate the Nimshides, one of the most prominent 
Israelite families throughout the monarchic period, with the Beit Shean 
Valley (§3.2).

�e signi�cance of the northern valleys for Israelite kinship construc-
tion is aptly demonstrated by the Song of Deborah in Judg 5, which is 
generally viewed as a pre-eighth-century BCE Israelite text.75 �e Song 
of Deborah praises the Israelite clans who joined forces for a battle con-

75. �e literary unity of this text, probably one of the most studied texts in the 
HB, is strongly contested. Some scholars reconstruct several stages of composition, 
sometimes extending over hundreds of years, but there is absolutely no consensus 
regarding these stages or their extent, content, or date. Yet, many scholars agree that 
the battle depicted in the song re�ects an early reality and thus should be dated to 
pre-eighth-century BCE Israel (e.g., Groß 2009, 337–41; Fleming 2012, 64–69; Blum 
2020). For the history of research, see Pfei�er 2005, 19–31; May�eld 2009.
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ducted against Canaanite towns in the Jezreel Valley, but it also criticizes 
those who failed to participate and did not respond to the call to arms 
(Judg 5:14–18).76 �e register of clans in Judg 5 represents an early for-
mulation of the Israelite kinship construct, one that predates the Jacob 
story and probably most other tribal lists in the Hebrew Bible.77 �e list of 
tribes/clans who joined forces in the battle opens with Ephraim and Benja-
min, located in southern Samaria. It continues with Machir, a clan that was 
located in Transjordan/northern Samaria and is associated with Manasseh 
in other texts. �e list ends with Issachar and Zebulun; both clans were 
at least partially located in the valleys (see Josh 19:10–23). According to 
this list, Issachar and Zebulun played a leading role in the commemorated 
battle. First, it seems that the battle took place near Sarid (Judg 5:13),78 
identi�ed as Tel Shaddud, on the northern edges of the Jezreel Valley. 
Sarid is situated on the eastern border of Zebulunite territory adjacent 
to the western territory of the Issacharites (Josh 19:10). Second, among 
the clans that joined the battle, only Zebulun is mentioned for its bravery 
(Judg 5:18). �ird, the Zebulunites and the Issacharites are mentioned for 
their leading role in the battle (Judg 5:14–15).79 Hence, it could hardly be 
coincidental that 1 Kgs 15:27 also commemorates the signi�cance of an 
Issacharite leader (Baasha from the house of Issachar) for the formation 
of early monarchic Israel. Evidently, literary works that are attributed to 
monarchic Israel, such as Judg 5, presuppose that Israelite clans inhabited 
the Samarian Hills and the eastern Jezreel/Beit Shean Valley. �e early Saul 
traditions presuppose that Israelite clans inhabited the Benjamin Plateau 
north of Jerusalem (1 Sam 13–14, and see above). Indeed, Benjamin is 
viewed as an Israelite tribe not only in the Song of Deborah, in which it is 
closely associated with Ephraim (Judg 5:14), but also in the Jacob story, in 
which Benjamin and the Josephites are closely associated (Gen 30:22–24, 
35:16–18).80

76. For a persuasive analysis of this matter, see J. L. Wright 2011a; 2011b.
77. �e song mentions ten tribes, among them Gilead and Machir, which do not 

appear as tribes in other lists of the Israelite tribal system. �e southern tribes Judah 
and Simeon are missing, as are Manasseh and Gad. For further discussion, see Flem-
ing 2012, 64–66; Knauf and Guillaume 2016, 42–48; Weingart 2019; Blum 2020.

78. Na’aman 1990b.
79. For Issachar the text mentions “the rulers” (שרי), and note (!) the relation 

between Issachar and Deborah (Judg 5:16); for Zebulun the text mentions tribal lead-
ers (משכים בשבט סופר).    

80. On the Israelite identity of Benjamin, see also §4.1.1.
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Saul’s excursion to Mount Gilboa should be seen in this light and against 
the kin-based background presupposed by the authors of the early Saul 
traditions. In this regard, it is remarkable that various anecdotes preparing 
the battle scene on Mount Gilboa locate the Philistines and the Israelites in 
Shunem (1 Sam 8:4a) and Jezreel (1 Sam 29:1b, 11), sites that are accounted 
as Issacharite towns (Josh 19:18). �e appearance of Saul, a Benjaminite 
leader, on Mount Gilboa may parallel the setting portrayed in Judg 5, when 
Benjamin and Ephraim come to aid the Issacharites and the Zebulunites in 
a battle conducted in the eastern parts of the Jezreel Valley.81 �erefore, one 
might argue that at least in the story level, Saul’s excursion to Mount Gilboa 
was meant to provide military aid to northern Israelite clans.

Regardless of the historicity of the story of Saul’s death on Mount 
Gilboa, it presupposes social and political relations between the clans 
residing in Benjamin and those residing in northern Samaria and the 
northeastern valleys, a portrayal shared by the Song of Deborah. Sources 
from both kingdoms recall an alliance of the highland clans with lowland 
clans formed in order to resist stronger urban communities. �is setting 
seems to be above all a matter of kin. �e strong social and political rela-
tions between the clans settled in both southern and northern Samaria 
were seen within a kin-based context: they were all a�liated with an 
encompassing, Israelite kinship identity.

�e memory of Saul on Mount Gilboa is the sole evidence we possess 
for any southern ruler reaching the north, and it may imply that Saul tried 
to rule the northern Israelite clans. Another hint for this may be found 
in the note regarding the marriage of Merab, Saul’s daughter (who was 
originally promised to David; 1 Sam 18:17), to Adriel of Meholah. Abel 
Meholah (see Judg 7:22, 1 Kgs 4:12, 19:16) was located somewhere on the 
southern margins of the Beit Shean Valley.82 It is possible that Saul’s daugh-
ter was given to the son of one of the leaders of the northern (Israelite?) 

81. From an archaeological perspective, if Saul were to appear on Mount Gilboa 
sometime toward the end of the eleventh or the beginning of the tenth century BCE, 
it would make sense in that Tel Reḥov was the sole urban center in the region, located 
just below Mount Gilboa on its eastern foothills. �e earlier archaeological discussion 
(§3.2) highlighted the centrality of Tel Reḥov and the Beit Shean Valley in the forma-
tion of early monarchic Israel during the Iron IIA.

82. Abel Meholah has been identi�ed as Tell el-Hammeh, 9 km south of Tel 
Reḥov (for the excavations, see Cahill 2006), or as Tell Abu-Sus (11 km southeast of 
Tel Reḥov); see the discussion in Gass 2005, 287–93, with further literature.
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clans (Niemann 1993, 4–5; Willi-Plein 2004, 150–51). �is may likewise 
explain one of the most surprising elements in the early Saul’s traditions—
his war against the Ammonites in order to rescue the Jabeshites (1 Sam 
11). �is is also the only other narrative in the Saul traditions (besides the 
anecdotes about the wars with the Philistines in 1 Sam 13–14) that men-
tions Israel (1 Sam 11:3, 7, 15). Jabesh-Gilead has been identi�ed as Tell 
el-Maqlūb (Gass 2005, 504–9), less than 20 km southeast of Tel Reḥov. 
According to the story, the people of Jebesh-Gilead were ready and willing 
to accept the patronage of Naḥas, king of the Ammonites. But since he kept 
threatening them (1 Sam 11:1–2), they sought help in “all the territory of 
Israel” (1 Sam 11:3), that is, in all the territories inhabited by Israelites.83 
Saul heard the call of the Jabeshites when they had arrived at his home-
town in Gibeah of Benjamin. He subsequently summoned the Israelites 
to join arms and gathered them at Bezeq (1 Sam 11:8a),84 which has been 
identi�ed as Khirbet Ibziq, on the northeastern slopes of the Samarian 
Hills and just opposite to Jabesh-Gilead but still within the territory of the 
northern Israelite clans. �e victory that Saul won over the Ammonites 
and the rescue of the Jabeshites led to his coronation as the king of Israel 
at Gilgal (1 Sam 11:15).85 Saul’s excursion into northeastern Samaria and 
the war he waged from there against the Ammonites further highlight his 
connection to the northern Israelite clans and even hint at an e�ort to 
establish himself as their ruler.86

83. �e noun gəbûl (see 1 Sam 11:3, 7, “gəbûl Israel”) means “boundary” but 
refers to a territory (not just to a border). �us, in 1 Sam 11:3, 7 it is translated “in all 
the territory of Israel” (Na’aman 2014c, 517–18). See further Leonard-Fleckman 2021.

84. �e report in 1 Sam 11:8b that counts 300,000 Israelites and 30,000 Judahites 
in Saul’s army should be viewed as a later insertion into the text. �e Judahites are 
never mentioned in the early Saul traditions (and are hardly mentioned in the story 
of David’s rise, which follows; see §6.2.4). �e presentation of Israelites and Judahites 
as two distinct components as portrayed in 2 Sam 11:8b characterizes the narrative 
theme of 2 Sam 2:8–4:12, 15–20, which is dated to the late monarchic period; see §6.3.

85. Na’aman (2014c) suggests identifying the Jabeshites with the Jebusites, who, 
according to 2 Sam 5:6–8, lived in Jerusalem and its environs. He further argues that 
the Jebusite/Jabeshite clan was a�liated with Benjamin. In spite of this innovative 
idea, Na’aman has acknowledged that the identi�cation of the Jebusites with the 
Jabeshites is far from certain. Furthermore, the practice of cremation burial attributed 
to the Jabeshites (1 Sam 31:12–13) is probably meant to mark them as non-Israelites 
(J. L. Wright 2014, 66–68).

86. See the portrayal of Saul’s kingdom in Niemann (1993, 3–8), who notes its depen-
dance on loyalty among close family members with no further structural organization.
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To be sure, the early Saul traditions were written a long time a�er 
the events they are meant to depict. �e scribes who composed and 
redacted them had little if any accurate information regarding the social 
and political composition of the late Iron I–early Iron IIA in the central 
Canaanite Highlands. Above all, these traditions represent the worldview 
of the Jerusalemite intellectual elite of the late ninth or the early eighth 
centuries BCE, who were engaged in a constant e�ort to construct Juda-
hite cultural memory, at this stage mainly as an elite discourse. �at the 
Judahite intellectual elite attributed an encompassing Israelite identity to 
the clans living north of Jerusalem and to those living farther north in 
the Samarian Hills may at best represent the social composition of the 
highlands at the time these stories were written and redacted—during 
the late Iron IIA or slightly later. One may consider the long process of 
state formation in the Samarian Hills and the Benjamin Plateau as the 
platform on which di�erent clans could coalesce under an encompassing 
kinship identity. Along this line of reasoning, it may even be argued that 
the encompassing Israelite identity attributed to the clans inhabiting both 
the Benjamin Plateau and the Samarian Hills is not an accurate re�ec-
tion of some social reality but rather an attempt to reconstruct it as such 
in the service of state formation and the constant need to form common 
cultural memory among the ruling elites. Whichever the case, one point 
seems to be beyond doubt, whether historical or not: the Jerusalemite 
scribes of the late ninth or early eighth century BCE portrayed a reality in 
which Israelites clans were an important component in the kingdom that 
was eventually ruled by David from Jerusalem.

What, then, can we say about the historical Saul? In order to answer 
this question, the following points should be considered. First, the very 
attempt to legitimize David as Saul’s successor may indicate that scribes 
in monarchic Judah had to cope with the fact that David was preceded 
by a ruler who did not originate from David’s own family, clan, or region. 
Second, the basic outline of the story about the formation of a kin-based 
polity north of Jerusalem �ts well with the regional settlement pattern in 
the Iron I–IIA, which was characterized by a dense and relatively isolated 
cluster of settlements between Jerusalem and Bethel, among which Jeru-
salem emerged as a center of power (§4.1). �erefore, it would seem that 
the early Saul traditions preserve an authentic memory of a Benjaminite 
leader, the son of wealthy rural elite who, due to his familial origins, mate-
rial wealth, and martial skill, managed to establish himself as the ruler of 
his kinsmen, the Benjaminite clans. �ese were the clans that inhabited 
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the regions north of Jerusalem and were (later?) identi�ed with Israel. �is 
is the least one can say about the historical Saul.87 It may never be known 
whether he really managed (at least for a while) to rule the northern (Isra-
elite) clans, nor may the reasons for his rise and fall ever be accurately 
reconstructed. Nevertheless, it seems that Saul’s kingdom had a short lifes-
pan, and his attempts to rule the clans in the central Canaanite Highlands 
(entirely or in Benjamin alone) failed.

6.2.4. King David, the King of the Israelites and the Judahites

A similar portrayal of Israel as a kinship group residing in the regions of 
Jerusalem and Benjamin characterizes the story of David’s rise, especially 
the narratives recounting David’s service in Saul’s court (1 Sam 17–19). 
In fact, most of the occurrences of the name Israel within the story of 
David’s rise are concentrated in the narratives about his service in Saul’s 
court, where it always refers to a group of people who were ruled by Saul 
(1 Sam 17:2–3, 8, 10–11, 19, 21, 24, 25–26, 45–46, 52–53; 18:6, 16, 18). As 
in the early Saul traditions, there is never an instance of the name Israel 
that refers to a certain territoriality or to the Northern Kingdom of Israel 
known from the ninth century BCE (Willi-Plein 2004, 164–66). David 
himself never appears anywhere north of the Benjamin Plateau.

�e story of David’s rise does not portray the Israelites as particularly 
hostile to David, even when it is clear that they are ruled by his rival, Saul. 
Quite the contrary, during his days in Saul’s court it is said that David was 
loved and admired by the Israelites for his military prowess (1 Sam 18:6–7, 
14, 18), and while indeed the Israelites followed Saul to the Judean Hills 
in his pursuit of David (1 Sam 26:2), they also aided David in his attempts 
to escape from Saul. David �ed from Saul’s court to Ramah in Benja-
min (1 Sam 20:1) and was later assisted by a local Benjaminite priest in 
Nob (1 Sam 21:1–10, 22:6–18) who was clearly Saul’s subordinate (1 Sam 
22:11).88 �e Israelites are never explicitly mentioned in these episodes, 
but the text implies that David found temporary refuge among the Ben-

87. See further the historical assessments of Knauf and Guillaume 2016, 65–70; 
Frevel 2016, 103–8. Both emphasize the relatively small highland territory ruled by 
Saul, that it was ruled by his close family members, and that it was much dependent on 
his charismatic leadership. In this vein, see already Niemann 1993, 3–8.

88. On the story of David in Nob and its context, see also Stoebe 1973, 60–61; 
Isser 2003, 124–32; and the recent discussion by Hutton 2021.
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jaminites and was even assisted by them. Eventually, the “tribes of Israel” 
arrive in Hebron and crown David as their king (2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b) on 
account of his former successful service in Saul’s court (2 Sam 5:2a; cf. 
1 Sam 18:16). At no point is there direct and explicit hostility between 
David and the Israelites, nor is any con�ictual relationship between Israel 
and Judah presupposed. �is stands in marked contrast to the main theme 
of the so-called Succession Narrative, especially the stories about Abner 
and Ishbosheth in 2 Sam 2:18–4:12 and the revolt stories of Absalom and 
Sheba in 2 Sam 15–20.

What explanation is there for the close relationship between David 
and the Israelites? Of course, historically, the house of David was the 
ruling dynasty of Judah, whose royal seat was in Jerusalem. However, this 
does not mean that David’s kinship identity was Judahite (just as Mesha, 
king of Moab, was not a Moabite but a Dibonite). Nowhere in the stories 
of his rise to power is David identi�ed as a Judahite. Quite the contrary, on 
four separate occasions David is explicitly identi�ed as an Israelite (1 Sam 
17:12, 18:18, 27:12, 2 Sam 5:1). According to 1 Sam 17:12, David was the 
son of an Ephratite (namely, from the clan of Ephraim) who settled in 
Bethlehem. Bethlehem is located in the northeast of the Judean Hills (ca. 
8 km south of Jerusalem). Ephraim is a kinship group that otherwise is 
associated explicitly with the northern kingdom of Israel. In many biblical 
references, it is also closely associated with the Benjaminite clans. Accord-
ing to Joshua 17, the Ephratites settled in southern Samaria between the 
Bethel Range in the south and the Shechem Valley in the north. Several 
biblical passages appear to indicate that the Ephratite clans also settled to 
the south of their designated territory, in the northern part of the Judean 
Hills (in Bethlehem) and perhaps also in Benjamin (see Gen 35:19, 48:7, 
Mic 5:1, Ruth 4:11).89 According to the story, David and his family were 
a�liated with an Ephratite clan from Bethlehem, which further implies 
that they were identi�ed as Israelites by kin. �us, they were also associ-
ated with the Israelite ruler, Saul.90 In this regard, David’s words to Saul 
in 1 Sam 18:18 are telling (“Who am I? And who are my kindred or my 
father’s clan in Israel that I should become the king’s son-in-law?”), as they 

89. For the settlement of Ephratite clans south of Jerusalem and for the identi-
�cation of Bethlehem with Ephrath, see Na’aman 2014c, 512–25; Zadok 2018, 246; 
Niemann 2019, 6–7.

90. For the Ephratite identity of David, see also Na’aman 2014c, 525–27; Niemann 
2019, 6–9.
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explicitly express the association of Israel with a kin-based group consist-
ing of several clans, to which David’s family belongs.

Assuming an Israelite origin for David may also explain why his coro-
nation over the clans of Judah (2 Sam 2:1–4) is not taken for granted. Not 
only does David make an inquiry to Yahweh before advancing to Hebron 
(an action he otherwise takes only before battles; 1 Sam 23:2, 4; 30:8; 2 Sam 
5:19, 23–24), but prior to his arrival he bribes the Judahite leaders, sending 
them booty looted from the Amalekites (1 Sam 30:26). His coronation as 
king of Israel seems to be much more natural, as the Israelites themselves 
declare David their king on account of his being their kinsman (“you are 
our bone and �esh”) and on the account of his previous successful service 
in the court of Saul, the former king of the Israelites (2 Sam 5:1–2a). So, 
it becomes clear that David, at least according to the stories of his rise to 
Saul’s throne, originated in an Israelite clan and hence was identi�ed as an 
Israelite (by kin) and not as a Judahite. �is conclusion explains the good 
relations between David and the Israelites as portrayed in these stories.

Saul, accordingly, ruled a mixture of Ephratite and Benjaminite clans 
settled between the north of Judah (in the region of Bethlehem) and the 
south of Samaria (in the region of Bethel). David’s father was the head of 
a well-to-do family of the local rural elite among the Ephratite clans resid-
ing south of Jerusalem. He was subordinate under Saul’s patronage (1 Sam 
18:2, 18) and thus owed him military service (see 1 Sam 17:13; 18:5, 25, 
30). �is is the background of David’s service in Saul’s court and of his 
subsequent marriage to Saul’s daughter Michal (1 Sam 18:20–28), a mar-
riage that may be seen as a means of cooperation between two potentially 
rival families, the leaders of distinct and yet a�liated clans, who struggled 
over the patrimony of their kin-based groups. �is picture, according to 
which at least some of the communities between the north of Judah and 
the south of Samaria were Israelites, concurs with the one portrayed in the 
early Saul traditions. Like the early Saul traditions, the story of David’s rise 
attests to the complex nature of Israel as a kin-based group that consisted 
of closely related and intermarried clans (Benjaminite, Ephratite).

What is even more striking is that the history of the formation of the 
Davidic monarchy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) presupposes a sociopolitical land-
scape governed by kin-based entities. �us, besides the Benjaminite and 
Ephratite clans, the text mentions yet another group, the Jebusites, who 
lived in Jerusalem and its environs (2 Sam 5:6–8). �e text is not explicit 
regarding their origin, their relations with the Israelites, or those with the 
kingdom of Saul. Most scholars assume they were a�liated with Saul’s 
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kingdom, and Na’aman (2015b) even suggests that they were Benjami-
nites. Whether they were a�liated with Benjamin or not, the story refers to 
the complex kin-based composition of a relatively small territory extend-
ing from the north of Judah (Bethlehem) to the Benjamin Plateau. �is 
tradition also presupposes that all the distinct clans that inhabited this 
small region—Jebusites, Ephratites, and Benjaminites—had come under 
Davidic rule and were merged into the kingdom of Judah.

In light of the kin-based landscape presupposed by the history of 
the formation of the Davidic monarchy, it is noteworthy that none of the 
literary traditions embedded within it locate any Israelite clan south of 
Bethlehem. �e text makes clear that other kin-based groups who were not 
necessarily under Saul’s dominion inhabited the Judean Hills: Ziphites in 
southeast Judah (1 Sam 23:19, 26:1), Yerahmielites and Qenites in south-
east Judah and in the Arad Valley (1 Sam 27:10, 30:29), and the Calebites 
in Mount Hebron (1 Sam 30:14; cf. Num 13–14, Josh 14). �e inhabit-
ants of Keilah on the western foothills of Judah are only identi�ed by their 
town (“the people of Keilah” in 1 Sam 23:4, 12). Last, a list of towns asso-
ciated with the “elders of Judah” (1 Sam 30:27–31) is identi�ed with sites 
located on the western foothills of the Judean Hills and their desert fringe 
before 701 BCE (Na’aman 2010d).91 �e texts portray the Judean Hills and 
the desert fringe to their south as regions that were inhabited by loosely 
related kin-based groups that were beyond the reach of Saul’s patronage. 
None of them are explicitly a�liated with a Judahite tribal unit or with 
any Israelite collectivity. Scholars have therefore suggested that the name 
Judah originally referred to the steep and rocky landscape of the Judean 
Hills and that only following the establishment of Davidic rule did the dif-
ferent kinship groups living in this region coalesce into a larger tribal unit, 
identi�ed by its geographic territory as Judah.92

91. For more on the clans residing in the southern Judean Hills and the desert 
fringe, see Knauf and Guillaume 2016, 42–48; Na’aman 2016c; Lehmann and Nie-
mann 2006; Niemann 2019; Zadok 2018, 181–83.

92. Scholars seem to agree that Judah was not a distinct tribe prior to the monar-
chic period and that it emerged when several clans from the region of the Judean 
Hills coalesced under Davidic rule. However, disagreement exists regarding the date 
and nature of this process. For di�erent reconstructions, see Noth 1930, 107–8; Zobel 
1975; Ishida 1977, 65–66; Knauf and Guillaume 2016, 48; Lehmann and Niemann 
2006, 3–4; Lipschits, Römer, and Gonzalez 2017, 275–83; Zadok 2018, 181–83; Nie-
mann 2019, 10–17. On the name Judah referring to the Judean Hills, see, e.g., Lipiński 
1973; Knauf 2007; Zadok 2018, 181.
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�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy delineates, 
accordingly, the following (and in fact, not an impossible) scenario: David 
originated in an Ephratite clan from Bethlehem that was associated with 
a larger kinship group of Israelites, who consisted of Benjaminite clans 
from the Benjamin Plateau as well. �e Israelites clans resided to the south 
and to the north of Jerusalem and were ruled by Saul the Benjaminite. 
David’s father and family were subordinates of Saul and thus were also 
obliged to provide him military service. If we follow the biblical narra-
tive, David for whatever reason detached himself from Saul and formed 
his own band. As the leader of his own band, he operated only among 
the clans residing in the Judean Hills and their surroundings. He also 
came to the rescue of the people of Keilah in the southeastern Shephelah 
(1 Sam 23:1–5), he ruled the town of Ziklag in the western Shephelah but 
under the auspices of the king of Gath (1 Sam 27:5–6), and he kept closely 
connected through marriage (1 Sam 25) and bribery (1 Sam 30) with the 
clans residing in the Judean Hills and their desert fringe. Ultimately these 
clans chose him as their king. �us, David established himself as the ruler 
of groups that resided in the Judean Hills and their desert fringe (to the 
south of Saul’s kin-based polity) and that were not of his own kin (1 Sam 
2:1–7). It was only following Saul’s death that David was also crowned as 
Saul’s legitimate successor over his own kinsmen, the Israelites from the 
north (Benjaminites) and the south (Ephratites, David’s kin) of Jerusalem. 
David’s coronation over the Israelites, who were formerly ruled by Saul, 
made him the king of the Judahite clans from the Judean Hills and the king 
of the Israelite clans from the regions of Jerusalem and the Benjamin Pla-
teau. To that end, he seized the stronghold of Jerusalem and established his 
residence and power base in it, thus incorporating one more local clan—
the Jebusites—into his kingdom.

It was probably deliberate that the text remains vague regarding the 
size or extent of the general term “the tribes of Israel,” referring to those 
who came to Hebron in order to crown David over them (2 Sam 5:1). As a 
result, the extent of David’s kingdom remains vague as well. Yet, the north-
ernmost sites mentioned in the story of David’s rise are Geba and Gezer. 
Both are located on the route descending from the Benjamin Plateau 
(Geba has been identi�ed as Jabaʿ, ca. 10 km north of Jerusalem) to the 
Ayalon Valley in the northern Shephelah (Gezer, ca. 30 km west-north-
west of Jerusalem). �at said, the limited geographic scope of the story is 
noteworthy. David’s battles against the Philistines were conducted mainly 
north and south of Jerusalem (2 Sam 5:17–25) and in the southeastern 
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Shephelah (1 Sam 23:1–5). �e territory reclaimed by David was limited 
in size and re�ects the territorial-political reality prior to the destruction of 
Gath and the further Judahite expansion into the western Shephelah, when 
Judah was still mostly a highland polity. However, this point is not a mere 
re�ection of territorial-political reality. �e stories about David’s activity 
as a warlord interconnect the Judean Hills and the southeastern Shephelah 
with the Benjamin Plateau, thus creating the notion of a uni�ed realm. �e 
sites in which David was active—Hebron, Bethlehem, Jerusalem, Geba/
Gibeon, Adullam, and Keilah—represent di�erent communities, social 
groups, and geographical regions. David’s activity among these groups, 
whether �ghting the enemy, leading his men, or conquering a new town, 
manifests Davidic political hegemony and thus generates the concept of a 
politically uni�ed kingdom under Davidic rule. In other words, more than 
re�ecting the territorial concept of early monarchic Judah, these stories 
construct and delineate its boundaries in the Benjamin Plateau, the Judean 
Hills, and the southeastern Shephelah.

Here lies the main di�erence between the kingships of Saul and David, 
at least in the way they are commemorated in the history of the forma-
tion of the Davidic monarchy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5). Saul operated among 
his own kinsmen, the Israelites, who resided on the Benjamin plateau, in 
the Samarian Hills, and possibly in the eastern Jezreel–Beit Shean Valleys 
as well. �e extent of Saul’s realm was de�ned by the territory that was 
inhabited by Israelite clans in the central Canaanite Highlands (see 1 Sam 
27:1).93 At the narrative level, Saul is (or at least he is portrayed as) the 
king of all the Israelites, both in the north (in the Samarian Hills) and in 
the south (in the Benjamin Plateau), whereas David is active as a warlord 
among the Israelites only at the beginning of his career, when he is still in 
the service of Saul. Following his escape from Saul’s court, he operates only 
among the clans residing in the Judean Hills and their surroundings until 
they crown him as their king. When he is later crowned also as the succes-
sor of Saul (following Saul’s death) and as the king of the tribes of Israel, 
he is already the king of the Judahite clans. �us, David, unlike Saul, ruled 
as king over more than Israelites. Israelites may have been the major social 
component of his realm, and eventually the story portrays David’s rise to 
the throne of Israel, not Judah. Yet as the story insists, Israelites were only 

93. David �nds refuge from Saul in Gath, which is “beyond the boundary of 
Israel” (1 Sam 27:1), namely, beyond the territory of the Israelites.
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one component, major and signi�cant as they were, within a more com-
plex composite of clans ruled by David.

�e last point is signi�cant, as it reveals how David’s kingdom was 
conceived by the Jerusalemite intellectual elite of the late ninth century 
through the �rst half of the eighth century BCE. As demonstrated above, 
the Jerusalemite intellectual elite of this period delineated David’s kingdom 
in the Benjamin Plateau, the Judean Hills, and the southeast Shephelah. It 
is this territory, restricted to the southern parts of the central Canaanite 
Highlands and their foothills, to which the Jerusalemite scribes attribute 
so many di�erent clans that eventually clustered into two main kin-based 
groups: the Israelites (to which David belonged by kin) in the northern 
parts of this restricted territory (Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau), 
consisting of Ephratites, Benjaminites, and perhaps also Jebusites; and the 
Judahites in the southern part of this restricted territory (the Judean Hills 
and their foothills), consisting of Qenites, Yerahmielites, and many others. 
In other words, the uni�cation of “Israel” and “Judah” in the history of the 
formation of the Davidic monarchy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) refers to the politi-
cal uni�cation of Jerusalem and the Benjamin Plateau on the one hand, 
with the Judean Hills on the other hand, all under the rule of the house of 
David. �e political uni�cation of these two historically distinct regions 
took place for the �rst time probably in the tenth through early ninth cen-
turies BCE (see §4.1). But in a sociopolitical landscape ruled by kin-based 
groups, as assumed by the authors of the history of the formation of the 
Davidic monarchy, this territorial-political uni�cation was portrayed in 
kinship terminology. �e formation of the kingdom of Judah was com-
memorated, �rst and foremost, as the uni�cation of Judahite clans from 
the Judean Hills with Israelite clans from the Benjamin Plateau under the 
rule of David.

It was on this background that contemporary scholarship brought 
back to the fore the hypothesis suggested by Alt (1966, 131–248; cf. Noth 
1965, 178–216) almost a century ago regarding the personal (and nonin-
stitutional) union of the Israelites and the Judahites under the charismatic 
leadership of David.94 However one might modify Alt, who thought of 
David’s kingdom in the framework of a great united monarchy, it seems 
that David could at best rule Judah and Benjamin. �e formation of the 

94. In contemporary scholarship, see Willi-Plein 2004; Fischer 2004, 291–329; 
Fleming 2012, 291–93; Lehmann and Niemann 2006; Leonard-Fleckman 2016, 213–
64; Frevel 2016, 108–18.
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Davidic monarchy as portrayed in 1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5 does not indicate by 
any means that David ever ruled the Israelite clans in the Samarian Hills. 
According to the story, David’s kingdom was only united in the sense that 
it incorporated kin-based groups from Judah and from Benjamin, but this 
image is far from the imagined great united monarchy. �e story restricts 
David to the southern parts of the central Canaanite Highlands and their 
foothills. Considering this, Alt’s personal union hypothesis (even if modi-
�ed) remains useful for understanding the formation of Judah. However, it 
may be better applied to understanding the house of David more broadly, 
rather than restricting it to the lifetime of David himself, as, a�er all, the 
historical David remains vague. From an archaeological perspective, the 
formation of Judah was a gradual process that lasted throughout the tenth 
and ninth centuries BCE. In this sense, the story of David’s rise in 1 Sam 
16–2 Sam 5 may be seen as the projection of a long and gradual process 
onto the �gure of the founder of the monarchy. �e incorporation of dif-
ferent communities under Davidic rule, which historically lasted more 
than a century, was telescoped at the narrative level onto the �gure of the 
dynastic founder: David. �e prominent role of the house of David in 
uniting di�erent kin-based groups that were only loosely associated with 
each other illuminates the nature of what is generally considered Judahite 
historiography, with its focus on David and his house and its preoccupa-
tion with the kin-based structure of southern Canaan.

To conclude, the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy 
reveals a particular interest in the social, kinship composition of the 
south of Canaan and especially the southern part of the central Canaanite 
Highlands. �e political landscape portrayed in this literary work is one 
governed by kin-based entities (Benjaminites, Ephratites, Jebusites, Yerah-
mielaties, Calebites, Qenites, and more). As such, early monarchic Judah 
was constructed by uniting the Israelite clans from Benjamin and the 
Judahite clans from the Judean Hills all under the rule of David. Accord-
ingly, David never ruled the northern Israelite clans, nor does the story 
of his rise to power presuppose his kingship over the territories that were 
eventually included in the Northern Kingdom of Israel. �is story line was 
never meant to portray David as the king of the northern Israelite polity, 
which is re�ected in the extrabiblical sources of the ninth century BCE. 
Rather, it portrays the formation of early monarchic Judah as the uni�ca-
tion of the Benjamin Plateau and Jerusalem on the one hand, with the 
Judean Hills on the other. Hence, the narrative focuses on the Benjaminite 
and Ephratite clans, who were formerly ruled by Saul, and presents David 
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as the successor of Saul. �is is not an allegory for the hypothetical wishes 
of late monarchic Judah but simply a claim that both Saul and David ruled 
the same group of people, the Israelites residing in the Jerusalem-Benja-
min highlands.

�is is, of course, a literary image, one that would at best re�ect the 
worldview of Jerusalemite intellectual elites of a much later period. �e 
dense and relatively isolated cluster of settlements that characterized the 
regions of Benjamin and Jerusalem during the early Iron Age (§4.1) may 
indeed represent a single community or perhaps a handful that shared 
some common sense of kin. �is would have been even more so the case 
a�er they had been consolidated under the rule of Jerusalem during the 
tenth century BCE. Whether they shared an Israelite identity or a localized 
tribal identity (Ephratite? Benjaminite?), or both, is impossible to know. 
But there should be little doubt that by the �rst half of the eighth century 
BCE at the latest, they were attributed an overarching Israelite identity, at 
the very least within the discourse of the scribal and royal elite in Judah.

Turning now to assess the historical David, it should be noted that a 
�gure named David was associated with the ruling dynasty in Judah and 
was probably even considered as the founder of the dynasty, as the Tel Dan 
Stela indicates (Albertz 2010; Pioske 2015, 177–82). In light of the fact that 
the emergence of Judah as a political entity in the early tenth century BCE 
is clearly visible in the archaeological record of Jerusalem and Benjamin 
(§4.1), the memory of a charismatic local leader who seized Jerusalem to 
establish his dominion over the clans residing to the north and south of 
it is well embedded in the sociopolitical realia of southern Canaan during 
the early Iron Age. Yet nothing more may be said with any certainty about 
David himself or about his biography. In Judahite cultural memory, it was 
the uni�cation of the Judean Hills and the Benjamin Plateau that was com-
memorated as the event that gave birth to the house of David and the 
kingdom of Judah. �is achievement was perceived as unique and memo-
rable, and thus was attributed to the founder of the dynasty, David. In this 
context the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy highlights 
David’s Israelite identity and origin, thus legitimizing his rule over the 
clans of the Benjaminite Plateau as the rightful successor to Saul.

6.2.5. The Trouble with Benjamin and the Origin of Pan-Israelite Identity

�e material remains and textual sources discussed in chapter 4 indi-
cate that the subordination of the Benjaminite clans to Davidic rule from 
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Jerusalem was not immediate. Rather, it was an ongoing process during 
which the Davidic kings had to reassert time and again their political 
hegemony on the Benjamin Plateau. �e construction of the stepped-
stone structure in the City of David marked, from the beginning, the need 
of the Jerusalemite elite to materialize its newly acquired power mainly 
vis-à-vis the many settlements north of Jerusalem. �e abandonment 
of the northern Benjaminite settlements on the Bethel Range sometime 
later, and the consequent forti�cation of Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, re�ects 
the social unrest in the region following the establishment of Davidic 
hegemony in Benjamin. Textual sources relate the need of the Davidic 
kings to reassert their rule in Benjamin in the face of foreign invasions 
(�rst Shishak, king of Egypt, and later Baasha, king of Israel). Eventually, 
Benjamin came to be the border zone between Judah and Israel, and the 
biblical record implies that the Benjaminites were a�liated with both 
kingdoms: the northern Benjaminites in the region of Bethel-Jericho 
were a�liated with Israel, and the southern Benjaminites, who inhabited 
the Benjamin Plateau, were a�liated with Judah. Together the textual 
sources and the material remains attest to complex relations between the 
Davidic kings and the Benjaminites (see Krause 2020). �ese complex 
relations did not end in the ninth century BCE but continued to be very 
much present in the late monarchic period (Lipschits 2005, 68–133, 360–
70). �is is the historical background on which the presentation of David 
as the legitimate successor of Saul should be read: it re�ects the Davidic 
dynasts’ need to reassert their rule over Benjamin. �e presentation of 
David as the legitimate successor of the former ruler of the Benjaminites 
was designed to normalize Davidic rule north of Jerusalem, which was 
apparently never secured.

�is conclusion brings to the fore the well-known trouble with Ben-
jamin: their ostensible social a�liation with Israel as a kin-based group 
vis-à-vis their political a�liation with the kingdom of Judah (§§4.1.1, 
4.2.3). It is in this framework that the history of the formation of the 
Davidic monarchy consistently highlights David’s Israelite origin and 
identity. Ultimately, the history of the formation of the Davidic monar-
chy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) narrates the story of David’s rise to the throne 
of Israel, and according to this narration Israelites constituted David’s 
power base north (in Benjamin) and south (Bethlehem) of Jerusalem, 
his capital. In this sense, regardless of the accurate social composite of 
David’s kingdom in the tenth century BCE, Jerusalemite intellectual elite 
of the late ninth/early eighth centuries BCE applied an Israelite identity 
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to David and to the inhabitants of his kingdom (only in the southern 
parts of the central Canaanite Highlands). �is fact alone is enough to 
indicate that a sense of Israelite identity existed in the Davidic court 
well before the fall of Samaria. For Jerusalemite scribes of the late ninth/
early eighth centuries BCE, Israelite clans that resided north of Jerusa-
lem were an important social component in what was about to become 
the kingdom of Judah.

Herein lies the origin of pan-Israelite identity: it was not a cultural 
process by which the Judahite elite adopted the name and the cultural 
heritage of their northern neighbor (see §1.3), but rather it was a matter of 
kinship. Both the northern and the southern ruling dynasties were Israel-
ite in their kinship identity, or at the very least this is how they presented 
themselves and constructed their kin-based power. �is may explain why 
already in First Isaiah the deity worshiped in Jerusalem is referred to as 
“the Holy One of Israel” (e.g., Isa 1:4; 5:19, 24; 10:20; 12:6) and not the 
Holy One of Judah.95 A�er all, Yahweh was the god of the Israelites, or at 
the very least the patron deity of both the northern and southern Israelite 
dynasties.96 Furthermore, this explains why Isaiah calls Judah and Israel 
“the two houses of Israel” (Isa 8:14), because this is exactly what they were. 
Even if they were never united, they were still two Israelite monarchies 
in the sense that they were ruled by two dynasties whose kin-based ori-
gins were Israelite. �e shared sense of Israelite identity in the courts of 
Israel and Judah was not the result of cultural processes but a matter of 
fact. In the long run, it was the shared Israelite kinship identity in both 
Israel and Judah that enabled, under certain political circumstances such 
as the peaceful and prosperous reign of Jeroboam II, the conceptualiza-
tion of Judah as part of Israel, as may be viewed in various Israelite literary 
works (such as the birth narrative in Jacob story in Gen 29–30).97 In Judah, 
this facilitated the conceptualization of a great united monarchy as por-

95. For discussion of the term “Holy One of Israel,” which occurs in First Isaiah, 
generally dated to the monarchic period and in some cases even to the period before 
the fall of Samaria, see Williamson 2001; Weingart 2014, 219–27, with further literature.

96. Frevel (2021) argues that Yahweh was presented to the Davidic court only by 
the Omrides.

97. Especially in the story about the birth of Jacob’s sons (Gen 29–30), where 
Judah is one of the descendants of Jacob/Israel. If the Israelite origin of the story is 
accepted, then it may imply that Judah was already incorporated into a more encom-
passing Israelite identity in the �rst half of the eighth century BCE (see Weingart 
2014, 236–44; 2019). Such a process of incorporating distinct kinship identity within 
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trayed in the Succession Narrative (2 Sam 9–1 Kgs 2), in which Israel in its 
entirety is understood to be part of the Davidic kingdom. On this subject, 
the next section elaborates further.

6.2.6. Conclusions: The History of the Formation of the  
Davidic Monarchy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) in Its Historical Context

�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy preserves quite a 
vivid and detailed memory of the power structures and social composition 
in the Iron IIA Shephelah and in the highlands of Judah and Benjamin. 
Since nothing in these stories relates to the geopolitical realia of the Iron 
IIB–IIC, they cannot be dated much later than the �rst half of the eighth 
century BCE. Having previously acknowledged that the history of the 
formation of the Davidic monarchy was composed and redacted in sev-
eral literary stages, its overall literary horizon possibly extends from the 
second half of the ninth century BCE (concurrent with the earliest evi-
dence of scribal activity in Judah and among its neighbors) to no later 
than the �rst half of the eighth century BCE. It was during this period 
that Judah underwent social expansion and political growth as the house 
of David extended its rule into the Shephelah, the Beersheba, and Arad 
Valleys. It was also in this period that forti�ed Judahite royal centers were 
constructed throughout the kingdom (Tel Lachish IV, Tel Arad XI). It was 
likewise in this period that the house of David experienced political insta-
bility, which culminated in successive court rebellions that threatened the 
very nature and identity of the ruling dynasty.

�ese are the circumstances that provide the historical context in 
which the stories about the formation of the Davidic monarchy were com-
posed, collected, and redacted and in which they are best explained. It 
was in this period that legitimizing Davidic rule was needed not only in 
the face of dynastic instability but also to normalize the house of David 
as a political and monarchic institution ruling territories well beyond its 
immediate surroundings. In this moment it was important to forge a royal 
ideology presenting the Davidic kings under the auspices of their patron 
deity as the sole legitimate rulers of Jerusalem and Judah. �is was mainly 
accomplished by constructing a cultural memory and shared knowledge 
among the emerging scribal, clerical, and administrative elite.

another one and under speci�c political circumstances is well known from the textual 
sources preserved in the Mari archive.
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�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy in 1 Sam 
9–2 Sam 5 portrays the attempts by two local leaders to establish a 
dynastic monarchy over a group of people identi�ed by the authors as 
Israelites. Israel in these traditions designates a kinship group, and thus 
it denotes a social, not a political, identity, one that is ascribed to a group 
of people, in this case the clans inhabiting the highlands extending from 
the north of Judah (Bethlehem, south of Jerusalem) to the Benjamin Pla-
teau (north of Jerusalem). �e name Israel in 1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5 does not 
refer to the territorial polity known by this name from the time of the 
Omride rule and onward. Moreover, these stories re�ect nothing of the 
formation or the geopolitical con�guration of the Northern Kingdom. 
�ey are instead well embedded in the social and political realia of early 
Iron Age southern Canaan. Hence, the stories about the rise of David in 
1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5 should not be read as an allegory for an assumed late 
monarchic Judahite aspiration to inherit the Northern Kingdom of Israel. 
Rather, they should be read for what they are: a story about the rise of the 
Davidic monarchy.

�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy presupposes 
a sociopolitical landscape governed by kin-based entities. According to 
the narrative, Benjaminite, Ephratite, and Jebusite clans all resided in 
the small territory extending from the region south of Jerusalem (Beth-
lehem) through Jerusalem and north to the Benjamin Plateau. At the 
least, the Benjaminites and the Ephratites were seen as part of a larger 
group of Israelites, some of whom also resided in northern Samaria. In 
addition, loosely related kinship groups (Qenites, Calebites, and Yerah-
mielites, among others) inhabited the Judean Hills and its desert fringe. 
Such a portrayal of the social reality, namely, of semi-independent kin-
based groups living on the margins of an urban based polity (Gath), can 
only refer to and re�ect on the early monarchic period of the tenth–ninth 
centuries BCE.

�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy commemorates 
the uni�cation of the Judean Hills with the Benjamin Plateau as the king-
dom of Judah’s founding myth. �e integration of these two regions that 
had never before been socially or politically united was a process that took 
place throughout the tenth century BCE, on a timescale that must have 
extended beyond the reign of any one individual king. Yet, the narrative 
attributes this feat solely to the founder of the monarchy, King David. In 
a sociopolitical landscape governed by kin-based entities, David was por-
trayed as the king of the Judahite clans from Judean Hills and the Israelite 
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clans from the Benjamin Plateau. �ese Israelites were formerly ruled by 
David’s rival, Saul.

With these points in mind, it is important to remember that such 
traditions are a literary product of an intellectual elite from the period 
a�er the formation of the territorial kingdom of Judah. �erefore, the 
conceptualization of Israel as a kinship group residing north and south of 
Jerusalem is the one ascribed to the population of the region by scribes in 
the service of the ruling dynasty in Jerusalem. When viewed as the literary 
product of Judahite state formation, it was the heterogenic social com-
position of Judah vis-à-vis its centralized political structure (§5.6.2) that 
necessitated royal ideology centered on the ruling dynasty and, at the liter-
ary level, on its founder, David. Within this frame, the emphasis placed on 
David’s legitimacy to rule the Israelites—as their own kin, as their savior, 
and as the legitimate successor of Saul—re�ects the importance of the 
Israelite identity in the Davidic court. �is may be due to its facility in 
solidifying Davidic rule on the Benjamin Plateau or in resisting claims to 
the region made by competing northern Israelite dynasties. Be that as it 
may, there was never a need for the Israelization of Judah (as assumed by 
so many scholars; see §1.3). �e Davidic court considered itself Israelite, 
ruling Israelite clans in the regions to the immediate north and south of 
Jerusalem. Pan-Israelite identity was not a construct of a late monarchic 
Judahite elite but a social reality, along with a strong sense of kinship iden-
tity shared by the ruling families in Samaria and Jerusalem, at least from 
the second half of the ninth century BCE onward.

6.3. The Great United Monarchy of David in the  
Succession Narrative (2 Sam 9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2)

�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy in 1 Sam 9–2 Sam 
5 portrays David’s kingdom as a very localized polity consisting of Isra-
elite and Judahite clans from the southern parts of the central Canaanite 
Highlands. �e cycle of stories that follows it in 2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kgs 
1–2, which is conventionally known as the Succession Narrative, presup-
poses a completely di�erent political landscape, one that could best be 
de�ned as the great united monarchy, encompassing both the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel and the Southern Kingdom of Judah. It is not just the 
political entity ruled by David that distinguishes the history of the forma-
tion of the Davidic monarchy from the so-called Succession Narrative. It 
is the entire social landscape and political agenda as well as the narra-
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tive style that set these two literary works apart. �e Succession Narrative 
shi�s the focus from the social composition and the kin-based landscape 
of southern Canaan to the Davidic court itself—its relations with Israel 
and Benjamin (2 Sam 15–20) and its internal politics and struggles for 
succession (2 Sam 9–14; 1 Kgs 1–2). In the Succession Narrative, David 
transforms from the main and absolute protagonist of the story to more of 
a side �gure, reacting rather than initiating, who is far di�erent from the 
talented warrior and charismatic leader portrayed in the stories of his rise 
to power (1 Sam 16–2 Sam 5). From a literary perspective, in contrast to 
the mosaic and fragmented nature of the history of the formation of the 
Davidic monarchy, the Succession Narrative is a relatively uni�ed literary 
work, characterized by high-level storytelling.

Since Leonhard Rost’s (1926) seminal study, the hypothesis according 
to which the material in 2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kgs 1–2 forms an independent 
narrative with a peculiar style and purpose about the succession to the 
throne of David has been broadly accepted in biblical scholarship. Even 
though what Rost originally argued concerning the extent, main theme, 
and literary unity of this work has been criticized and modi�ed, his thesis 
still provides the point of departure for any study of the book of Samuel.98 
Rost sees the Succession Narrative as political propaganda meant to legiti-
mize Davidic succession and thus dates it to the tenth century BCE, a view 
some scholars still hold today.99 Other scholars, taking an opposite view, 
emphasize the ambiguous tendency of the narrative toward David and 
argue that the Succession Narrative is an anti-Davidic tale criticizing the 
absolute monarchy that should be dated accordingly to the postmonarchic 
period (e.g., Van Seters 2000, 2009). �e alleged ambiguity in the presen-
tation of David, which compells scholars to see the text as both pro- and 
anti-Davidic, leads still others to adopt a diachronic approach, according 
to which an original story that was critical toward David went through 
pro-Davidic or pro-Solomonic redactions.100

98. For a comprehensive review of the history of research, see Dietrich 2007, 228–
40; Hutton 2009, 176–85. For recent discussion, see Weingart 2014, 171–76; Na’aman 
2018, both with more literature.

99. E.g., Seiler 1998, 314–21; Hutton 2009, 176–371; Fleming 2012, 17–113; 
Leonard-Fleckman 2016, 109–254; A. Knapp 2015, 249–76. On the problem of dating 
the Succession Narrative or parts of it to the tenth century BCE, see Na’aman 2018, 
92–95.

100. Würthwein 1974, 11–59; Veijola 1975, 16–45; Kaiser 1988, 2000; Aurelius 
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However, the complexity of the Succession Narrative, which contains a 
gallery of characters, rich details, and artistic design, attests to the literary 
aesthetics of the composition, making it di�cult to see it as sheer politi-
cal propaganda, whether pro- or anti-Davidic (Gunn 1978, 37–62; Blum 
2000, 27–29). Furthermore, considering the literary quality of the story, it 
seems that the presentation of David is not one-sided, and even when it 
is realistic or critical it remains rather sympathetic toward David.101 �is 
likewise undermines attempts to draw analogies between the Succession 
Narrative and ancient Near Eastern royal apologies. �ese attempts should 
be rejected on the grounds that Near Eastern apologies represent a di�er-
ent literary genre from the Succession Narrative (Na’aman 2018, 89–94).102 
Last, any dating of such high-level and complex literary work to the tenth 
century BCE completely ignores the epigraphic and archaeological �nds, 
which indicate that it was not before the second half of the ninth century 
BCE that Judah grew to be a relatively centralized monarchy with a scribal 
elite. It likely would have been somewhat later that the Judahite scribal 
community had developed enough in education and training to produce 
complex literary narratives such as the Succession Narrative.

It seems, therefore, that the authors of the Succession Narrative could 
not have been eyewitnesses to the events they described, and thus the story 
cannot be used for simplistically reconstructing historical events from the 
time of David’s reign. Rather, the Succession Narrative should be viewed 
more as a paradigmatic story using past events as the narrator thought they 
should have occurred for conveying messages relevant to his own time and 
that of the addressees.103 In this light, many scholars have adopted a much 
more straightforward reading of the text, arguing that the Succession Nar-
rative deals with the question of loyalty to David, or with the question 

2004, 394–400. For criticism of this approach, see Schnabl 1988, 123–33; Seiler 1998, 
111–16, 138–43, 150–57; Dietrich 2007, 235–40; Na’aman 2018, 94–97. An extreme 
case is argued by Rudnig (2006, esp. 360–63), who reconstructs up to twelve to thir-
teen redactional layers. �is view is highly criticized (e.g., Dietrich 2007, 237–38; 
Blum 2010, 63–65) and never gained scholarly consensus. For further discussion of 
the literary unity of the stories of Absalom and Sheba’s revolts, see §6.3.1.

101. E.g., Conroy 1978, 111–12; Blum 2000, 19–29; Dietrich 2000, 63–65.
102. Mostly, the accession of Solomon (2 Sam 11–12, 1 Kgs 1–2) was compared 

with ancient Near Eastern royal apologies; see McCarter 1981; Ishida 1982, 1991; 
McKenzie 2000, 125–29. �is view has been recently presented by Hutton 2009, 192–
96; A. Knapp 2015, 249–76.

103. Blum 2000, 4–17; 2010, 60–62; Dietrich 2000, 59–60; Kaiser 2000, 97–101.
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of the establishment of the Davidic dynasty,104 and the maintenance of 
Davidic monarchic power (Adam 2006, 184–86, 210). �e question of loy-
alty to David and his house is brought to the fore in a powerful way in the 
story of the revolts of Absalom and Sheba (2 Sam 15–20) and in the story 
of Abner and Ishbosheth (2 Sam 2:8–4:12), which, as proposed in §6.2.2, 
belongs to the literary horizon of the Succession Narrative. �e following 
section thus will focus on these stories in order to trace the origins of the 
great united monarchy and the evolution of Israelite identity in Judah.105

6.3.1. The Story of Absalom’s and Sheba’s Revolt (2 Sam 15–20):  
Literary Unity and Dating

�e story of the revolts of Absalom and Sheba (2 Sam 15–20) recounts 
how David’s throne was threatened twice. In both cases, it was “Israel” 
that rebelled, once under the leadership of David’s son Absalom and once 
under the Benjaminite Sheba, son of Bichri. �e story is centered on the 
account of a battle between David’s followers and the Israelites in the forest 
of Ephraim (2 Sam 18:1–19:9), during which Absalom dies and the Isra-
elite revolt is suppressed. �e battle account is framed with a narrative 
depicting David’s �ight from Jerusalem to Mahanaim (2 Sam 15:14–17:29) 
and his return to Jerusalem a�er the revolt is put down (2 Sam 19:10–44).106 
�e �ight-and-return narrative contains the so-called Benjaminite epi-

104. For scholars who argue that the Succession Narrative deals with the question 
of loyalty to David, see, e.g., Conroy 1978, 101–6; Adam 2006, 205–10; Weingart 2014, 
180–81; J. L. Wright 2014, 98–131. For scholars who argue that the Succession Nar-
rative deals with the question of of the establishment of the David dynasty, see Gunn 
1978, 88–111; Blum 2000, 22–23; Fischer 2006, 44–45.

105. Many scholars agree that the story of the revolts of Absalom and Sheba in 
2 Sam 13–20 was framed with the stories of Solomon’s birth (2 Sam 11–12) and acces-
sion (1 Kgs 1–2) in a secondary stage of redaction, which brought the di�erent stories 
under the theme of succession to the throne of David (e.g., Wellhausen 1889, 259–61; 
in contemporary scholarship, Dietrich 2000, 40–53; 2007, 291–96; McKenzie 2000, 
123–25; Aurelius 2004, 402–5; A. F. Campbell 2005, 138–39; Kratz 2005, 175; Hutton 
2009, 192–96; Na’aman 2018, 94–97, 105–8). For criticism, see Schnabl 1988, 52–66; 
Seiler 1998, 29–116. �is reconstruction is certainly plausible, but as the following 
discussion focuses only on the two-revolts story, the overall literary growth of the Suc-
cession Narrative remains beyond its scope.

106. For the structure of the story, see Conroy 1978, 89–101; Gunn 1978, 88–111; 
Sacon 1982. For criticism, see Fischer 2006, 44–48.
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sodes, in which David encounters Benjaminite characters related to the 
house of Saul who expressed animosity toward him in his �ight (2 Sam 
16:1–14) but loyalty on his return (2 Sam 19:17–40). �e return narrative 
concludes with con�ict between Israel and Judah regarding their relations 
to David (2 Sam 19:10–16, 41–44), which leads directly to the second Isra-
elite revolt, led by the Benjaminite Sheba (2 Sam 20:1–22).

François Langlamet suggests that the Benjaminite episodes embedded 
in the narrative of David’s �ight and return are secondary.107 Follow-
ing this scheme, Kratz (2005, 174–76) argues that the entire narrative of 
David’s �ight and return expands on a core story that contained only the 
beginning of Absalom’s revolt (2 Sam 15:1–6, 13) and the account of the 
battle in the forest of Ephraim (2 Sam 18:1–19:9).108 Kratz’s conclusions 
have been adopted by many scholars, and although he does not date the 
�ight-and-return narrative, a number of scholars have since viewed it as 
re�ecting the exile from Jerusalem in 586 BCE and the return to the city 
in the early Persian period. Accordingly, the �ight-and-return narrative is 
dated to the late sixth or ��h century BCE.109

Indeed, David’s �ight from Jerusalem is portrayed as a “mourning 
procession” (2 Sam 15:23, 30), but this does not necessarily mean that it 
re�ects the exile,110 especially when considering its literary context. David 
has to leave his capital, which he took and built (2 Sam 5:6–11), because 
his son has rebelled against him. Nothing in this scenario points to the 

107. Langlamet 1979, 1980, 1981.
108. For Kratz (2005, 174–76), the core narrative in 2 Sam 15:1–6, 13; 18:1–19:9 

was expanded twice: once with the �ight-and-return narrative in 2 Sam 15:14–23, 
30–37; 16:20–17:26; 19:9b–15, 16, 41b, and consequently with the Benjaminite epi-
sode in 2 Sam 9; 16:1–14; 17:27–29; 19:17–41.

109. Many scholars agree, following Kratz, that the �ight-and-return narrative 
was secondary to some sort of earlier story of Absalom’s revolt. �ere is no agree-
ment, however, regarding the extent of the original core narrative. For di�erent sug-
gestions, see Aurelius 2004, 396–400; Adam 2006, 199–200; Rudnig 2006, 255–80, 
315–17; Fischer 2006, 49–55; Wright 2014, 99–101. Hutton (2009, 201–27) and Leon-
ard-Fleckman (2016, 117–32) agree that the �ight-and-return narrative is secondary; 
however, they reject its dating to the exilic or postexilic periods. Yet, there are still 
some substantial arguments for the literary unity of the entire two-revolts story; see 
Dietrich 2000, 59–66; 2011, 244–47; Blum 2010, 63–64; Na’aman 2018, 94–97; and see 
further in this section.

110. Rudnig (2006, 255, 280, 336–37), Fischer (2006, 61–65), and J. L. Wright 
(2014, 102–3), for instance, argue that the narrative of �ight and return is an allegory 
for the Babylonian exile.
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Babylonian exile, since the story of Absalom’s revolt does not allude to 
the destruction of the city or to a rebellion against a foreign and distant 
empire. Furthermore, Mahanaim, the destination of David’s �ight, was 
understood as part and parcel of the kingdom of Israel. �e pre-Priestly 
Jacob cycle attributes the foundation of Mahanaim to the eponymous 
ancestor of Israel (Gen 32:2–3). In the book of Joshua, Mahanaim is listed 
among the tribal allotment of the Transjordanian Israelite tribes (Josh 
13:26, 30). Moreover, Mahanaim is mentioned as the capital of Saul’s son 
and heir Ishbosheth, from which he fought David over the throne of Israel 
(2 Sam 2:8, 12, 29). All this raises the question: Could a site that was con-
sidered to be at the heart of Israel’s territory and tradition be equated with 
the Babylonian exile?

In order to adequately date the narrative of David’s �ight and return as 
well as the entire story of the revolts of Absalom and Sheba, the geopolitical 
context presupposed by its authors should be taken into account (Dietrich 
2012a, 244–48). �e �rst step in this direction is to examine the toponyms 
mentioned in the narrative in light of archaeological and historical data. 
�e most important of these is, of course, Mahanaim, which should be 
understood within the context of its political and cultural importance 
to Israel. Historically, Mahanaim was probably a�liated with Israel only 
during the Omride reign in the �rst half of the ninth century BCE and 
during the reign of Jeroboam II in the �rst half of the eighth century BCE 
(Sergi 2016b, 333–37; Finkelstein 2016b).

Another important town mentioned in the narrative is Abel Beth-
Maacah, which is referred to as the northernmost city in Israel (2 Sam 
20:14–15, 19) and is where the rebel Sheba �nds refuge. Tell Abil el-Qamḥ, 
identi�ed with Abel Beth-Maacah, is located at the northern end of the 
Huleh Valley, some 6 km west of Tel Dan (Panitz-Cohen and Mullins 2016, 
146–47).111 �e extension of Israelite hegemony to the northern end of the 
Huleh Valley could not have transpired prior to the reign of Joash or his son 
Jeroboam II in the �rst half of the eighth century BCE.112 �us, the presen-
tation of Abel Beth-Maacah as the northernmost city in Israel presupposes 

111. For the excavations of Abel Beth-Maacah, see Panitz-Cohen and Mullins 
2016; Yahalom-Mack, Panitz-Cohen, and Mullins 2018. According to the excavators, 
the site exhibits substantial accumulation of wealth in the Iron I; the excavators attri-
bute a casemate wall to the Iron IIA (probably the late Iron IIA), with substantial 
Phoenician painted ware.

112. Tel Dan was only sparsely settled during most of the Iron IIA (Arie 2008). 
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the northern border of Jeroboam II’s kingdom. A similar conclusion arises 
from the reference to Lo-Dabar, the hometown of Machir son of Amiel, 
who provides for Mephibosheth, the last survivor of the house of Saul, 
before he is taken into David’s custody (2 Sam 9:4, 5). Upon the arrival of 
David to Mahanaim, Machir son of Amiel gives food to David’s exhausted 
men (2 Sam 17:27–29). Lo-Dabar, whose actual name was Lidbir, was 
situated in the northern Gilead (north of the Jabbok), although its exact 
location is a matter of dispute (Finkelstein, Koch, and Lipschits 2013, 
143–45). Apart from the Succession Narrative, it is only mentioned in the 
allotment of the Israelite tribes of Transjordan (Josh 13:26) and in Amos 
6:13, which hints at an Israelite takeover of that town as well as of Karnaim 
(in the southern Bashan) during the reign of Jeroboam II (Lipiński 2000, 
401; Finkelstein 2016b, 28). In any event, since it seems that Omride polit-
ical hegemony in the Gilead was restricted to its southern parts (south of 
the Jabbok; Sergi 2016b, 333–37), the town of Lidbir could not have been 
a�liated with Israel prior to the �rst half of the eighth century BCE.

�e kingdom of Geshur plays a limited although important role in the 
story of Absalom’s revolt. A�er killing Amnon, David’s �rstborn, Absalom 
�nds refuge in his grandfather’s kingdom of Geshur (2 Sam 13:37–38), 
and from there he returns to rebel against his father (2 Sam 14:32, 15:8). 
Many agree that the name Geshur derives from the Old Aramaic name gtr, 
meaning “fort” (Na’aman 2012d, 89; Younger 2016, n. 314). �e Transjor-
danian border list (Deut 3:14, Josh 12:4–5, 13:11–13) implies that Geshur 
should be sought in the Golan Heights and on the eastern shores of the 
Sea of Galilee. During the Iron Age, there were two main periods of sig-
ni�cant settlement prosperity in this region. �e �rst wave is related to 
the Iron I urban prosperity at Tel Kinrot (Tell el-ʿOreimeh) and Tel Hadar, 
situated on the northwestern and the eastern shores of the Sea of Gali-
lee, respectively.113 �e second wave emerged during the late Iron IIA–IIB 
with the construction of the forti�ed town of et-Tell (Stratum V) and the 
fort of Tel ʿEin-Gev (Stratum MIII), both of which are located on the east-
ern shores of the Sea of Galilee.114 Recent examination of the material 

�us, Israelite expansion to this region is dated to the �rst half of the eighth century 
BCE. For further discussion, see Finkelstein 2013a, 129–31; 2016b, 27–29.

113. For Tel Kinrot, see Münger 2013. For Tel Hadar, see Kochavi 1989b; E. Yadin 
and Kochavi 2008. For the Kinrot polity, see Berlejung 2014; Sergi and Kleiman 2018.

114. For et-Tell, see Arav 2004, 1–48; 2013. For Tel ʿEin-Gev, see Hasagewa 2012, 
70–73; 2019; Sugimoto 2015.
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remains from et-Tell and Tel ʿEin-Gev demonstrates that both should be 
dated to the second half of the ninth century BCE, which means that they 
thrived under the Aramaean hegemony of Hazael from Damascus (Sergi 
and Kleiman 2018). While et-Tell continued to �ourish in the eighth cen-
tury BCE (until its �nal destruction, probably by Tiglath-pileser III), the 
fort at Tel ʿEin-Gev came to an end around 800 BCE.115 During this time, 
Aram-Damascus lost its regional hegemony under the pressure of the 
campaigns of Adad-nirari III. It was subsequently defeated by the Isra-
elite kings Joash and Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 13:25; 14:25, 28) under whose 
rulership Israel regained regional power (Lipiński 2000, 391–92). It would 
seem, therefore, that Joash is the likeliest candidate for the destruction 
of Tel ʿEin-Gev. No concurrent traumatic event can be detected at et-Tell 
(Stratum V). Hence, with the transition of power from Damascus to Israel, 
the et-Tell polity was reduced (with the abandonment of ʿ Ein-Gev) but not 
completely destroyed.

Some scholars argue that the kingdom of Geshur should be identi�ed 
with the Kinrot polity (e.g., Kochavi 1989b; Dietrich 2012b). However, Tel 
Kinrot is safely identi�ed with the biblical town Kinneret (Albright 1925), 
which gave its name to the lake and the valleys surrounding it (Noth 1968, 
340; see Num 34:11, Deut 3:17, Josh 11:2, 12:3, 13:27, 1 Kgs 15:20). �e 
only other political and economic center in the region was et-Tell, and 
for this reason many identify it as the capital of Geshur.116 In the story of 
Absalom’s revolt, Geshur is portrayed as a semi-independent polity ruled 
by a dynastic monarch, Talmai, whose daughter Maacah is given to David 
as a wife (albeit not as his principal wife). �at means that Maacah’s son 
Absalom was not the designated heir to the throne (2 Sam 3:2–3). �e 
story provides another hint regarding the political orientation of Geshur 
and its place within the overall geopolitical settings of the southern 
Levant. In 2 Sam 15:8, Absalom says, “when I sat in Geshur in Aram.” �e 
designation Aram in most of the biblical historiographic literature refers 
to Aram-Damascus, and only in 2 Sam 10 does it designate other “Ara-
maean” polities (e.g., Aram-Ṣobah), which at any rate were in the vicinity 
of Damascus and to a certain extent also under its political hegemony. 
Hence, the story of Absalom’s revolt actually locates Geshur within the 

115. Hasegawa 2012, 72; 2019; Sergi and Kleiman 2018, 3–5.
116. E.g., Arav 2004; Na’aman 2002b, 205–7; 2012d, 94–96; Sergi and Kleiman 2018.
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political domain or the territorial scope of Aram-Damascus and implies 
that the political orientation of Geshur was Aramaean.

If this is indeed the case, the loyalty of the king of Geshur seems to have 
been initially directed to David’s enemies. It was a�er David had defeated 
the Aramaeans (2 Sam 8, 10) that the king of Geshur sent his daughter to 
the Davidic court, probably as an act of extending his loyalty to his new 
lord. Furthermore, the story of Absalom’s revolt implies that the loyalty of 
the king of Geshur to David had not been secured. Not only did he o�er 
asylum to Absalom, the murderer of David’s eldest son and heir, but it 
was a�er Absalom returned from Geshur that he decided to rebel against 
his father. �e memory of Geshur as preserved in 2 Sam 13–20 seems to 
re�ect the geopolitical circumstances of the �rst half of the eighth century 
BCE, when the et-Tell polity that formerly had thrived under Damascene 
hegemony and had been distinctively identi�ed with it by outsiders (2 Sam 
15:8), shi�ed its a�liation to the kingdom of Israel in the days of Joash and 
Jeroboam II.

In light of all the aforementioned, one may conclude that the story of 
the revolts of Absalom and Sheba was based on the geopolitical realities of 
the eighth century BCE and that it seems to allude to the kingdom of Israel 
under the reigns of Joash and Jeroboam II. During this period, Israel had 
recovered from its subjugation by Aram-Damascus and reached its zenith 
as a territorial polity in the southern Levant. Jeroboam II (and his father, 
Joash) extended the Israelite hegemony from the Samarian Hills back to 
the Jezreel Valley, the Gilead, the basin of the Sea of Galilee, and even 
beyond the territory previously ruled by the Omrides, up to the north-
ern end of the Huleh Valley. �us, the territory attributed to David in the 
Absalom story (2 Sam 17:11) “from Dan to Beersheba” (and also in 2 Sam 
3:10; 24:5, 12; cf. the extent of the Solomonic kingdom in 1 Kgs 5:5) actu-
ally re�ects the territories of both Israel and Judah in the �rst half of the 
eighth century BCE, when the northern border of Israel reached Dan and 
the southern border of Judah was in the Beersheba and Arad Valleys. �at 
the story presupposes the geopolitical circumstances of the eighth century 
BCE does not mean that it was also composed during this period. Yet the 
acquaintance with distinctive geopolitical details of the time (such as the 
memories of Geshur or Lidbir) makes a date much later than the seventh 
century BCE di�cult, while certainly ruling out any date in the Babylo-
nian or Persian periods.

A hint for a slightly later date than the reign of Jeroboam II may be 
found in the story of Sheba’s revolt. When Joab arrives with his forces 
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at Abel Beth-Maacah, he lays siege to it and builds a siege ramp against 
the city (2 Sam 20:15). �e use of siege ramps is known in ancient 
Near Eastern warfare as early as the third millennium BCE but was 
restricted to the Mesopotamian-Anatolian regions (Eph‘al 2009). Siege 
warfare using ramps was not known in the southern Levant prior to the 
Assyrian military campaigns in the region during the years 734–701 
BCE.117 �e earliest evidence for using siege ramps in Israel or Judah 
derives from Assyrian reliefs depicting the conquest of Lachish during 
Sennacherib’s campaign against Judah in 701 BCE, which �nds sup-
port in the material remains from the destruction of Level III at the 
site (Ussishkin 1982). It is therefore not surprising that the Hebrew 
term sōləlâ, used to describe Joab’s siege ramp (2 Sam 20:15), is also 
employed in relation to Sennacherib’s campaign against Judah (2 Kgs 
19:32, Isa 37:33). It is otherwise mentioned only in prophetic literature 
from the sixth century BCE or later (as in Jer 6:6, 32:24, 33:4, Ezek 4:2, 
17:17, 21:27, 26:8, Dan 11:15).

Additional support for a date of the story of Absalom’s revolt in 
the �rst half of the seventh century BCE, as well as for the composi-
tion and redaction of the Succession Narrative as a whole, was recently 
provided by Na’aman (2018). Na’aman demonstrates the many parallel 
themes in the history of Esarhaddon’s accession to the Assyrian throne 
and the Succession Narrative. Accordingly, he argues that the authors 
of the Succession Narrative were acquainted with the story of Esarhad-
don’s accession and deliberately borrowed and reworked some of its 
best-known elements. Accepting this supposition establishes a date for 
the composition of the Succession Narrative during the �rst half of the 
seventh century BCE.

Taking all the aforementioned into account, it seems that whoever 
authored the story of the revolts of Absalom and Sheba was well acquainted 
with the geopolitical setting of the southern Levant in the eighth century 
BCE, both prior to and following the Assyrian domination. It is notewor-
thy that this knowledge is not restricted to the core narrative, which many 
scholars view as the early layer of the Absalom story (2 Sam 18:1–19:9). 
In fact, it primarily dominates the geopolitical details in the narrative of 
David’s �ight and return and the story of Sheba’s revolt. �us, even if a 

117. So far, the only archaeological evidence for siege warfare in the southern 
Levant prior to the Assyrian period is the siege trench from Gath, which has been 
attributed to Hazael. See Maeir and Gur-Arieh 2011, with further literature.
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core story about the battle against Absalom in the forest of Ephraim can be 
reconstructed, it appears that most of the narrative components embed-
ded in 2 Sam 15–20 could not have been composed long a�er the early 
seventh century BCE. Such a conclusion lends weight to the assumption 
that the story of the revolts in 2 Sam 15–20 is largely a uni�ed literary 
work.118 �is story recalls the extent and power of the kingdom of Israel 
under the reigns of Joash and Jeroboam II and ascribes it to David. �e 
great united monarchy as envisioned by the authors of the revolt stories 
(2 Sam 13–20) projects back the territories of the kingdoms of Israel and 
Judah during the �rst half of the eighth century to the tenth century BCE.

It is noteworthy that if the story’s date in the �rst half of the seventh 
century BCE is accepted, then it was composed a�er the destruction of 
Israel, when Judahite political hegemony was restricted to the highlands 
of Benjamin and Judah following Sennacherib’s campaign of 701 BCE. In 
other words, during a period when Israel no longer existed as a political 
entity and Judah was again a small highland polity, Judahite scribes attrib-
uted to David rule over Israel and Judah as the scribes knew both of them 
before the Assyrian invasions. On what, then, was this conceptualization 
of the two kingdoms as one based? In order to answer this question, the 
entire “Israelite” context of the story has to be addressed, beginning with 
the Benjaminite episodes.

6.3.2. The Benjaminite Episodes in their Historical Context

On his �ight from Jerusalem, David encounters two Benjaminites, Shimei 
son of Gera and Zibah the servant of Mephibosheth, each of whom is 
related to the house of Saul and disloyal to David (2 Sam 16:1–14). On 
his way back to Jerusalem a�er defeating Absalom, David meets Shimei, 
Zibah, and Mephibosheth again, only this time they express loyalty to him 
and acknowledge his kingship (2 Sam 19:17–30). In light of the dating of 
the composition to the �rst half of the seventh century BCE, these episodes 
should be read �rst and foremost against the historical background of the 
eighth–seventh centuries BCE. Such a reading was previously suggested by 

118. See also Dietrich (2012a, 248), who claims that reconstructing a core narra-
tive containing just the battle account leaves the story without purpose or clear inten-
tion. For further arguments for the overall literary unity of the stories of the revolts 
of Absalom and Sheba, see Dietrich 2000, 59–66; 2012a, 244–47; Blum 2010, 63–64; 
Na’aman 2018, 94–97.
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Klaus-Peter Adam (2006, 188–92), who argues that the core narrative of 
the Absalom story (for him, in 2 Sam 18) re�ects the Israelite-Aramaean 
attack on Jerusalem during the Syro-Ephraimite con�ict of the late 730s 
BCE (2 Kgs 16:5–9). However, since the entire narrative of David’s �ight 
and return presupposes the geopolitical context of the eighth century BCE, 
it seems that not only the battle account in 2 Sam 18 but also the Benjami-
nite episodes should be seen in a similar historical context.

As previously discussed, despite the Benjamin Plateau having been 
a�liated with Judah since the early tenth century, Davidic hegemony in 
this region was continually contested until at least the early ninth cen-
tury BCE. However, there is agreement regarding the political a�liation 
of the Benjamin Plateau with Judah during the eighth and seventh cen-
turies BCE (Na’aman 2009a, 216–17; Finkelstein 2011a, 350–51). By 
the �rst half of the seventh century BCE, following the fall of Israel, the 
importance of this region within the administrative-economic system of 
Judah had increased. �is is re�ected in the wider distribution of Judahite 
stamp impressions dated to the �rst half of the seventh century compared 
with that of the late eighth century BCE (Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2011, 
13–17; Lipschits 2021, 158–65). �e Judahite interest in Benjamin grew 
even stronger during the second half of the seventh century BCE, when the 
kingdom expanded its political hegemony in the north and northeastern 
sections of Benjamin that had formerly been controlled by Israel (Na’aman 
1991, 41–44; Lipschits 2005, 135–46). During this period, Judah initiated 
economic exploitation of the Dead Sea (Lipschits, Sergi, and Koch 2011, 
25–26), which was accompanied by an increase of activity along the route 
leading from Benjamin to Jericho (Mazar, Amit, and Ilan 1996). �is is 
also the background for the Judahite expansion into the region of Bethel 
in the south Ephraim hill country (see 2 Kgs 23:15).

�e Benjaminite episodes should be read against the background of 
strengthening Judahite political hegemony in Benjamin. �is process may 
have begun during the Syro-Ephraimite con�ict, when the loyalty of the 
Benjaminites was again tested, this time in light of the Israelite siege of 
Jerusalem (see Hos 5:8–10; Na’aman 2009a, 220–22). Yet since the Juda-
hite political hegemony in Benjamin had been strengthened during the 
seventh century BCE, culminating in the annexation of the northern 
and northeastern sectors of the region, it may be better not to relate the 
Benjaminite episodes to one speci�c historical event, especially when con-
sidering the long and troubled history between the house of David and 
the Benjaminites throughout the tenth–sixth centuries BCE. By highlight-
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ing the eventual loyalty of the Benjaminites to David, the Benjaminite 
episodes were meant to normalize and legitimize Davidic rule on the Ben-
jamin Plateau. In this sense the story of the revolts is not so di�erent from 
the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy, which precedes it 
(1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5). Apparently, the question of Davidic rule over the Ben-
jaminites remained relevant during the seventh century BCE, just as it had 
been a century and more before.

�e story of the revolts presents the Benjaminite resistance to the 
Davidic rule in relation to the overall resistance of Israel. �e theme of 
con�ict with Israel is highlighted in each component of the story,119 which 
also anticipates the schism of the united monarchy in 1 Kgs 12 (Dietrich 
2000, 56–59; Adam 2006, 187; see 2 Sam 20:1b, 1 Kgs 12:16). �e meaning 
of Israel throughout the story is rather vague, with the tribe of Benjamin 
being its only identi�able component. �us, it seems that it is not the mere 
loyalty of the Benjaminites that bothered the authors of the story of the 
revolts, but rather the overall relations of Benjamin with Israel on the one 
hand and with David on the other.

6.3.3. Once Again: Benjamin between Israel and Judah

�e political a�liation of the Benjamin Plateau with Judah had noth-
ing to do with the social, kin-based identity of its inhabitants. Kinship 
relations do not stop at topographical or political borders, and since 
Benjamin was a social identity associated with kin, Benjaminite clans 
could inhabit both the region of northern Benjamin/southern Ephraim 
and the region of the Benjamin Plateau, even when these were a�li-
ated with two distinct territorial polities. �e history of the formation 
of the Davidic monarchy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) indicates that, at least for 
the Jerusalemite scribes in the early eighth century BCE, the regions 
north (Benjamin) and south of Jerusalem were inhabited by a mixture 
of clans (mostly Benjaminites and Ephratites) that were a�liated with a 
more encompassing Israelite identity. Apparently this had not changed 
a century later, when the story of the revolts of Absalom and Sheba was 
written. Jerusalemite scribal elites in the �rst half of the seventh cen-
tury BCE still considered the Benjaminites north of Jerusalem to be 

119. Kratz 2005, 175–76; Adam 2006, 189–92, 210–11; Dietrich 2000, 53–60; 
Weingart 2014, 180–86.
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Israelites. For instance, not only does the story refer to Benjamin as an 
Israelite tribe, but the Israelite identity is also expressed in the words of 
the Benjaminite Shimei, who presents himself to David as “the �rst of 
all the house of Joseph” (2 Sam 19:21), namely, as belonging to Israel 
(Weingart 2014, 186–87).

It is therefore evident that two Judahite sources from two di�erent peri-
ods—the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy from the �rst 
half of the eighth century and the story of the revolts from the �rst half of 
the seventh century BCE—identify the inhabitants of the Jerusalem-Benja-
min region as Israelites. �is image of the Benjaminites as Israelites was not 
exclusive to the Judahite intellectual elite, as it also �gures in literary works 
that are mostly considered to be of Israelite origin (Gen 35:16–18, Judg 3:16, 
5:14). Apparently, the identi�cation of the Benjaminites with Israel was 
shared by the royal scribes of Judah and Israel. But for the Judahite scribes, 
the Israelite identity of Benjamin was a source of trouble as time and again 
they felt they had to reassert its political a�liation with the house of David.

�is may clarify why Benjamin is distinct from Judah in the story of 
the schism of the united monarchy and why Benjamin’s choice to side with 
Judah under the house of David is not taken for granted (1 Kgs 12:21, 
23).120 It further clari�es why the Benjaminites are portrayed in the story 
of the revolts as an unstable element who o�en choose to side with “Israel” 
against David. More importantly, the story explicitly argues that, despite 
being Israelites, the Benjaminites eventually acknowledge David’s king-
ship and choose to remain loyal to the house of David even when the rest 
of the Israelites do not. In other words, the story explains how a distinct 
Israelite group came under the rule of the house of David from Jerusalem. 
In this, it should be acknowledged that the story of the revolts of Absa-
lom and Sheba shares similar aims with the history of the formation of 
the Davidic monarchy. In both narratives, the political hegemony of the 
house of David in Benjamin is contested. In both, it is the Israelite identity 
of the Benjaminites that poses a challenge. Ultimately the two narratives 
serve the same function, as both are meant to normalize and legitimize the 
Davidic rule in the region. However, the way in which each text accom-
plishes these aims is completely di�erent. �is factor may be a re�ection 
of the development of Israelite identity in the Davidic court between the 
ninth and seventh centuries BCE.

120. As was recently demonstrated by Krause 2020; cf. Weingart 2020, 150–53.
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6.3.4. The Concept of the Great United Monarchy in Its Historical Con-
text: Israelization or Judahization?

As a distinct voice in the story of the revolts, the “tribes of Israel” make 
their �rst and only appearance in the �nal episodes of the narrative, when 
the restoration of David’s kingship (2 Sam 19:10–16) turns into an open 
con�ict between Israel and Judah over the question who is closer to the 
king (2 Sam 19:41–44). Many argue that the Israel-Judah con�ict was 
inserted into the narrative in a secondary stage of redaction.121 However, 
since the disloyalty of the Israelites is the main theme in the entire story, 
the con�ict with the tribes of Israel and their acknowledgment of David’s 
kingship seems more like the narrative climax rather than a secondary 
addition. �at Judah is only mentioned in the con�ict scenes can hardly 
be cited as evidence for its secondary nature.122 Judah is presupposed in 
the narrative (Weingart 2014, 176–80; Na’aman 2018, 97–100), not only in 
the extent of David’s kingdom (“from Dan to Beersheba”) but also in the 
central role of Jerusalem.

It is accepted convention that the Succession Narrative postdates and 
presupposes the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy (Diet-
rich 2000, 66; Na’aman 2018, 100). But more than that, it seems that the 
story of the revolts was actually engaged in a direct discourse with the ear-
lier stories about David. �is is clearly demonstrated in the Judah-Israel 
con�ict, which commemorates the battle accounts in 2 Sam 5:17–25 (in 
2 Sam 19:10b) and looks back at David’s coronation as king of Israel in 
2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b.123 �e reference to this episode is made clear in David’s 

121. E.g., Rudnig 2006, 294–95, 322–29; Fischer 2006, 56–61; Leonard-Fleckman 
2016, 137–40. Rudnig, for instance, argues that the concept of the “tribes of Israel” 
(2 Sam 19:10) does not predate the Persian period. However, Israel had tribal and 
kinship ideology as early as the monarchic period, as is demonstrated, for instance, in 
the Song of Deborah and in the pre-Priestly Jacob tradition (Weingart 2014, 347–55). 
Furthermore, the Israelite claim that they have “ten parts in the king” (2 Sam 19:44) 
does not necessarily presuppose the twelve-tribe system, not only because the nar-
ration explicitly avoids tribal terminology but also because ten may just be a round 
number used by the author (Stolz 1981, 276; Seiler 1998, 192).

122. Contra Leonard-Fleckman 2016, 137–40; see further in §6.2.2.
123. Fischer (2006, 56–61) has particularly demonstrated that Israel’s claims for 

David in 2 Sam 19:10–16 presuppose the stories in 2 Sam 2–5. Such, for instance, is 
the reference made in 2 Sam 19:10b to David’s wars with the Philistines, narrated 
before only in 2 Sam 5:17–25. For Fischer, however, 2 Sam 5:17–25 is a Dtr account 
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own words to the elders of Judah (2 Sam 19:13): “you are my brothers, my 
own bone and �esh.” His statement recalls the saying of the tribes of Israel 
to David when they came to enthrone him (2 Sam 5:1): “you are our own 
bone and �esh.” �e reference to David’s coronation is a clear case of reverse 
intertextuality. While in the story of David’s coronation as king of Israel the 
Israelites claimed kinship relations with David, in the story of Absalom’s 
revolt it is David who claims kinship with Judah. Another example of such 
intertextuality may be observed in the case of Ittai the Gittite. While in 
the stories of David’s rise David is depicted as a warlord and the leader of 
six hundred �ghting men in the service of the king of Gath (2 Sam 22:2, 
27:2–7), in the narrative of David’s �ight from Jerusalem Ittai is depicted as 
a warlord from Gath and the leader of six hundred �ghting men, now in the 
service of David (2 Sam 15:18–22). Accordingly, the narrative of David’s 
�ight and return may also be seen as an attempt to correct or rather to 
rewrite the earlier traditions about David, in which he is presented as an 
Israelite (not Judahite!) vassal of the king of Gath (1 Sam 27:12).

Writing a�er the fall of Israel, the authors of the Succession Narrative 
argued that David was not Israelite but Judahite. In their view, David was 
Judahite not necessarily owing to his kinship a�liation but because the 
Judahites remained loyal to David (2 Sam 20:2b) and thus could claim to 
be closer to him (2 Sam 19:43–44). �erefore, what we have here is not an 
example for the Israelization of Judah, as assumed by so many scholars, but 
rather what seems to be more of a Judahization of (the house of) David. 
While the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy emphasizes 
David’s Israelite origin and identity, time and time again (1 Sam 17:2, 
18:18, 27:12, 2 Sam 5:1), the Succession Narrative highlights his Judahite 
identity. In other words, against the presentation of David as the king of 
both Judah (2 Sam 2:1–7) and Israel (2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b), the Succession 
Narrative marginalizes Israel, arguing that David was �rst and foremost 
the king of Judah. �is may also explain the insertion of 2 Sam 2:8–4:12 
by the authors of the Succession Narrative (see §6.2.2) immediately a�er 
David’s coronation as king of Judah (2 Sam 2:1–7). It was designed to 

from the sixth century BCE, and since he argues that 2 Sam 19:10–16 postdates it, he 
dates the Judah-Israel con�ict to the Persian period. However, Fischer’s late dating 
of 2 Sam 5:17–25 should be reconsidered. �e battle accounts in 2 Sam 5:17–25 con-
tain old traditions originating in a period prior to the institutionalization of the royal 
Judahite cult of Yahweh (Sergi 2015a, 64–70). It should be accounted with the early, 
pre-Dtr version of the story of David’s rise (§6.2.2).
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introduce the theme of con�ict with Israel prior to David’s coronation as 
its king (2 Sam 5:1–2a, 3b), thereby arguing that Israel—from the outset—
did not really belong in the Davidic kingdom.

Reinterpreting the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy, 
in which David is portrayed as the king of the Judahites and the Israelites 
(§6.2.4), the authors of the Succession Narrative attributed to him rule 
over both Israel and Judah as they knew them: two neighboring highland-
based territorial polities. �us, the authors created the notion of a great 
united monarchy that had preceded both kingdoms. It was only a�er the 
demise of Israel that the Judahite intellectual elite could imagine a past 
in which the Northern Kingdom of Israel—which overshadowed Judah 
throughout its history—was once ruled by the house of David. �erefore, 
the concept of a great united monarchy encompassing both Israel and 
Judah embodies a late monarchic construct that has no grounding in any 
historical reality and no precursor in earlier literary traditions. �e history 
of the formation of the Davidic monarchy never presupposed David’s rule 
in northern Israel. Rather, its main theme was meant to present David the 
Ephratite/Israelite as the legitimate successor of Saul the Benjaminite/Isra-
elite. �is image was transformed by the scribes in seventh-century BCE 
Judah into an image of a great united monarchy, thereby enhancing and 
glorifying the Davidic past.

Yet by doing so, they ultimately provided a new founding myth for 
the Northern Kingdom, in which Israel’s foundation was associated with 
the house of David. In this respect, the Judahite elite did indeed usurp 
the political heritage of Israel, but not in an attempt at an Israelization of 
Judah but rather as a Judahization of Israel. A�er all, vis-à-vis the positive 
presentation of the Israelites in the history of the formation of the Davidic 
monarchy, the Succession Narrative presents them as disloyal and hostile 
to David, while highlighting David’s close relations with Judah. �is story 
has not only glori�ed the Davidic past but also normalized the much more 
troubled present (in its time of composition in the �rst half of the seventh 
century BCE), in which Israel had fallen and the house of David ruled 
Judah and Benjamin alone.

Herein lies another di�erence from the earlier stories about Saul 
and David, which were preoccupied with the social composition of the 
south of Canaan by referring to the many kin-based groups that suppos-
edly inhabited the region in the early Iron Age (Ephratites, Benjaminites, 
Israelites, Jebusites, Qenites, Yerahmielites, Philistines, etc.). �e story of 
the revolts hardly refers to the kin-based composition of southern Canaan 
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and presupposes only three entities: Israel, Judah, and Benjamin. �e 
speci�c kinship identities of the populations in the highlands were appar-
ently less meaningful to the scribes in seventh-century BCE Judah than 
they had been to their predecessors. But what is more interesting here is 
that the distinct identity of the Benjaminites remained meaningful. For 
the Judahite scribes in the seventh century BCE, both social and political 
a�liations could be de�ned according to three (and not just two) entities: 
Israel, Judah, and Benjamin.

Within this frame, a change in the way the Benjaminites were perceived 
and portrayed took place. In the earlier stories about Saul and David, the 
Benjaminites are never portrayed as a coherent and distinct social unit; 
rather, their belonging to a greater Israel is highlighted. �e Benjaminite 
identity had no signi�cance of its own but only as a part of a greater whole: 
a mixture of Ephratite and Benjaminite clans that were ruled by Saul. It is 
only in the story of the revolts that the Benjaminite identity is highlighted 
as a coherent and autonomous social unit. In spite of the a�liation with 
Israel, Benjamin chooses to side with the house of David, who rules Judah. 
�e authors of the Succession Narrative were those who reconstructed a 
distinct pro-Davidic and pro-Judahite Benjaminite identity in order to dif-
ferentiate the Benjaminites from Israel, the group with which they were 
identi�ed in the Saul and David stories. For the Judahite scribes of the �rst 
half of the seventh century BCE, Israel was no longer a prestigious iden-
tity with which they could identify. Rather, they reasserted the Judahite 
identity of the house of David and of Benjamin. David the Israelite was 
reconstructed as David who was more connected to Judah. �e Benjami-
nites, who were also Israelites, were now presented as the Israelites who 
chose to join Judah under the house of David.

To conclude, the authors of the Succession Narrative were operat-
ing in a reality in which Israel no longer existed as a political entity, and 
the kingdom of Judah was once again limited to a small highland polity 
extending from the Benjamin Plateau to the Judean Hills. Under these 
circumstances, the story of the revolts was meant to reshape the former 
image of the Davidic monarchy portrayed in the earlier stories about Saul 
and David. Relying on the image of David as the king of the Judahites and 
the Israelites (in Judah and Benjamin), the story constructed the concept 
of a great united monarchy, according to which David ruled the kingdoms 
of Judah and Israel as they were at their zenith and prior to the Assyrian 
invasions. By doing so, the story not only glori�ed the Davidic past but 
also legitimized the troubled present, in which the house of David ruled 



320 The Two Houses of Israel

only Judah and Benjamin. According to the Abner and Ishbosheth story 
(2 Sam 2:8–4:12) and to the story of the revolts (2 Sam 13–20), Israel was 
never loyal to David, and therefore David’s kingdom was ultimately based 
only in Judah and Benjamin.

�erefore, what we have here is an attempt at Judahization (and not 
Israelization) of the house of David. It was in the face of the destruction of 
Israel and its annexation by Assyria that Israelite identity, reclaimed time 
and again in the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy (1 Sam 
9–2 Sam 5), was undermined in the story of revolts (2 Sam 2:8–4:12; 
13–20) that highlighted the strong bond between David and Judah. �e 
former image of early monarchic Judah, in which David was �rst and fore-
most the king of the Israelites, was reshaped in order to argue that even 
when David ruled both Israel and Judah, he was �rst and foremost the 
king of Judah. Nevertheless, it was the house of David that remained the 
focus of literary and royal ideology, but while the history of the formation 
of the Davidic monarchy conveyed its Israelite identity and its Israelite 
kin-based polity, the Succession Narrative established the Judahite identity 
of David and his kingdom.

6.4. Summary: United Monarchy, Great United Monarchy, and the  
Development of Israelite/Judahite Identities in Judah

�e formation of Judah was a long and gradual process that lasted 
throughout the tenth and the ninth centuries BCE. It had begun with the 
establishment of Davidic (Jerusalemite) rule on the Benjamin Plateau and 
in the Judean Hills, uniting them under one political rule for the �rst time 
in the history of the region. It was the consolidation of Davidic (Jeru-
salemite) political power in the southern parts of the central Canaanite 
Highlands that enabled—again, for the �rst time in the political history 
of the region—the further expansion of Davidic hegemony from the 
highlands, �rst into the eastern parts of the Shephelah and later into the 
western Shephelah and the Beersheba–Arad Valleys. Two distinct literary 
works refer to early monarchic Judah and to its formation as a territo-
rial polity, attributing the entire process to the dynasty’s founder—King 
David. �e �rst is the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy 
in 1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5, and the second is the Succession Narrative in 2 Sam 
9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2. Assuming several literary stages for each of these literary 
works, it may be better to speak about two literary horizons. Together, they 
constructed the Judahite cultural memory regarding Saul, David, and the 
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united monarchy for generations to come and well beyond the geographi-
cal and chronological scope of Judah proper.

�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy consists 
of the early Saul traditions (1 Sam 9–14*, 31) and the story of David’s 
rise (1 Sam 16–2 Sam 2:1–7*; 5:1–25; 8:1), which were composed and 
redacted together in a complex literary process that had begun not before 
the mid-ninth century and ended by the �rst half of the eighth century 
BCE. �e traditions attributed to this literary horizon focus on the social 
composition of southern Canaan and especially the southern part of the 
central Canaanite Highlands. Fundamentally, they presuppose a political 
landscape governed by kin-based entities. According to these traditions, 
Saul was the ruler of Israelite clans who were settled to the immediate 
north and to the immediate south of Jerusalem. He was succeeded by 
David, who originated in an Israelite clan that was subordinate to Saul, 
but according to the narrative, David detached himself from Saul and 
established his rule over loosely related kinship groups that were based 
in the Judean Hills and their desert fringe. Following the death of Saul, 
David was also crowned by his own kin, the Israelites.

�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy does not por-
tray David’s kingship over the Israelite clans in northern Samaria and 
never associates him with any of the northern areas in which the kingdom 
of Israel was formed. �e extent of David’s kingdom presupposed in the 
narrative is restricted to the southern parts of the central Canaanite High-
lands and the southeastern Shephelah. It thus re�ects on early monarchic 
Judah during most of the tenth and ninth centuries BCE prior the destruc-
tion of Gath. �e formation of Judah throughout this long period was 
projected onto the �gure of David, who was consequently portrayed as 
the king of the Judahites and the Israelites. It was the uni�cation of the 
Judean Hills and the Benjamin Plateau under the house of David that 
was commemorated in Judahite cultural memory as the founding myth 
of the Davidic monarchy. In terms of the kinship identities with which 
the authors of this literary work were preoccupied, it was the uni�cation 
of Israelite clans from Benjamin with the Judahite clans from the Judean 
Hills and their desert fringe that constituted early monarchic Judah and 
that was projected onto the �gure of David. �e very idea of unity under 
Davidic rule is therefore rooted in the actual political unity of Judah and 
Benjamin under the house of David in the early Iron IIA.

�e history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy may be viewed 
as an intellectual product of state formation. It was composed and 
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redacted in a period of Judahite political expansion that was accompa-
nied with dynastic instability. It was meant to legitimize, normalize, and 
moralize the political hegemony established by Davidic kings over the 
various groups that inhabited the south of Canaan. Within this frame, it 
is the presentation of David as the rightful successor of Saul—owing to 
his Israelite origin, his former service in Saul’s court, and his election by 
Yahweh—that constitutes the main theme underlying the di�erent narra-
tives embedded in the story of David. �us, the history of the formation of 
the Davidic monarchy highlights the Israelite origin and identity of David 
(1 Sam 17:12, 18:18, 27:12, 2 Sam 5:1) and how he was loved and admired 
by the Israelites (1 Sam 18:5, 16), even when they were ruled by his rival, 
Saul. Ultimately, the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy was 
meant to provide social, political, and theological justi�cations for Davidic 
rule over the clans that resided north of Jerusalem and that, according to 
the narrative, were Israelite by kin.

Indeed, from the historical point of view, it seems that Davidic rule 
on the Benjamin Plateau was not easily secured. Archaeological remains 
and textual sources indicate that throughout the tenth–early ninth centu-
ries BCE, Davidic rule in Benjamin was contested when faced with local 
resistance (as the abandonment in the north of Benjamin/south Ephraim 
and the subsequent forti�cation of Mizpah appear to indicate) and for-
eign invasions (Shishak king of Egypt, Baasha king of Israel). Benjaminite 
loyalty to the house of David was contested again in the Syro-Ephraimite 
war of the late eighth century BCE and again when faced with the Baby-
lonian siege of Jerusalem in the early sixth century BCE.124 In between, 
Davidic rule in Benjamin was reinforced, culminating in the annexation 
of the Bethel Range and the reuni�cation of Benjamin in the late seventh 
century BCE. Evidently, the house of David and the Benjaminites had a 
long and troubled history, and it is against this background that both lit-
erary works discussed here—the history of the formation of the Davidic 
monarchy and the Succession Narrative, which postdates it—are preoccu-
pied with Davidic rule north of Jerusalem: the �rst by highlighting David’s 
Israelite identity as the successor of the former Benjaminite ruler, Saul; 
the second by asserting the Benjaminites’ loyalty to David in spite of their 
a�liation with Israel.

124. For a detailed discussion of Benjamin and Judah during the sixth century 
BCE, see Lipschits 2005, 134–84, 360–70.
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Despite the fact that at least a century separates the history of the 
formation of the Davidic monarchy from the Succession Narrative, both 
evidently regarded Benjamin as an Israelite tribe. A similar image of Benja-
min is also prevalent in literary works attributed to the Northern Kingdom 
of Israel. Together with the Judahite literary works discussed here, they 
point to the distinct identity of the population inhabiting the core territory 
of Judah. It is against this background that the main theme in the history 
of the formation of the Davidic monarchy portrays David’s ascent to the 
throne of Israel, not Judah. In a sociopolitical landscape governed by kin-
based entities, early monarchic Judah was perceived �rst and foremost as 
an Israelite kingdom, namely, a polity ruled by an Israelite dynasty (the 
house of David) whose power base was based in Israelite clans residing 
around the capital, Jerusalem. �e Judahite clans that crowned David as 
their king prior to his crowning over Israel are seen in this perspective 
only as a means to achieve David’s real goal—to rule his Israelite kinsmen 
as the successor of Saul. David, according to the history of the formation 
of the Davidic monarchy, was �rst and foremost the king of the Israelites 
in the southern parts of the central Canaanite Highlands.

�is image of the Davidic past reveals the origins of pan-Israelite iden-
tity regardless of the accurate social composite of David’s kingdom in the 
tenth century BCE. Evidently, the Jerusalemite intellectual elite during the 
mid-ninth through early eighth centuries BCE applied an Israelite identity 
to David and to the inhabitants of his kingdom. �is fact alone is su�cient 
to indicate that a sense of Israelite social belonging existed in the Davidic 
court well before the fall of Samaria. �erefore, there was never any need 
to assume that the Israelization of Judah had taken place. �e sense of Isra-
elite kinship identity shared by the royal courts of Jerusalem and Samaria 
was not the result of a cultural process in which the Judahite elite adopted 
the name and the cultural heritage of its northern neighbor. Rather, it 
was a matter of fact, as both the northern and the southern ruling dynas-
ties were Israelite by kin, or at the very least this was how they presented 
themselves and how they constructed their kin-based power. �erefore, a 
shared sense of Israelite kinship identity was present in both Samaria and 
Jerusalem from the mid-ninth century BCE at the latest.

If anything, the Judahite intellectual elite in the late monarchic period 
were preoccupied with the Judahization of David, that is, with highlight-
ing the Judahite identity of early monarchic Judah at the expense of its 
former Israelite self-identi�cation. �e Succession Narrative—and more 
speci�cally the series of revolt stories embedded within it, the Abner-
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Ishbosheth story (2 Sam 2:8–4:12), Absalom’s revolt (2 Sam 13–19), and 
Sheba’s revolt (2 Sam 20)—was composed as a direct expansion on the 
history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy. �is was produced in 
order to reshape the image of David and early monarchic Judah as por-
trayed in it. �ese stories presuppose the kingdoms of Israel and Judah as 
they were at their zenith, before the Assyrian invasions. Nevertheless, they 
were probably composed sometime during the �rst half of the seventh 
century BCE, when the kingdom of Israel no longer existed and the king-
dom of Judah was restricted—following Sennacherib’s campaign in 701 
BCE—to its original core territory in the highlands, between the Judean 
Hills in the south and the Benjamin Plateau in the north.

Reinterpreting the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy, 
in which David is crowned king of the Judahites and the Israelites, the 
authors of the stories of the revolts assigned David rule over both Israel 
and Judah as they knew them—two independent territorial polities. Unlike 
their predecessors, the authors of these stories were less occupied with 
the kin-based composition of the central Canaanite Highlands. For them, 
only three sociopolitical entities occupied this region: Israel, Benjamin, 
and Judah. �us, they replaced the former image of the Davidic kingdom 
as a united monarchy of Israelites and Judahites with one in which David 
ruled a great united monarchy encompassing the territories of Israel and 
Judah-Benjamin. �is image was designed to glorify David and to portray 
a new mythic past for both Israel and Judah, a past in which both were 
�rst formed under the house of David. In fact, the Judahite intellectual 
elite presented a new founding myth for the kingdom of Israel. It is one 
that relates its foundation to the house of David, and in this respect it may 
certainly be argued that they usurped the northern Israelite political heri-
tage. However, this was by no means a process of Israelization but rather 
of Judahization.

�e attempts at Judahization are made throughout the revolt stories. If 
the earlier image portrayed David as an Israelite by kin and the Israelites 
as the major social component of his kingdom, the revolt stories marginal-
ize the Israelite identity of David, presenting the Israelites as hostile and 
disloyal to him from the outset. �us, late monarchic Judahite elite con-
structed a new image of the past in which David was �rst and foremost the 
king of Judah and not of Israel. Similarly, vis-à-vis the image of the Ben-
jaminites as part of the greater Israelite collective as portrayed in the Saul 
and David stories, the revolt stories construct Benjamin as an autonomous 
sociopolitical entity that, in spite of the a�liation with Israel, remains 
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distinct from Israel and sides with Judah under the house of David. It is 
noteworthy that the revolt stories do not diminish the Israelite identity 
as such or its direct association with David. Yet in light of the politically 
based unity of Judah and Benjamin that prevailed, they argue that it was 
Judah—not Israel or Benjamin—that constituted the Davidic monarchy. 
It all comes down to one point highlighted again and again in the revolt 
stories—even when David ruled both kingdoms, he was �rst and foremost 
the king of Judah.

It was only a�er the demise of Israel that the Judahite intellectual elite 
could imagine a past in which the Northern Kingdom of Israel was ruled 
by the house of David, and it is in this historical context that attempts at 
the Judahization of the house of David may be understood. In light of 
the destruction of Israel—the kingdom that had such a signi�cant role to 
play in the history of Judah—it was essential to marginalize the Israelite 
identity proclaimed time and again in the earlier history of the formation 
of the Davidic monarchy and to highlight instead the Judahite identity of 
the house of David. �us, the concept of the great united monarchy recon-
structed in the revolt stories not only glori�ed the Davidic past but also 
normalized and legitimized a present in which Israel no longer existed but 
the house of David maintained its rule over Judah and Benjamin.

It may be concluded that Israelite identity was a signi�cant issue in 
the Davidic court throughout its existence. Just as it was exalted and high-
lighted by the Judahite intellectual elite of the ninth–eighth centuries BCE 
(in 1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5), it was supplanted by those of the seventh century 
BCE (in 2 Sam 13–20). Either way, Israelite identity in the royal court of 
Iron Age Jerusalem was not an innovation of the late monarchic period, 
but rather it was the ideal that stood at the heart of Judahite royal ideology 
from its early beginnings.





7
Summary:  

Trends in the Archaeology and History of the  
Southern Levant in the Early Iron Age, with a  

Comment on Pan-Israelite Identity

�e goals of this study as de�ned in the introductory chapter of the book 
(§1.4) were, �rst, to reconstruct the social and political transformations 
that culminated in the formation of Israel and Judah as two territorial 
kingdoms; and second, in light of the �rst, to situate the stories of Saul 
and David in their appropriate social and historical contexts in order to 
illuminate the historical conception of the united monarchy and the pan-
Israelite ideology out of which it emerged. �is second goal was presented 
in the previous chapter (ch. 6), and in many respects the summary for 
chapter 6 su�ces to provide some answers regarding the origins of pan-
Israelite identity (§6.4). In fact, the summaries of each individual chapter 
provide the reader with useful information on various aspects of state 
formation in Israel and Judah and of the origins of pan-Israelite identity 
(§§3.4, 4.3, 5.6, 6.4). Hence, instead of providing yet another exhaustive 
summary, in what follows I will highlight some of the social, political, and 
cultural trends in�uencing the characterization of the central period in the 
southern Levant discussed in this book: the Iron I–IIA.

�e impact of these trends varies to some degree from region to region, 
and therefore their very identi�cation requires broad generalizations. Yet 
such generalizations reasonably outline the main social, political, and cul-
tural trajectories of the period and accordingly illuminate the underlying 
historical processes that shaped the early Iron Age Levant. �ese trends 
are (1) the inheritance of the Bronze Age political system, (2) the produc-
tion of copper in the Arabah Valley and its signi�cant impact on south 
Levantine society, and (3) the formation of territorial kingdoms based on 
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the politics of kinship. In what follows, I will discuss each of these devel-
opments, and in doing so I will delineate their signi�cance for social, 
political, and cultural identities in the Iron Age (southern) Levant more 
generally and in Israel and Judah in particular.

�e transition from the Late Bronze Age to the Iron Age was discussed 
in chapter 2 in the context of collapse and regeneration, that is, the collapse 
of the urban network that thrived in Canaan under Egyptian domination, 
on the one hand, and the unprecedented formation of the inland territo-
rial polities on the other. �e process of collapse and regeneration was 
gradual and prolonged, lasting more than three centuries, and it took on 
distinct forms in di�erent regions. Hence, the withdrawal of Egypt from 
the southern Levant in the Late Bronze III is probably the most in�uential 
change in the transition to the Iron Age, but its e�ect was neither imme-
diately nor equally felt throughout the land. �is is due to the internal 
Canaanite power relations that survived the withdrawal of Egypt and con-
tinued well into the Iron Age. �us, the �rst trajectory in our period is 
the inherited political landscape of the Late Bronze Age, which is visible 
mainly in the endurance of the city-state system. Indeed, the Late Bronze 
Age–Iron Age transition exhibits changes in the balance of urban power 
such as the destruction of Late Bronze II Tel Hazor and the rise of Iron I 
Tel Kinrot in the northern valleys, or the destruction of Late Bronze III 
Tel Lachish and the rise of Iron I Tel Miqne/Ekron in southwest Canaan. 
Nevertheless, the foundational social structures based on ruling families 
situated in urban centers changed very little.

�e northern valleys (Jezreel, Beit Shean, Huleh) and the Samar-
ian Hills were governed by city-states at least until the end of the Iron I 
(early to mid-tenth century BCE), and in the Beit Shean Valley the city-
state system lasted well into the early Iron IIA (mid- to late tenth century 
BCE). Finkelstein, who was the �rst to observe this phenomenon, termed 
it “New Canaan.” �ere was, however, nothing new in it. In spite of the 
Iron I settlement wave in the Samarian Hills, the urban power structure 
was maintained along the same lines as previously in the Late Bronze Age 
and under Egyptian rule (§3.1). �is only ended in the late Iron I (late 
eleventh to early to mid-tenth centuries BCE) with the severe destruc-
tions in�icted on all the urban centers in the Samarian Hills (Shechem, Tel 
Shiloh, Tel Dothan) and the northern valleys (Tel Megiddo, Tel Yaqneʿam, 
Tel Kinrot). A�er this, no other urban center rose to power in the north-
ern valleys until almost a century later, indicating that a complete break 
with the former social and political hierarchies had taken place, which 
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also marked the termination of the inherited Late Bronze Age political 
system. �is was true for all the northern valleys with the exception of 
the Beit Shean Valley, where Tel Reḥov maintained its urban prosperity 
through the transition from the Iron I to the Iron IIA. �e persistence of 
Tel Reḥov implies that the Late Bronze Age political structure continued 
in this region even under Israelite rule (see the following discussion).

�e elimination of the inherited Bronze Age political structure becomes 
evident in the archaeological record at the beginning of the late Iron IIA 
(late tenth/early ninth century BCE), with the recovery of the urban centers 
in the northern valleys. �ese urban centers, which had previously stood 
at the heart of autonomous polities during the Bronze Age, each character-
ized by its own centralized political and economic institutions, were by the 
late Iron IIA only extensions of an external political power (§3.2). �us, for 
instance, throughout most of the Middle and Late Bronze Ages (ca. 1900–
1200 BCE), Tel Hazor was the largest and the wealthiest urban center in 
Canaan whose scale, monumental art, script tradition, royal economy, and 
exchange networks were closely tied to the north Levantine/Mesopota-
mian sphere more so than to its southern Levantine geographic context. 
During this period, Tel Hazor was at the center of an independent or semi-
independent polity, and in this sense it may be seen as an autonomous, 
self-sustained socioeconomic system. Following its destruction (ca. 1200 
BCE), urban revitalization at Tel Hazor took place only three hundred 
years later (ca. 900 BCE), when a forti�ed town was constructed on a small 
portion of what previously had been only the upper part of a large city. 
Unlike its Bronze Age predecessor, early Iron Age Tel Hazor (Strata X–IX) 
was a small border town marking the northernmost extent of the political 
hegemony of a ruling family residing in Samaria (not in Tel Hazor!). It was 
no longer a city-state, a socioeconomic system standing on its own merit, 
but an outpost of a distant political center.

Tel Hazor’s revival as an urban center in the late Iron IIA seems to have 
been arti�cial in the sense that it was the result of an external initiative. 
Tel Hazor remained an outpost of external political power throughout the 
Iron Age. Whether it was an administrative center under Aram-Damas-
cus (Strata VIII–VII) or under Israelite rule (Strata VI–V), its rise and 
fall were dependent on ruling families from Samaria and Damascus, as is 
evident in that, following the demise of Aram and Israel, Tel Hazor never 
again regained its former urban prosperity. �e same may be argued for 
Tel Megiddo, where a much more localized but still autonomous urban 
center prospered throughout the second millennium BCE (ca. 1900–950 
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BCE). Following its destruction in the early tenth century BCE, it was 
not resettled until the beginning of the late Iron IIA (early ninth century 
BCE), when it became a palatial and administrative center representing 
the power and wealth of the ruling family residing in Samaria.

�e late Iron IIA urban prosperity in the northern valleys therefore 
marks a profound change that brought with it the elimination of the last 
lingering remains of the Late Bronze Age political landscape in the north 
of Canaan. �e only exception to this was Tel Reḥov, which sustained its 
urban prosperity continuously throughout the Iron I–IIA. Even when it was 
incorporated into a polity whose center was in Samaria, Tel Reḥov main-
tained its character as an urban polity thriving on its own merit. Viewed 
from this perspective, the urban continuity in Iron I–IIA Tel Reḥov may be 
seen as the catalyst for the later revitalization of urban prosperity (during 
the late Iron IIA) in the northern valleys and in Samaria. �is observation 
has tremendous implications for the way we should view the sociopolitical 
transformation that ended with early monarchic Israel. It indicates that 
the origins of early monarchic Israel were not exclusively associated with 
the Samarian Hills, where they are usually sought, but were also associated 
with the eastern Jezreel/Beit Shean Valleys (§3.2).

In the south of Canaan, the withdrawal of Egypt and the demise of the 
former city-states (Tel Lachish, Tel ʿAzekah, Tel Gezer) during the Late 
Bronze IIB–III brought with it in the Iron I a change in settlement patterns 
and innovations in the material culture. �ese changes, the like of which 
cannot be identi�ed in the Iron I northern valleys, should be explained in 
light of the impact of Egyptian domination on the local societies, which 
was apparently stronger in the south of Canaan than it ever was in the 
north. �us, in the south (unlike the north) the collapse of the Egyptian-
oriented system presented opportunities for individuals and groups to 
forge new alliances and to acquire wealth and in�uence, which led to 
the recon�guration of regional social complexity and to the emergence 
of a new social structure and new modes of interaction (§5.1.1). �ese 
sociopolitical changes found their material expressions in new modes of 
production and consumption, some of which were of probable foreign 
origin. In spite of that, some important characteristics of the Late Bronze 
Age political structure remained visible in the south of Canaan well into 
the late Iron IIA (ninth century BCE).

Despite the Egyptian withdrawal, southwest Canaan remained a land-
scape lacking a high degree of social and political integration throughout 
the Iron I–IIA, as it was beforehand in the Late Bronze II–III. Moreover, 
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during the Iron I–IIA, just as previously in the Late Bronze II–III, Gath 
in the Shephelah and Jerusalem in the highlands were each serving as the 
center of local polities. Relations between Jerusalem and Gath vacillated 
between con�ict and collaboration, thus allowing for considerable auton-
omy for semi-independent sedentary and mobile communities between 
them (§§5.1.2, 5.1.3). It was only in the second half of the ninth century 
BCE, following the destruction of Gath, that the �nal vestiges of the Late 
Bronze Age political system in the south of Canaan were eliminated. As 
in the case of Tel Hazor to the north, the underlying sociopolitical shi� 
may be best demonstrated by the fate of Tel Lachish. �roughout the 
Middle and Late Bronze Ages, Tel Lachish stood at the center of a local, 
self-sustained, and (semi-)independent polity. Yet following its destruc-
tion and abandonment during the Late Bronze III–Iron I transition (late 
twel�h–mid-tenth century BCE), Tel Lachish only regained its urban 
prosperity in the late Iron IIA (second half of the ninth century BCE), 
not as a self-sustained polity but rather as an administrative and political 
center representing the power and wealth of the dynasty residing in the 
highlands, that is, in Jerusalem (§5.1.4).

To sum up, the sociopolitical landscape that had characterized the 
southern Levant of the Middle and Late Bronze Ages remained relevant 
with the transition to the Iron Age in spite of the withdrawal of Egypt and 
despite some shi�s in urban power balance and innovations present in the 
material culture. It was only in the late Iron IIA—earlier in this period for 
the north, later for the south—that the last remains of the inherited Late 
Bronze Age political systems were eliminated and replaced with a more 
centralized sociopolitical structure, although in each of these regions this 
process took a di�erent path.

�e second trend of the period was the intensi�ed production of 
copper in the Arabah Valley. �roughout the Iron I–IIA (twel�h to the 
ninth centuries BCE), the mines in the Arabah Valley were the main source 
of copper for the southern Levant and likely far beyond it, with Arabah 
copper traded as far as the Aegean (§5.2.1). �e economic prosperity 
brought to the southern Levant as the result of the copper production and 
trade had a long-lasting e�ect. Its most immediate and visible impact was 
felt by the local desert groups, who participated in and were even respon-
sible for the production of the Arabah copper. �e many di�erent stages 
of large-scale copper production and its further distribution across the 
desert necessitated the reorganization of the desert mobile populations 
into more hierarchical and centralized social structures. Archaeologi-
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cally, this process is visible in the unprecedented settlement wave in the 
Beersheba–Arad Valleys and in the Negev Highlands, but also in the accu-
mulation of wealth in such desert sites as Tel Masos (Stratum II) and in the 
copper production sites at Timnaʿ and Wadi Feinan. �erefore, it would 
seem that the Arabah copper industry generated the formation of a local 
desert polity that consisted of many kin-based mobile groups that par-
ticipated in the production and trade of copper and—in some cases—also 
shi�ed to a more sedentary mode of life.

However, the impact of the Arabah copper industry on the political 
landscape of the southern Levant was not limited to the desert populations. 
It is well attested in southwest Canaan with the rise of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. By 
the Iron IIA, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath became the most prominent and wealthiest 
urban center in the region and probably the largest in the all of Canaan. 
�e growth of Iron IIA Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath marks a high point not only in 
the site’s occupational history but also from a regional point of view. Never 
before or a�er the ninth century BCE through to the Hellenistic period 
was any other urban center in the Shephelah as large and prosperous as 
was Iron IIA Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. It could hardly be mere coincidence that 
Gath reached its zenith at the same time that the production of copper in 
the Arabah reached its peak. �at the utter destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
(ca. 830 BCE) brought with it an abrupt end to the Arabah copper produc-
tion is another indication of their interdependency. While it is impossible 
to assess to what extent the rulers of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath were involved in the 
Arabah copper production, the evidence suggests that, at the least, they 
monopolized its western trade routes (§5.1.3). Fueled by the copper that 
was produced in the Arabah, Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath prospered far more than any 
other urban center in the region, being the dominant force in the south of 
Canaan throughout the tenth and most of the ninth centuries BCE.

It is quite probable that the impact of the Arabah copper industry 
was likewise felt far beyond the south of Canaan, which may, for instance, 
shed some light on the contemporaneous prosperity of Tel Reḥov (or at 
the very least on its apiary culture). �e ways in which the Arabah copper 
production a�ected south Levantine societies, especially early monar-
chic Israel and the Transjordanian polities, is far from clear and requires 
further study. Nevertheless, all the available evidence suggests that the 
Arabah copper industry brought considerable prosperity to the entire 
region, and thus it is signi�cant for understanding the south Levantine 
social transformations (and state formations) that transpired during the 
early Iron Age.
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Beyond the southern Levant, the Arabah copper industry attracted 
the attention of regional powers such as Egypt during the late tenth cen-
tury BCE and Aram-Damascus in the second half of the ninth century 
BCE. �e short-lived Egyptian presence in the southern Levant—the 
result of Shishak’s campaign (§4.2.1)—did not have a long-lasting e�ect 
on the transforming political landscape of Canaan, but it did leave its mark 
in the textual sources (including Kings). It may be viewed as the inheri-
tance of the Late Bronze Age political landscape previously discussed: an 
attempt to retrieve something of the previous prestige connected with 
Egyptian domination of the southern Levant or as the swan song of impe-
rial Egypt. Almost a century later, it was Hazael of Damascus who in�icted 
utter destruction on the thriving kingdom of Gath (and more broadly 
on much of the southwest of Canaan), thus bringing about the cessation 
of the Arabah copper industry. Even if Hazael’s interests in this course 
of action are not entirely clear, there can be little doubt that it was the 
copper industry that attracted his attention to the southern margins of 
the Levant. His actions resulted in a profound social recon�guration. �e 
destruction of Gath and the demise of the desert polity associated with the 
copper production enabled the extension of Davidic political hegemony 
from the highlands into the Shephelah (§5.1.5) and into the Beersheba 
and Arad Valleys (§5.2.2). �e resultant incorporation of these regions 
under Davidic, Jerusalemite rule brought an end to the last remains of Late 
Bronze Age political landscape in the south of Canaan, changing forever 
the local sociopolitical structure.

�ere was at least one aspect in which the impact of the Arabah 
copper industry was felt long a�er its abrupt cessation and throughout 
the Iron IIB–IIC. In the longer term, the emergence of the copper trade 
along the desert routes of the Iron I–IIA that was carried out by mobile 
pastoral groups of the desert, and was accompanied by the domestication 
of the camel, laid the infrastructure for the prosperous trade in luxury 
goods from southern Arabia and the Indian Ocean during the Iron IIB–
IIC and beyond, well into the Hellenistic and the Roman periods. �e 
same desert groups that had participated in the copper trade later carried 
on the lucrative south Arabian trade. �us, just as the copper trade had 
generated the formation of a local desert polity during the Iron IIA, the 
south Arabian trade generated the formation of the Edomite kingdom 
on the southern Transjordanian Plateau in the Iron IIB. In addition, it 
fueled and maintained Davidic rule over the Beersheba and Arad Val-
leys during the Iron IIB–IIC. It was the trade—�rst in copper and later 
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in lucrative commodities—that fueled the sociopolitical transformations 
along the desert fringe of the southern Levant throughout the Iron Age. 
�is further highlights the impact that the Arabah copper industry had 
on the region for centuries to come.

�e third, and most encompassing and comprehensive, development 
in the history of this period is that of state formation based on the politics 
of kinship, which was also the most visible change from the Late Bronze 
Age Levant. State formation was in many aspects a domino e�ect when, 
following the collapse or withdrawal of the great powers (Egypt and the 
Hittite kingdom), minor powers expanded into what was e�ectively a 
political vacuum. It was the result of social recon�guration as the tradi-
tional ruling elites related to the Levantine urban system and the great 
powers collapsed, empowering other individuals and groups who might 
have been previously more marginal to recon�gure sociopolitical bonds 
and to emerge as the new economic and political elites. �ese newly rising 
elites were involved in a constant e�ort to extend their political hegemo-
nies and to include an ever-growing number of communities under their 
rule. �ey employed symbols of social identity from a set of prestigious 
cultural traits that were available to them, whether those were inherited 
from the Late Bronze Age or were newly forged in the Iron Age. �ey did 
so in order to moralize and to normalize the newly constructed relations 
of power (§2.1).

In essence, Levantine state formation could also be viewed as a pro-
cess of localization and regionalization of Levantine politics and cultures. 
During the Late Bronze Age, the Levant was governed by imperial politics 
performed on a transregional landscape. To that end, the imperial politics 
overcame the localized sociopolitical structures of city-states using shared 
language and script traditions. During the early Iron Age and following 
the demise of the imperial powers, social networks and the reproduction 
of political power were achieved on a local regional scale. �is resulted in 
the formation of localized territorial polities that eventually galvanized the 
Levantine societies not only on the political level but also on the cultural 
one: the adoption of the alphabetic script throughout the Levant and its 
additional appropriation as distinct royal scripts, the emergence of various 
vernacular writings that for the �rst time introduced historical narratives 
in distinct West Semitic dialects, the institutionalization of royal cults, and 
�nally the composition, collection, and redaction of historiographic lit-
erature in vernacular West Semitic languages—all these together attest to 
the localization and regionalization not only of political power but also of 
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social and cultural traits. �e e�ect of these processes went well beyond 
politic as it resulted in the forging of new identities through the recon-
struction of cultural memory, which in some cases had a long-lasting 
impact for future generations.

�is is where the kinship politics of the early Iron Age Levant came 
into play. �e early Iron Age Levantine kingdoms, despite regional di�er-
ences, shared one common structural element: their fragmented nature, 
which was ultimately based on an overarching concept of kinship. Kinship 
remained the dominant ideology of interaction in Near Eastern societies 
and was utilized to extend time and space and to enable conventionaliza-
tion of common identity with unknown others. �e Iron Age Levantine 
states contained kinship relations incorporating kin-based communities 
within a more hierarchical, sometimes centralized power structure. In fact, 
it had been the metaphorical extension of kinship that provided the vocab-
ulary and hence the conceptualization (and sometimes the administrative 
hierarchy) for the Iron Age Levantine state. Kinship, as an overarching 
concept that organized society, was the vehicle for the social, political, and 
cultural con�gurations de�ned here as state formation. As such, it legiti-
mized and normalized the state (see §2.2).

�is is the context of the early appearance of Aram and Israel at the 
end of the Late Bronze Age and for their further formation as territorial 
polities in the early Iron Age. �e earliest appearance of the names Israel 
and Aram in textual sources took place immediately prior to (for Israel) 
and a�er (for Aram) the collapse of the Late Bronze Age political order in 
the late thirteenth and the late twel�h centuries BCE respectively. At these 
times these names referred to marginal, nonurban, kin-based groups. In 
their reappearance some three hundred years later (ninth–eighth centuries 
BCE), these names denoted territorial and dynastic monarchies. Within 
the historical framework of state formation, forming kin-based polities 
brought with it new constructions of more encompassing kinship identi-
ties applied to di�erent groups clustered under a ruling family. It was the 
association of Aram and Israel with kin that provided the �exibility and 
�uidity between kin as a shared social identity and as a shared political 
identity. Social structure based on perception of kin legitimized and nor-
malized the alliance of di�erent kin-based groups under more inclusive 
de�nitions of Israel or Aram (see §2.3).

�ese three archaeological and historical trends—the inheritance of the 
Bronze Age political landscape, the impact of the Arabah copper industry, 
and the formation of kingdoms based on the politics of kinship—shaped 
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the sociopolitical landscape of the southern Levant in the early Iron Age. 
�ey therefore illuminate the di�erent trajectories on which Israel and Judah 
developed and also outline their structural di�erences. �us, for instance, 
the Late Bronze Age political system in the north had come to an end by the 
tenth century BCE, while in the south Gath and the desert polity associated 
with the Arabah copper industry maintained much of the Late Bronze Age 
structure of power well into the ninth century BCE. For this reason, the for-
mation of Judah was more gradual than that of Israel. In a somewhat similar 
manner, Tel Reḥov maintained its Bronze Age urban prosperity long a�er 
the demise of all other Late Bronze Age urban polities in the northern val-
leys. Even when Tel Reḥov was incorporated within early monarchic Israel, 
it remained the seat of a local ruling family and the center of its own local 
polity. �e centrality of Tel Reḥov in the northern valley, when taken together 
with its proximity to and relations with northern Samaria, makes clear that 
the origins of early monarchic Israel should not be sought exclusively in the 
highlands but also in the northeastern valleys. �is was probably another 
reason for the di�erent ways in which political power was consolidated in 
the northern and southern parts of the central Canaanite Highlands. In the 
north, the centers of power shi�ed from the traditional Bronze Age urban 
center in Shechem to Tirzah and later to Samaria, while only Tel Reḥov 
maintained its Bronze Age urban prosperity (and thus may be viewed as 
the impetus behind such shi�s). In the south, the consolidation of political 
power did not involve any such shi�s. Rather, it emerged in the traditional 
urban center of the south-central Canaanite Highlands, Jerusalem.

Both the archaeological and the textual evidence (discussed in §3.2) 
demonstrate that early monarchic Israel was formed and maintained as 
an alliance of clans from northern Samaria and the eastern Jezreel–Beit 
Shean Valleys. As such, the formation of Israel was not a constant and 
organic process of centralization around a speci�c ruling elite, as was the 
case with Judah and the house of David. For this reason, from the archaeo-
logical point of view, the formation of Israel involved multiple destructions 
(such as Tirzah VIIb) and drastic shi�s between centers of power (from 
Shechem to Tirzah to Samaria), none of which characterizes the formation 
of Judah.

�e formation of Judah was a gradual process that lasted throughout 
the tenth and ninth centuries BCE. During this period, the Davidic kings 
in Jerusalem incorporated di�erent social groups under their rule: �rst 
in the regions of Jerusalem and Benjamin, later in the Judean Hills (§4.1) 
and the eastern Shephelah, and, �nally, in the western Shephelah and the 
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Beersheba–Arad Valleys (§§5.1, 5.2). �is process was unrelated to the 
formation of Israel in northern Samaria, which had begun sometime in 
the second half of the tenth century BCE, and was characterized by drastic 
political shi�s and social upheavals, the result of the interaction between 
groups from north Samaria and the northern valleys. �e steady and 
gradual growth and expansion of Judah, mirrored by urban growth in its 
capital, Jerusalem (§5.3), could only re�ect the consolidation of power in 
the hands of one, exclusively ruling elite: the house of David. �is resulted 
in quite a complex infrastructure: on the one hand, it was based on tra-
ditional, face-to-face, patron-client relations established with leaders of 
sedentary and mobile groups from Benjamin, the Judean Hills, the eastern 
Shephelah, and the Beersheba–Arad Valleys; on the other hand, it relied 
on an ever-growing stratum of administrative elite stationed in Jerusalem 
and in Jerusalem’s administrative and military outposts in the Shephelah 
(Tel Lachish) and the desert (Tel Arad).

Israel and Judah were never politically united, and ultimately their 
formation processes took di�erent courses and resulted in di�erent 
sociopolitical structures. �at means that no king of the house of David 
could have ever ruled the territories of the Northern Kingdom of Israel. 
�e only unity between Israel and Judah was rooted in a shared sense of 
common kinship by the royal courts in Samaria and in Jerusalem. No 
other literary work re�ects the kin-based politics of the early Iron Age 
southern Levant like those in the early Saul traditions and the stories 
of David’s rise (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5), which were treated in this study as 
the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy (§6.2). �is liter-
ary work presupposes a sociopolitical landscape governed by kin-based 
entities. According to the narrative, the small territory stretching from 
Bethlehem in the south through Jerusalem and onto the Benjamin Pla-
teau in the north was inhabited by Benjaminite, Ephratite, and Jebusite 
clans. At least the Benjaminites and the Ephratites were seen as part of 
the larger group known as Israelites, some of whom also resided in north-
ern Samaria and perhaps also in the eastern Jezreel–Beit Shean Valleys. 
In addition, the narrative locates loosely related kinship groups (Qenites, 
Calebites, Yerahmielites, among others) in the Judean Hills, their desert 
fringe, and in small sedentary communities (e.g., the people of Keilah) 
in the southeastern Shephelah (§§6.2.3, 6.2.4). Such a portrayal of the 
social reality—semi-independent kin-based groups living on the margins 
of an urban-based polity (Gath)—can only refer to and re�ect on south-
ern Canaan during the tenth–ninth centuries BCE. Accordingly, these 
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stories were composed and redacted in Jerusalem no later than the �rst 
half of the eighth century BCE, and well before the fall of Samaria. Israel, 
according to this portrayal, comprised a kin-based group that consisted 
of Ephratite and Benjaminite families who resided in the core territory of 
historical Judah, in the Jerusalem-Benjamin regions.

A similar portrayal may be identi�ed in textual sources that can be 
safely assigned to monarchic Israel (obviously, prior to the fall of Samaria), 
such as the Song of Deborah in Judg 5. Like the stories about Saul and 
David, the Song of Deborah presupposes the Israelite identity of the 
Benjaminites and the Ephratites, but also of the clans residing in the Jez-
reel–Beit Shean Valleys. It could not be simply coincidence that a similar 
portrayal of Israel as a kin-based group appears in textual sources from 
both Israel and Judah. Likewise, it could hardly be mere coincidence that 
the inhabitants of the Benjamin Plateau were identi�ed with Israel as a 
kinship group in the royal courts of both Samaria and Jerusalem. �ese 
similar perceptions imply that the origin of pan-Israelite identity was 
rooted in the social, kin-based structure of both Israel and Judah.

Ultimately, the narratives embedded in the history of the formation of 
the Davidic monarchy (1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) portray how David, who origi-
nated in an Ephratite family, assumed the throne of Saul, who originated in 
a Benjaminite family, and how both tried to rule over their Israelite kins-
man residing in the regions between the north of Judah and the Benjamin 
Plateau. In a sociopolitical landscape governed by kin-based entities, early 
monarchic Judah was perceived, �rst and foremost, as an Israelite king-
dom, namely, as a polity ruled by an Israelite dynasty (the house of David) 
whose power was based in Israelite clans residing around the capital, Jeru-
salem. Regardless of the true kin-based composition of early monarchic 
Judah (or the true identity of David himself), it is evident that by no later 
than the �rst half of the eighth century BCE at the latest, the Jerusalem-
ite intellectual elite had applied an Israelite identity to David and to the 
inhabitants of his kingdom (§6.2.5). �is fact alone is enough to indicate 
that a sense of Israelite identity existed in the Davidic court well before the 
fall of Samaria. One may therefore conclude that both the northern and 
the southern ruling dynasties were Israelite by kin, or at the very least this 
is how they presented themselves and constructed their kin-based power. 
�e two royal families, in Samaria and in Jerusalem, were the two houses 
of Israel, and this is how Isaiah (8:14) refers to them.

It was the uni�cation of the Judean Hills and the Benjamin Plateau 
under the house of David—probably for the �rst time in the history of 
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the region—that was commemorated in the Judahite cultural memory 
as the founding myth of the Davidic monarchy (§6.2.4). �e stories in 
1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5 never portray David as the ruler of the Israelite clans 
from northern Samaria and in fact never locate David anywhere north of 
Benjamin. �e Davidic kingdom presupposed by these stories consisted 
of the regions of the southern part of the central Canaanite Highlands 
between the Benjamin Plateau in the north and the Judean Hills in the 
south, perhaps along with the eastern Shephelah. �erefore, the very idea 
of unity under Davidic rule is rooted in the actual political unity of Judah 
and Benjamin under the house of David in the early Iron IIA. In a political 
landscape composed of kin-based entities as presupposed by the authors 
of the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy, this was a unity of 
kin-based groups and not of territorial polities. Accordingly, the original 
idea of unity between Israel and Judah under David never really referred 
to early monarchic Israel situated in northern Samaria and the northern 
valleys. It referred instead to di�erent kin-based groups: the Israelites 
from Benjamin and the Jerusalem regions, and the clans of Judah from the 
region of Hebron.

Only the Succession Narrative (2 Sam 9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2) presupposes 
a political unity between the kingdom of Israel and the kingdom of Judah 
under Davidic rule, but this literary work was composed in late monarchic 
Judah and not before the �rst half of the seventh century BCE (§6.3.1). 
Indeed, the political unity between Israel and Judah could only be imag-
ined a�er the demise of Israel in 720 BCE, and hence it was a construct 
of late monarchic Judah that had no grounding in any historical reality. 
Nevertheless, while the history of the formation of the Davidic monarchy 
(1 Sam 9–2 Sam 5) highlights the Israelite identity of David and the prior-
ity of the Israelites over the Judahites in the Davidic realm, the Succession 
Narrative (2 Sam 9–20, 1 Kgs 1–2) highlights the priority of the house of 
David and of Judah over Israel (§6.3.4). Apparently, Israelite identity was 
of major signi�cance in the royal court of Jerusalem. Just as it was exalted 
by the Judahite intellectual elite of the ninth–eighth centuries BCE, so it 
was undermined by those of the seventh century BCE.

�e bottom line is that a pan-Israelite identity was not an innova-
tion of the late monarchic period in Judah. Rather, it stood at the heart 
of Judahite royal ideology from its early beginnings. It was a social real-
ity present in Jerusalem throughout the monarchic period, just as it was 
in Samaria. Eventually, it was this shared sense of Israelite kinship iden-
tity that provided the intellectual grounding on which a unity between 



340 The Two Houses of Israel

Israel and Judah could be imagined, whether in the Judahite concept of 
the united monarchy or in the presentation of Judah as part of Israel in 
textual sources that are mostly northern Israelite (e.g., Gen 29–30). More-
over, the prevailing Israelite kinship identity assumed by the royal court 
in Jerusalem provided the conceptual framework for the later adoption 
of literary traditions that originated in monarchic Israel by royal scribes 
of late monarchic Judah, and for their further appropriation within the 
cultural heritage of Judah. Based on the shared sense of Israelite kin-
ship, which was perpetuated in Judahite cultural memory from the early 
monarchic period, the adoption and appropriation of Israelite literary 
traditions in late monarchic Judah amalgamated Israel and Judah as one 
social and cultural unity. �is was the background onto which Jerusale-
mite scribes from the Persian period could formulate and narrate—based 
on their inherited textual tradition and cultural memory—the timeless 
story about the family who transforms into a people and the people who 
transform into one great united monarchy.



Appendix:  
An Overview of Archaeological Sites  

Mentioned in Chapters 4–5

In the following, the archaeological remains from sites discussed in chap-
ters 4–5 will be brie�y presented with references to further publications. 
�e order of the presentation follows the order of the appearance of sites 
in the text. Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath, Khirbet Qeiyafa, Tel Beersheba, and Tel Arad 
are thoroughly discussed in §§5.1–5.2, and there is no need to further 
describe them here. �is is also true for Jerusalem and the City of David, 
discussed in §§4.1 and 5.3. However, it would be useful to further elabo-
rate on the stratigraphy and dating of the stepped-stone structure.

The Stepped-Stone Structure, City of David

Di�erent parts of the stepped-stone structure were unearthed by Stew-
art Macalister and Garrow Duncan (1926, 52–61), Kenyon (1974, 
94–104), Yigal Shiloh (1984, 15–17), and Eilat Mazar (2015a, 169–88). 
�e stepped-stone structure consists of several architectural compo-
nents (following B. Mazar 2006, 257–60): (1) Component I is the stone 
terraces made up of retaining walls supporting massive rubble �lls that 
were unearthed in Area G of Shiloh’s excavations and in its southern 
extension in Squares AI–III excavated by Kenyon (Shiloh 1984, 16, 26; 
Steiner 2001, 29–36; E. Mazar 2015a, 185–86). (2) Component II is a 
stepped-stone mantle wall covering the northern part of the stone ter-
races (Component I) in Area G. It is built of semiworked stones that were 
laid in uniform stepped rows stretching from the structure’s bottom up 
to the summit of the ridge (Shiloh 1984, 16–17; Cahill 2003, 20–42; E. 
Mazar 2015a, 186–87). (3) Component III is a structure built of massive 
stones excavated by Kenyon southeast of the stone terraces (Component 
I) in Square AXXXIII. It is not clear, however, whether these stones were 
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laid on top of stone terraces (as in the northern components) or directly 
on the bedrock (Steiner 2001, 43–45). Eilat Mazar (2015a, 179–84, 187–
88) has recently termed this component the stepped-stone buttress and 
argued that it provided substantial support for the stepped-stone struc-
ture in its southeastern section. A similar buttress was also exposed in 
the northeast section of the stepped-stone structure (E. Mazar 2015a, 
169–88). (4) Component IV is an additional stepped structure unearthed 
in Trench I, excavated by Kenyon south of Area G and some 10 m to the 
east and down the slope. According to Margreet Steiner (2001, 46–47, 
but see A. Mazar 2006, 260) it consists of a stone terrace and stepped-
stone structure on top of it.

Kenyon (1974, 91–97, 101–6) and Shiloh (1984, 16, 26) date the 
stone terraces (Component I) to the Late Bronze II, but Steiner (2001, 
28–36, �g. 4.16), who published Kenyon’s excavations in the City of 
David, argues for a date in Late Bronze III. �is date seems to be a little 
too high, as the latest sherds below and within the stone terraces date 
to the Iron I. �e Iron I is therefore the earliest, and not the latest, pos-
sible date for the construction of the stone terraces (A. Mazar 2020a). 
Hence, most scholars agree on the late Iron I/early Iron IIA dating of the 
stone terraces (Component I). For further details, see the discussion in 
§4.1.2 above. �e dating of the di�erent components exposed above or 
near the stone terraces (Components II–IV) is disputed: Kenyon, Shiloh, 
and Steiner date them to the tenth–ninth centuries BCE. �is dating is 
based on Iron IIA pottery sherds that were found in Components II–IV 
(Kenyon 1974, 91–97, 101–6; Shiloh 1984, 17, 27; Steiner 2001, 43–52). 
Finkelstein (2003a, 84–86) and Finkelstein et al. (2007, 151–53) date the 
stepped mantle to the ninth century BCE.

Jane Cahill (2003, 42–54) argues that the stone terraces and the 
stepped mantle in Area G (Components I and II) are contemporaneous 
and should be dated to the eleventh century BCE. Amihai Mazar (2006, 
257–65; 2020a), Eilat Mazar (2015a, 169–88), and Avraham Faust (2010) 
follow this conclusion. Amihai Mazar (2006, 260) further points out that 
there is no clear stratigraphical or architectural connection between Com-
ponent II and Components III and IV. �e latter are dated by Kenyon and 
Steiner to the tenth–ninth centuries BCE. In spite of the lack of architec-
tural or stratigraphical connection between the structures in Area G and 
those exposed by Kenyon to its east and to its south, it would seem that all 
the components of the stepped-stone structure re�ect a continuous build-
ing e�ort on the northeastern slope of the City of David: (1) whether or 
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not the stone terraces (Component I) were already covered by the stone 
mantle (as argued by Cahill), there should be little doubt that they were 
already built in the late eleventh/early tenth century BCE; (2) the stepped 
structures uncovered by Kenyon (Components III and IV) were built 
in the tenth or ninth century BCE; and (3) all the components of the 
stepped-stone structure are massive and built in similar methods and for 
the same purpose. �us, even if the stone terraces and the stepped mantle 
were built contemporaneously, they should not be treated separately from 
the stepped structures uncovered by Kenyon, which were probably built 
somewhat later (Components III, IV). Considering all the above, it seems 
that the stepped-stone structure re�ects an ongoing building e�ort above 
the Gihon Spring. It began with the building of the stone terraces in the 
mid-eleventh/early tenth century BCE (whether or not the stepped mantle 
above them was included) and continued until the ninth century BCE with 
the additional stepped structures built to its south and southeast.

Tell el-Ful

Tell el-Ful was excavated by William Albright (1924; Sinclair 1960) and 
Paul Lapp (1965; N. Lapp 1981). All the excavators argue that a series of 
fortresses characterizes the occupation at the site during the Iron I–IIA, 
a�er which it was abandoned until the Iron IIC (Albright 1924, 7–17; 
Sinclair 1960, 6–26; Graham 1981, 23–26; N. Lapp 1981, 39). Albright, 
Sinclair, and John Graham further argue that a fortress was built at the 
site during the eleventh century BCE, therea�er destroyed, then rebuilt 
in the tenth century BCE but abandoned in the ninth century BCE.1 �e 
settlement in the site resumed only during the seventh century BCE (N. 
Lapp 1981, 39). �e di�erent phases of habitation were not discernible by 
means of the relative dating of stratigraphical sequences, as evidently no 

1. Albright (1924, 7–17) unearthed walls that form a rectangular structure and, 
based on observations regarding their building technique, argues that they represent 
the erection, destruction, and reconstruction of a fortress. Sinclair (1960, 6–26) argues 
that the fortress identi�ed by Albright was actually only a corner tower in a much 
larger structure surrounded by a casemate wall that encompassed the entire site. Fol-
lowing P. Lapp’s excavations at the site, Graham (1981, 23–26) suggested that it was a 
solid wall (and not a casemate wall) that surrounded the site. However, he bases this 
conclusion on a single fragment of wall found some 12 m north of the fortress and in 
a di�erent orientation.
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�oors from the early Iron Age were related to the fortress. �e �ll within 
the structure implies that the only fortress at the site should be dated to 
the Iron IIC (Finkelstein 2011e, 109–13). Yet Finkelstein (2011e, 108–9) 
demonstrates that the site is characterized by a minimum accumulation 
of debris above what seems to be a relatively high bedrock. Later building 
activity dated to the Iron IIC and the Hellenistic period erased the remains 
of any previous habitation. For this reason, no complete vessels from the 
early Iron Age could be retrieved at the excavations. Yet, the pottery sherds 
indicate that the site was settled in the Iron I and probably also in the Iron 
IIA. It was abandoned at some point in the late Iron IIA, but settlement 
resumed in the late Iron IIB/Iron IIC.

It is impossible to say anything productive regarding the nature of the 
site in the early Iron Age. On the one hand, when considered in light of the 
Iron I settlement activity in its vicinity (§4.1.3), one may conclude that it 
probably had the layout of an enclosed settlement, which would imply the 
inhabitation of agropastoral community. On the other hand, if one con-
siders that the site is quite small (only 4 dunams) and that in later periods 
(the Iron IIC) it was the location of a small fort, the possibility that it had 
a similar use also in the Iron I–IIA should not be ruled out, even if there 
are only meager remains to support such a reconstruction (see Khirbet 
ed-Dawwara, below).

el-Jib

James Pritchard conducted �ve excavation seasons in el-Jib (1956–1962), 
during which only a small portion of the site was exposed. �e publication 
of the �nds is incomplete (Pritchard 1961, 1962, 1964). Early on, Edward 
Robinson and Eli Smith (1856, 455) identi�ed the site with Gibeon. Jar 
handles inscribed with the name “Gibeon” found at the site con�rmed this 
identi�cation (Pritchard 1959). Pritchard (1964, 33–39; see drawing 21, 
photo 89) argues that the settlement was surrounded by two separate walls, 
with each built at a di�erent time. It seems that the earliest wall, dating to 
the Iron I due to a collared-rim jar found on a plastered �oor adjoining it 
(Pritchard 1964, 35, �g. 25:11–25), encircled an enclosed settlement. �is 
may be deduced from the fact that the wall was adjoined by a thin wall, 
which probably belonged to a dwelling structure. �ey were both related 
to the same plastered �oor (35, �g. 21, photo 89). In addition to that, one 
pillared house was found at the site (35–37, �g. 19). Pritchard (37–39) 
dates the second wall to the tenth century BCE, although it has no clear 



 Appendix 345

stratigraphical context and the pottery related to it also contained wheel-
burnished decoration typical of the Iron IIB. �e published assemblages 
from the site lacked any pottery dating the late Iron IIA (�gs. 32–48), but 
since the publication is incomplete and only a small portion of the site was 
excavated, it is not su�ce to indicate an occupational gap. Iron IIA buri-
als excavated below the site, together with the fact that it is mentioned in 
Shishak’s Karnak Relief, certainly indicate that it was inhabited in the early 
Iron IIA. It might have su�ered settlement decline in the ninth century 
BCE, but this is not certain.

Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah

Five excavation seasons were conducted at the site in 1926–1935 (McCown 
and Muilenburg 1947; Wampler 1947). In the absence of a clear strati-
graphical sequence,2 only architectural remains may shed some light on 
the occupational history of the site: (1) an enclosed settlement was built 
over rock-cut installations, pits, and silos, as well as over fragments of 
walls that do not form a coherent plan (Zorn 1993, 104–11); (2) unlike 
similar enclosed settlements in the vicinity, the inner space of the enclosed 
settlement in Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah did not remain vacant but included 
buildings; and (3) two separate forti�cation systems were detected: one 
was created by the houses of the enclosed settlement, whose back rooms 
leaned on a surrounding wall; the second was a solid wall with o�sets and 
insets to which towers and a gate structure were �tted (McCown and Mui-
lenburg 1947, 195–201; Zorn 1997). An open space was le� between the 
solid wall and the casemate wall of the enclosed settlement.

It seems, therefore, that in the initial phase an indigent and unplanned 
settlement was established at Tell en-Naṣbeh/Mizpah, to which the rock-
cut installations and the structures found underneath the enclosed 
settlement should be attributed (Zorn’s Level 4). �e meager Iron I 
sherds found outside a clear stratigraphic context should be attributed to 
this earliest stage of habitation. An enclosed settlement was consequently 
established, and, when compared with similar settlements in its vicinity, 

2. �e excavators of the site observed four habitation phases, though these were 
not discernible by means of the relative dating of stratigraphical sequences (McCown 
and Muilenburg 1947, 189–232; Wampler 1947, 183–86; cf. Finkelstein 2012, 17). 
Zorn (1993, 104–62; 1997, 59) reexamined the results of the excavations at the site 
and to great extent con�rmed the excavators’ conclusions.
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it should be assumed that it included an open courtyard in its center. 
Accordingly, buildings were erected in the courtyard only in a third stage 
of habitation. During this stage, the settlement was also surrounded with 
a solid wall. Although it is impossible to accurately date the second and 
third phases of habitation, it is reasonable to assume that the enclosed 
settlement in Tell en-Naṣbeh was contemporaneous with similar settle-
ments in its vicinity during the Iron I–early Iron IIA (§4.1.3). �erefore, 
the earliest possible dating for the buildings erected in its central open 
courtyard is the late Iron Age IIA.

As a result of being attributed to the Judahite king Asa (1 Kgs 
15:17–22), Tell en-Naṣbeh’s solid wall has traditionally been dated to 
the early ninth century BCE (McCown and Muilenburg 1947, 117; Zorn 
1993, 110). Since Judahite towns were forti�ed mainly in the late Iron 
IIA, Finkelstein (2012, 19–23) suggests that the wall should be down-
dated to the second half of the ninth century BCE. Accordingly, he also 
rejects the historicity of the biblical tradition attributing the forti�cation 
of Mizpah to Asa (Finkelstein 2011a, 355–57; 2012, 23–27). While it is 
indeed reasonable to date the solid wall to the late Iron IIA,3 in contrast 
to Finkelstein’s view, any date in the ninth century BCE (and not only its 
second half) �ts the late Iron IIA. In light of the settlement oscillation in 
this period, it is most reasonable that the site had been forti�ed already 
in the early ninth century BCE (see §§4.1.3, 4.1.4). Furthermore, the 
tradition attributing the forti�cation to Asa should not be automatically 
rejected (§4.2.2).

Khirbet el-Burj

Few surveys and salvage excavations were conducted at the site (Weinberg-
Stern 2015, 5–9). �ese were recently analyzed by Michal Weinberg-Stern 
(2015) in an unpublished MA thesis. Excavations at the site did not yield 
any architectural remains from the early Iron Age. However, a relatively 
large quantity of late Iron IIA pottery sherds found in �lls indicates that 
the site was probably settled at the time. Yet it seems that it was relatively 
small and most probably rural in nature.

3. Katz (1998), following McClellan (1984), suggests a much later dating for the 
settlement in Tell en-Naṣbeh and for the solid wall fortifying it, but her dating seems 
to be rather too late; see Finkelstein 2012, 21– 23.
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Khirbet Radanna

Khirbet Radanna was excavated by the et-Tell expedition (Callaway and 
Cooley 1971), but the results of the excavations were analyzed in an 
unpublished PhD dissertation by Zvi Lederman (1999). �ree architec-
tural enclosures composed of three- and four-room houses, with at least 
one of them built in the enclosed settlement layout, were uncovered at 
the site. �e layout of the settlement and the material culture character-
izing it attest to the communal nature of the settlers, which is also implied 
by the absence of public architecture. �e settlers were occupied mainly 
with small-scale land cultivation and animal husbandry (Lederman 1999, 
18–49, 145–54). �e meager pottery sherds found at the site indicate that 
it was mainly settled in the Iron I–early Iron IIA and was abandoned con-
sequently (Lederman 1999, 73–74; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006b, 53).

et-Tell

�e site et-Tell was excavated for three seasons in 1933–1935 (Marquet-
Krause 1949) and then for another seven seasons in 1964–1972 (Callaway 
1965, 1968, 1969, 1976). Joseph Callaway (1969, 1976) attributes two 
occupational phases to the early Iron Age settlement in et-Tell. He identi-
�es the earlier phase with the local Canaanite inhabitants and the latter 
phase with the “invading Israelites.” However, this reconstruction is not 
supported by the �nds from the site. It seems that the site encompassed a 
rather small settlement; its ceramic assemblage is quite like that of Khirbet 
Radanna, and thus their settlement histories should be equated: they were 
both founded in the Iron Age I and abandoned in the early Iron Age IIA 
(Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006b, 53).

Bethel

Bethel was excavated by Albright (1934) in 1932 and by James Kelso (1968) 
in 1954, 1957, and 1960. �e site was not excavated employing modern 
stratigraphic methods, and the publication of the �nds does not include 
clear plans, section drawings, or clean loci (Finkelstein and Singer-Avitz 
2009a, 35–36). In an attempt to reevaluate the occupational history of the 
site, Finkelstein and Singer-Avitz (2009a) reexamined the pottery from the 
site, published and unpublished, under the basic assumption that Bethel is 
a relatively small site and that large portions of it were excavated. Unlike 
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the sites discussed above, Bethel was occupied already in the Late Bronze 
II (fourteenth–thirteenth centuries BCE), and a�er a short hiatus in the 
Late Bronze III, it was resettled. Only meager �nds from Bethel could be 
dated to the Iron IIA, and it seems accordingly that it was abandoned by 
the end of the Iron I/beginning of the early Iron IIA. It was reoccupied 
only a century later, in the late Iron IIA, and even then it was relatively 
small and sparsely settled. �e site �ourished only in the Iron IIB. It was 
not before that period—in the �rst half of the eighth century BCE—that a 
royal Israelite sanctuary could have been installed in Bethel.4

Khirbet ed-Dawwara

Khirbet ed-Dawwara was excavated for two seasons (1985–1986) by Fin-
kelstein (1990). �e single period settlement at the site encompassed some 
0.5 ha (Finkelstein 1990, 163), and it was surrounded by a solid wall built 
of two lines of large �eldstones with stone �ll in between. Within the wall, 
pillared buildings, most of which were of the four-room type, were built 
leaning on the wall’s inner face (Finkelstein 1990, 168–75, �gs. 4, 7–12). 
�e site was inhabited during the Iron I and abandoned in the early Iron 
IIA, perhaps sometime a�er the abandonment of Khirbet Radanna and et-
Tell (Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006b). �e complete absence of remains 
of agricultural activity, as well as the massive solid wall surrounding the 
site, single out the settlement of Khirbet ed-Dawwara compared with con-
temporaneous settlements in its vicinity (Finkelstein 1990, 196–99).

Tel Miqne/Ekron

Tel Miqne/Ekron is situated in the western and lower Shephelah circa 20 
km east of Ashdod. It includes an upper mound of circa 4 ha with addi-
tional lower mound of circa 16 ha. It was settled in the Middle Bronze 
II–III when an earth rampart was erected around it, giving the site its cur-
rent shape (Dothan and Gitin 1993, 1953). Remains of the Late Bronze 

4. For the debate regarding the status of Bethel throughout the Iron Age–Persian 
period, see also the opinion of Lipschits 2017. For the subject at hand, the main ques-
tion is when a royal Israelite sanctuary could be installed in Bethel (and not whether 
it was occupied in the Iron IIA or whether it included a sanctuary, which probably it 
always had). �e meager Iron IIA �nds at the site do not support any reconstruction 
of Bethel as a royal Israelite sanctuary any time before the Iron IIB.
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Age settlement were found only on the smaller upper mound, which was 
settled in the Late Bronze I–III (Strata VIIIB–VIIB) and destroyed once 
throughout the period, in the Late Bronze IIB (Killebrew 1996, 21–27). 
�e site evolved continuously in the Iron I (Strata VII–IV), expanding 
from the upper to the lower mound, where some large public structures 
were erected. Much accumulation of wealth is attributed to the Iron I 
settlement, and it may have also been forti�ed in that period (but see the 
criticism in Ussishkin 2005). Tel Miqne/Ekron was heavily destroyed by 
the end of the Iron I in the early tenth century BCE, and it was not before 
the late Iron IIA that the upper mound was again settled, although only 
poorly.

Tel ʿAzekah

Tel ʿAzekah is a circa 5-ha site located on the northern edge of a north-
south ridge that divides the region between the higher Shephelah to the 
east and the lower Shephelah to the west (ca. 27 km southwest of Jerusa-
lem and 6 km south of Tel Beth-Shemesh). Tel ʿAzekah was �rst excavated 
at the end of the nineteenth century CE by Frederick Bliss and Macalister 
(Napchan-Lavon, Gadot, and Lipschits 2014), and new excavations com-
menced in 2012 (directed by Lipschits, Gadot, and Manfred Oeming). �e 
site was heavily forti�ed in the Middle Bronze II–III, and a�er a possible 
occupational gap in the Late Bronze I it was resettled in the Late Bronze 
II–III. During this period, the settlement expanded from the upper mound 
beyond the con�nes of the former Middle Bronze II–III forti�cation wall 
to an extramural quarter (S. Kleiman et. al. 2019). Tel ʿAzekah was utterly 
destroyed by the end of the Late Bronze III, and it was not before the tran-
sition of the Iron IIA–IIB that the site was resettled (Wrathall et al. 2021). It 
developed continuously in the Iron IIB—both on the upper and the lower 
town—until it was destroyed during Sennacherib’s campaign to Judah in 
701 BCE (Lipschit, Gadot, and Oeming 2017).

Tel Batash

Tel Batash is located on the northern banks of the Soreq Valley, midway 
between Tel Miqne/Ekron in the west and Tel Beth-Shemesh in the east. 
Earth ramparts and a moat were constructed in the Middle Bronze II–III 
(Strata XII–XI) and gave the 2.2-ha site its square shape (A. Mazar 1997b, 
21–23, 35–38, 39–41; Panitz-Cohen and Mazar 2006, 121–23). Following 
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destruction, settlement at the site resumed in the Late Bronze IA, and the 
site was occupied continuously until the Late Bronze IIA (Strata IX–VII), 
but almost every stratum ended in destruction (in the LB IA, LB IB/IIA, 
and LB IIA). Settlement resumed in the Late Bronze IIB–III (Strata VIB–
VIA), albeit in a di�erent layout (A. Mazar 1997b, 41–82; Panitz-Cohen 
and Mazar 2006, 123–32; Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2019). Domestic struc-
tures and open spaces characterize the settlement in the Iron I (Stratum 
V; see A. Mazar 1997b, 72–81, 93, 98–99, 177–80, 252–54), and it is also 
possible that in that period it was surrounded with a thin wall (A. Mazar 
1997b, 27–28, 98–104, 245; but for another opinion, see Ussishkin 1990, 
85–87). Stratum V was probably abandoned (A. Mazar 1997b, 254; Panitz-
Cohen and Mazar 2006, 135), and occupation at the site resumed not long 
a�erward, in the early Iron IIA (Stratum IV) with a modest settlement 
that included few domestic structures but with much open space between 
them (A. Mazar 1997b, 128, 139, 142, 182–86, 254–55; Mazar and Panitz-
Cohen 2001, 277–78). It seems that the site was not forti�ed (Ussishkin 
1990, 83–87), but the excavator suggests that the back walls of the domes-
tic structures built on the periphery of the mound could have been utilized 
as a defense line (A. Mazar 1997b, 105–7). �e early Iron IIA settlement 
had a short lifespan before it was abandoned (Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 
2001, 149–59, 274–83; Finkelstein 2002b, 122–24; Herzog and Singer-
Avitz 2004, 221).

Tel Beth-Shemesh

Tel Beth-Shemesh is a circa 3-ha site located on the southern banks of the 
Soreq Valley in the eastern Shephelah, 15 km east of Tel Miqne/Ekron and 
circa 25 km southwest of Jerusalem. �e site was surrounded with a wall 
in the Middle Bronze II–III, in which a gate complex was installed (Buni-
movitz and Lederman 2013). Settlement resumed in the Late Bronze IIA 
(Level 9), revealing accumulation of wealth with a large structure erected 
on the northern slope and interpreted by the excavators as a palace. It was 
destroyed in a heavy con�agration, resettled again in the Late Bronze IIB 
(Level 8), and, following yet another destruction, the site was resettled in 
the Late Bronze III (Level 7; Zi�er, Bunimovitz and Lederman 2009; Buni-
movitz, Lederman, and Hatzaki 2013; Brandl, Bunimovitz, and Lederman 
2013). �e structures of the Iron I settlements (Level 6) were built directly 
on the remains of the former phase, where longitudinal paved buildings 
were erected at the northern slopes, with some remains attesting to their 
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elite context. �ey came to an end in a heavy con�agration (Bunimovitz 
and Lederman 2006, 411–12; 2016, 161–71). Few domestic remains and 
a structure interpreted by the excavators as a sanctuary were associated 
with the next phase (Level 5), but it seems to have declined in the next 
and last Iron I phase (Level 4), from which only meager remains sur-
vived (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2016, 162–87). Tel Beth-Shemesh was 
abandoned in the Iron I/IIA transition in late eleventh or very early tenth 
century BCE (Boaretto, Sharon, and Gilboa 2016; Piasetzky 2016). Tel 
Beth-Shemesh was resettled in the late Iron IIA (Level 3). �e excava-
tors argue for an earlier date, in the second half of the tenth century BCE 
(Bunimovitz and Lederman 2001; 2016, 357–68). However, only a few 
sherds found in �lls could be used to date the beginning of this level, and 
those include late Iron IIA forms (Finkelstein 2002b, 121–22). Indeed, in 
those places where few architectural stages could be attributed to Level 
3, such as in the iron workshop, the earliest was dated to the ninth and 
not the tenth century BCE. �ese dates were con�rmed by radiocarbon 
results (Boaretto, Sharon, and Gilboa 2016; Piasetzky 2016). Level 3 came 
to an end in a heavy con�agration, detected mainly in the public struc-
tures during the Iron IIA–IIB transition. �e site was quickly restored, 
maintaining some of its former features (such as the underground water 
system and a new gate built near the former forti�cation), but it was 
destroyed again in 701 BCE.

Khirbet el-Qom

Khirbet el-Qom is located 20 km west of Hebron. �e site was excavated 
and surveyed, but the �nds are yet to be fully published. It seems that the 
site was �rst settled in the Early Bronze Age, but it is not clear whether it 
was settled in the Middle and Late Bronze Ages. In any event, settlement 
at the site resumed in the Iron I and intensi�ed in the Iron II, when a city 
wall and a gate were built on its summit (it is not clear when exactly: in the 
late Iron IIA or in the Iron IIB). �e Iron Age settlement came to its end 
in the Iron IIC, most probably in the early sixth century BCE and with the 
�nal destruction of Judah. Noteworthy is the Iron IIB–IIC bench-tombs 
complex associated with the site, which yielded also an abundance of Old 
Hebrew inscriptions (Dever 1993).
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Tell ʿEitun

Tell ʿEitun is a 6-ha site, and so far its excavation has not unearthed a sub-
stantial Middle Bronze Age habitation. It was probably settled throughout 
most of the Late Bronze Age, although remains of this period were reached 
only in a limited area of the excavations. It seems that it was a substantial 
settlement, but its end is still unclear (Faust and Katz 2015, 89–91; Faust 
et. al. 2014, 51–55). �e Iron I settlement seems to have been smaller than 
its Late Bronze Age predecessor (Faust and Katz 2015, 91–92; Faust et. 
al. 2014, 55–60), and it was associated also with some burials. �e set-
tlement probably continued without interruption to the Iron IIA, when 
it also expanded beyond its Iron I con�nes, but only meager remains of 
it have been found so far, and they are mostly unpublished (Faust et. al. 
2014, 60–61). According to the excavators, the site was forti�ed sometime 
during that period (Faust and Katz 2015, 92–93). In spite of the fact that 
evidence for such forti�cations or their date is yet to be presented, other 
sites in the vicinity (such as Tel Beth-Shemesh Level 3, Tel Lachish IV, Tell 
Beit Mirsim, or Tell en-Naṣbeh) were forti�ed in the late Iron IIA. It is 
therefore not far-fetched to assume that Tell ʿEitun was no di�erent.

�e settlement evolved continuously, reaching a peak in the Iron IIB, 
when a large, monumental building resembling the four-room type of 
structure was erected at the summit of the site (Faust et. al. 2017). �e 
excavators term this house the Governor’s House and associate it with 
Judahite rule in the town. It seems, however, that this was a local elite 
house used by the rulers of the town and not by o�cials sent from Jeru-
salem (Maeir and Shai 2016). �e excavators of the site argued recently 
that the elite house was �rst erected in the tenth century BCE (Faust 2020) 
and even suggest that it may somehow con�rm the existence of the united 
monarchy. �is dating, however, relies on samples taken from the material 
below or in the �oors, which means that the �oor postdates them. Since 
there is absolutely no evidence of a long time span for the building—for 
some 250 years from the tenth century BCE until its destruction in 701 
BCE—it cannot be dated much earlier than the beginning of the eighth 
century BCE (Finkelstein 2020). �e site came to its end in a heavy con-
�agration in 701 BCE.
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Tell Beit Mirsim

Tell Beit Mirsim is a 3-ha site located on the foothills of Mount Hebron 
circa 9 km west of Khirbet Rabûd (ancient Debir). �e site was forti�ed 
in the Middle Bronze II–III but was destroyed, and habitation resumed 
sometime during the Late Bronze Age, lasting until it was destroyed again, 
probably in the Late Bronze IIB. Occupation at the site resumed in the Late 
Bronze III and continued without interruption during the Iron I–IIA–IIB, 
during which the site was also forti�ed (Albright 1932, 1943; Greenberg 
1987; Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004, 221).

Tell Halif

Tell Halif is a 3-ha mound located on the foothills of Mount Hebron some 
14 km north of Beersheba.5 �e site was �rst settled in the Early Bronze 
Age but remained deserted throughout the Middle Bronze Age. Habita-
tion resumed in the Late Bronze I, and following a massive destruction 
it was partially settled in the Late Bronze IIA. By the Late Bronze IIB–III 
it seems that the site functioned as an entrepôt in the Egyptian system of 
distribution of grains from the inland to coastal centers (Seger et. al. 1990). 
Remains from the Iron I include pits for grain storage and domestic struc-
tures. �e settlement at the site continued to develop in the Iron IIA, while 
at some point, probably in the very late Iron IIA or the beginning of the 
Iron IIB, it was forti�ed. It was destroyed again in the Iron IIB, probably 
during Sennacherib’s campaign to Judah in 701 BCE (for further details 
and bibliography, see Borowski 2017).

Tel Zayit

Tel Zayit is a 3-ha site situated on the southern banks of the Guvrin Riv-
erbed in the western Shephelah. �e earliest remains are dated to the 
Middle Bronze II–III and the Late Bronze I, a�er which the site was con-
tinuously settled in the Late Bronze II–III. No habitation from the Iron 

5. Long-term excavation projects were initiated by J. D. Seger in 1976 and con-
tinued under the direction of O. Borowski. Few reports have been published thus far 
(Seger et al. 1990; Dessel 2009; Hardin 2010; Borowski 2013; Jacobs 2015; Cole 2015; 
Jacobs and Seger 2017; Seger and Seger 2018), as have various articles. For an updated 
bibliography, see Borowski 2017.
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I was detected. Settlement resumed in the early Iron IIA and developed 
successively to the late Iron IIA until it was destroyed by �re, sometime 
in the last third of the ninth century BCE and contemporaneous with the 
destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath (Tappy et. al. 2006; Tappy 2011, 2017). An 
abecedary in proto-Canaanite script was associated with the early Iron IIA 
level at the site (Tappy and McCarter 2008; Finkelstein et. al. 2008). 

Tel Burna

Tel Burna was settled already in the Late Bronze IIB–III, but it was 
destroyed at the end of the period. Some pottery sherds, yet unpublished, 
may indicate that the site was inhabited in the Iron I; however, no sub-
stantial layer from this period has been reached so far in the excavation 
(McKinny et. al. 2020, 7–9). �ere is little doubt, however, that by the 
early Iron IIA the site was settled. �e excavators propose that the site was 
destroyed in the early Iron IIA, but so far no evidence for that has been 
presented. �ey further argue that the summit of the mound was forti�ed 
with a casemate wall as a Judahite fortress facing Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath (Shai et. 
al. 2012; Shai 2017; McKinny et. al. 2020). While it is clear that the case-
mate wall on the summit of the site went out of use in the Iron IIC (when 
pits were dug into it), no evidence has been presented so far for the date 
of its erection. One published photograph showing a ceramic assemblage 
retrieved at the site contains vessels (such as the so-called pre-lmlk jars) 
that are dated exclusively to the late Iron IIA (although it is not clear where 
or whether all the vessels in the photograph are associated with the same 
layer). �is may imply that the site was actually destroyed at a time con-
temporaneous to the destruction of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath. In addition to that, 
so far no destruction dated to 701 BCE has been reported from the site. 
Not much more can be said about the nature of the Iron IIA site or its Iron 
IIB fate, and any assessment of the site and its political a�liation should 
wait for further publications of the �nds from the site.

Tel Goded

Tel Goded is a natural hill narrow in shape (approximately 580 m in 
length) with an elevated area at its southern end surrounded by a forti-
�cation wall. �e site was excavated by Bliss and Macalister in the late 
nineteenth century CE, and Shimon Gibson (1994) reassessed the �nds 
from their excavations. It seems that the site was �rst inhabited in the 



 Appendix 355

Early Bronze III (mid-third millennium BCE) and probably also in the 
Intermediate Bronze Age. It was abandoned throughout the Middle and 
Late Bronze Ages. Habitation at the site resumed in the early Iron Age, 
although it is not clear whether it took place in the Iron I or the early 
Iron IIA. �e remains from this period were poorly documented by Bliss 
and Macalister. All that is known about this level is that it contained the 
remains of structures (substantial in Pit 5) that su�ered massive destruc-
tion (a burnt human skeleton was found in Pit 4). �e �nds included a 
large number of iron objects. Nothing is known about the pottery. Gibson 
(1994, 230) detected two Iron IIB layers at the site. However, he equates 
the earlier layer with Lachish Level IV, and if accurate, habitation of the 
site should be dated to the very late Iron IIA. �e next layer is equated with 
the destruction of Level III in Lachish, dated to 701 BCE, and so should be 
dated to the Iron IIB.

Tel Lachish

Tel Lachish is a 7-ha site located circa 16 km south of Tell eṣ-Ṣa�/Gath 
and 45 km southwest of Jerusalem on the southern banks of the Lach-
ish River Valley. �e Middle Bronze II–III remains consist of a massive 
forti�cation (Tufnell 1958, 45–48) and a large structure at the center of 
the mound (Level VIII, P-3) that was destroyed in a heavy con�agration 
(Ussishkin 2004a, 55–57). Settlement at the site was immediately renewed, 
but on a smaller scale. �e next phase, which includes mainly pits dug 
into former phases, was dated to the Late Bronze I, and the settlement 
gradually evolved in the Late Bronze IIA (Levels S3–S1), when a fosse 
temple was constructed on the foot of the mound together with some 
public structures on its summit. Settlement at the site continued into the 
Late Bronze IIB (Level VII) and ended in a �erce con�agration (Ussish-
kin 2004a, 57–62). It was renewed in the Late Bronze III (Level VI) and 
included a temple at the center of the site and another one on its north-
western corner along with some other public structures. It was destroyed 
again in a heavy con�agration sometime in the late twel�h century BCE 
and was consequently abandoned throughout the Iron I (Ussishkin 1985; 
2004a, 62–77; Weissbein et. al. 2020; Gar�nkel 2020b).

Habitation resumed in the early Iron IIA (Level V), when what seems 
to be a modest settlement was established at the site. Only meager remains 
from this settlement were unearthed, mostly below the massive construc-
tion of the next level, Level IV. �ese include domestic structures that were 
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built on the western end of the mound and on its center (Ussishkin 2004a, 
76–78). David Ussishkin argues, accordingly, that Tel Lachish was not for-
ti�ed in Level V. Recently, Yosef Gar�nkel et. al. (2019b) argued that a 
massive forti�cation wall built on the north side of the mound should be 
attributed to Level V. Since no parallel wall was found in other parts of 
the site, even when they were settled in Level V (like Area S in the west), 
Gar�nkel argues that the city wall surrounded only a small portion at the 
north of the mound. �e problem is that no further evidence for such 
a forti�cation (surrounding only the northern portion of the mound) is 
presented. Furthermore, the section drawing provided by Gar�nkel et. al 
(2019b, 5, �g. 3) indicates that what they see as a Level V forti�cation wall 
actually was a constructional wall meant to support the Level IV forti-
�cations at this point (Finkelstein 2020). In fact, a similar construction 
technique was already noticed by Olga Tufnell (1953, 87) at other parts of 
the site (Ussishkin 2019).

�ere is no evidence for the forti�cation of Lachish in the Iron Age 
prior to Level IV (Ussishkin 2022). An arti�cial platform built at the center 
of the mound (Podium A) was attributed in the past to Level V (Tufnell 
1953, 53). A second podium (Podium B) was built later in adjacent to 
the �rst one, thus creating an arti�cial acropolis on which the palace-fort 
structure of Level IV was erected (Ussishkin 2004a, 81–82). In light of 
Level V remains that were found immediately below Podium A and in 
light of the modest nature of the settlement at the time, Ussishkin (2004a, 
77) argues that Podium A should be attributed to the next level, Level IV. 
Orna Zimhoni (2004a, 1646–49) suggests that Podium A could have been 
built in a secondary subphase of Level V or at the very beginning of Level 
IV. It seems that Level V was abandoned at some point in the second half 
of the ninth century BCE, as may be deduced from organic material found 
on its �oors (Gar�nkel et. al. 2019b, 4–6). Consequently, later in the ninth 
century BCE, the site was heavily forti�ed, and the palace-fort complex 
was erected on its newly reshaped arti�cial summit (Level IV; for details 
see §5.1.4). Occupation persisted in similar layout to the next level, Level 
III, dated to the Iron IIB, which was destroyed in 701 BCE (Ussishkin 
2004a, 83–90).

Tel Masos

Tel Masos is located circa 11 km east of Tel Beersheba on the northern 
banks of Naḥal Beersheba. Remains of a Middle Bronze II–III fortress 
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were found 600 m southwest of the Iron I–IIA settlement. Settlement 
resumed in the Iron I on the mound to the north and was �rst character-
ized by some surfaces (interpreted as tent dwellings) and pits (Stratum 
IIIB). It gradually became more permanent when stone-built structures 
were added (Stratum IIIA). �e settlement reached its zenith in the Iron 
IIA, when the perimeter of the mound was surrounded with four-room 
houses, mostly domestic but also with some public buildings in the south-
ern parts of the site and a cultic structure in its center (Stratum II). It is not 
clear whether the site was destroyed or abandoned. A new settlement was 
constructed on its ruins (Stratum I), but in a di�erent layout, representing 
a small and modest occupation that lasted only for a short period before 
the site was abandoned (Kempinski 1993). �e excavators date Stratum 
III–II to the Iron I, but the pottery assemblage retrieved from Stratum II 
implies that it should be dated to the Iron IIA (Herzog and Singer Avitz 
2004, 222–23).

Tel Malḥata

Tel Malḥata is a 2-ha mound located on the eastern bank of Naḥal Malḥata 
near its con�uence with Naḥal Beersheba, circa 18 km east-southeast of Tel 
Beersheba. �e site was �rst settled from the Middle Bronze I and until the 
Middle Bronze II–III, when it was also forti�ed. Settlement was renewed 
during the late Iron IIA (Stratum V), when a city wall was built around it 
and abutted by a few domestic structures. Following destruction, the town 
was rebuilt in the Iron IIB, at the beginning of the eighth century BCE 
(Stratum IV). A new mud-brick city wall 3.5 m wide was erected partially 
based on the wider mud-brick wall of the previous stratum, Stratum V. On 
the western side of the city (Area D), an unknown type of inner fortress 
was uncovered. �e forti�cation system continued to exist in the Iron IIC 
(Stratum III) before the town was destroyed in the early sixth century BCE 
following the destruction of Judah (Beit-Arieh, Freud, and Tal 2015).

Tel ʿIra

Tel ʿIra is a 2.5-ha mound located in the eastern part of the Beersheba 
Valley. �e site is situated on the southernmost spur of the Hebron Hills, 
which intrude from the north to the Beersheba–Arad Valleys system, 
dividing it to the Beersheba Valley in the west and the Arad Valley in the 
east. �e site was �rst settled in the Early Bronze III (Stratum IX), and 
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following an occupational gap that lasted throughout the Middle and Late 
Bronze Ages, settlement at the site renewed in the late Iron IIA (Stratum 
VIII), with few domestic structures that were built on its summit. �e 
settlement evolved in the Iron IIB (Stratum VII) to encompass the entire 
mound, which was encircled by an elaborate forti�cation system. It was 
probably destroyed in 701 BCE or slightly a�er, but it was rebuilt in the 
Iron IIC (Stratum VI) in a similar layout. �e �nal destruction is dated to 
the early sixth century BCE (Beit-Arieh 1998, 170–78).

Tel Esdar

Tel Esdar is a 2-ha site located on the western banks of Naḥal Aroer circa 
7.5 km south of Tel ʿIra. �e site was �rst settled in the Early Bronze Age 
and then again in the Iron I–IIA (Stratum III), when an enclosed settle-
ment was erected at the site. �e settlement declined in the next stratum, 
Stratum II, which should probably be dated to the late Iron IIA. �e site 
was abandoned therea�er (Kochavi 1993).
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