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1. Introduction 

At the end of the second millennium BCE, far-reaching changes occurred in the cultural 
and political landscapes of the Levant. After several centuries of Hittite and Egyptian 
imperial domination, clan leaders expanded their political control far beyond the imme-
diate vicinity of their hometowns, gradually creating large-scale entities often described 
in research as the territorial kingdoms of the Iron Age.1 Historical sources, especially 
those from Syria and Anatolia, inform us that some of these rulers were descendants of 
royal families who survived the crisis at the end of the Late Bronze Age, while other 
kingdoms and royal dynasties were seemingly new on the stage of history.2 Most of 
them maintained their political independence for several centuries until the Neo-Assyr-
ian Empire completed its expansion to the west in the 8th–7th centuries BCE. 

From a long-term perspective, the territorial kingdoms, especially those of the south-
ern Levant, had a lasting impact on the culture and history of the Ancient Near East. In 
less than three centuries, they established relatively stable royal dynasties, initiated 
building projects, including sophisticated architecture and monumental art, constructed 
administrative centers and harbors, and even participated in long-distance trade of raw 
materials and prestige objects.3 However, the cultural and economic prosperity of the 
territorial kingdoms also led to competition and rivalry. Military conflicts between 
neighboring polities were common and usually related to disputes over lands located at 
the edge of their political control.4 At other times, primarily as the military pressure of 
the Assyrians increased, cross-regional coalitions were formed, although participation 
in these alliances was not always voluntary.5 It was after nearly two centuries of more 
or less independent existence that the new policy of the Neo-Assyrian Empire led to the 

 
1 The political history of the territorial kingdoms has been discussed extensively. For studies that 

deal with the Neo-Hittite/Aramaean kingdoms of Syria and Anatolia, see Sader 1987; idem 2014a; 
Lipiński 2000; Younger 2016; Osborne 2021; for the Kingdom of Israel, see Finkelstein 1999a; idem 
2013. Note that I refrain from using the term “state” in relation to the Levantine Iron Age kingdoms in 
order to differentiate them from the concept of “nation-states” of the modern era (Pfoh 2008, 111–112).  

2 For studies that discuss the end of the Bronze Age, see Ward/Joukowsky 1992; Cline 2014; Millek 
2020; Knapp 2021 with a recent review of the literature. For the political continuity in the northern 
Levant in the early stages of the Iron Age, see Bryce 2012, 83–98; Weeden 2013, 6–10. 

3 In recent years, there has been a widespread agreement that copper was one of the most important 
raw materials originating in the Levant during the Iron Age. For the excavations carried out at the 
copper production sites in the Aravah Valley, see Levy/Najjar/Ben-Yosef 2014; Ben-Yosef 2016. 

4 Na’aman 1997, 125–126; Sader 2014a, 26; Sergi/de Hulster 2016. 
5 On forced participation in local alliances in the Ancient Near East, see Na’aman 1991. 
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collapse of many of the territorial kingdoms6 and thus also to the conclusion of an im-
portant chapter in the history of the Levant. 

In this book, I discuss the archaeology and history of the Iron Age communities lo-
cated in the territories between the core regions of Israel and Aram-Damascus, two of 
the most influential kingdoms that emerged across the Levant (Figure 1). While the 
names of most of these communities remain unknown, a bottom-up approach to their 
settlement history and material culture reveals a distinct narrative that only at times in-
tersected with the story of Israel and Aram-Damascus.7 It produces, thus, a more com-
plex understanding of the historical upheavals and power relations in the central Levant. 

 

 

Figure 1: The central Levant with regions included in this study marked in dashed line (created with 
QGIS 3.16 and World Shaded Relief of Esri 2014) 

 
6 For overviews of the Assyrian policy in the west, see Berlejung 2012; Aster/Faust 2018. 
7 In the last years, it became evident that the attempts to reconstruct large-scale identities based on 

material culture (e.g., “Israelites” or “Aramaeans”) ultimately lead to dead ends and generate frustration 
(see especially Bonatz 2019 in relation to the so-called material culture of the Aramaeans; see also 
Frevel 2018a, 217). Against this background, A.M. Maeir (2021, 143) has recently suggested abandon-
ing what he calls “grand narratives” in favor of bottom-up archaeological reconstructions. 
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1.1 On the Formation of the Territorial Kingdoms 

Conventionally, the formation of territorial kingdoms in the Levant has been understood 
in neo-evolutionary terms as the development of rural kin-based populations into urban 
societies, which together formed a highly centralized political entity.8 Some scholars 
emphasized the role of environmental conditions, while others highlighted the ethnic or 
social ties of the local populations,9 but the basic theory remained the same. 

In the last few decades, the traditional approaches to Ancient Near East state-for-
mation processes have been challenged. It has been argued that ancient polities, the Iron 
Age kingdoms of the Levant among them, should not be viewed as a reflection of mod-
ern national states but rather be understood in social terms that fit past societies.10 Fol-
lowing Max Weber, several scholars proposed that the social and political structures of 
Ancient Near Eastern societies were always kin-based and that the understanding of 
authority did not depend on their socio-economic mode.11 Others, who discussed the 
nature of the relationship between rulers and the populations living in their domain, 
argue that the political hierarchy in ancient kingdoms should be seen as patronage rela-
tions.12 According to this view, the king, who stood at the top of the political hierarchy, 
and various local clan leaders were bonded in a patron-client relationship that imposed 
reciprocity on both sides, usually in the form of political or economic exchange.13 

All of these new concepts, well-received and gradually adopted by many historians 
and archaeologists,14 force us to rethink the formation of Israel and Aram-Damascus, 
and particularly, the meaning of the territorial expansion of these kingdoms into the 
central Levant. The Israelite and Damascene monarchs apparently established their au-
thority over this region by forming (or enforcing) alliances with numerous clan leaders 
with whom they did not necessarily have previous contacts.15 With these thoughts in 
mind, it is apparent why the history and archaeology of the Iron Age communities in the 

 
8 For the history of the conventional paradigm, see Master 2001, 123–128; more broadly, Van-

Valkenburgh/Osborne 2013, 3–7. See also Osborne 2021, 9–11. 
9 E.g., Finkelstein 1988; Knauf 1992; Joffe 2002; Faust 2006. 
10 Stager 1985, 25; idem 2003; Master 2001; Schloen 2001; most recently, Thomas 2021. 
11 Master 2001, 128–130; Schloen 2001, passim. 
12 E.g., Pfoh 2009; Sergi/de Hulster 2016. Based on an analysis of the Mesha Stele, it has been 

argued that the entities involved usually formed from the integration of earlier and smaller in size 
political associations (Routledge 1997; idem 2004; see also Sergi/de Hulster 2016, 2). 

13 Niemann 2008; Nam 2012 (both based on the Samaria Ostraca). See also Master 2014, 83–85.  
14 In light of these new advances, A.M. Maeir and I. Shai (2016) argued that the Kingdom of Judah 

was established on alliances between the royal dynasty in Jerusalem  and  strong clans in the south, 
including ones that formerly prospered under Philistine Gath’s shadow (see also Shai/Maeir 2018 with 
some updates). For a similar argument regarding the Kingdom of Geshur, see Sergi/Kleiman 2018. 

15 A particularly relevant historical example of such a process is the case of Dahir al-‘Umar, a local 
leader that was active in the Lower Galilee in the late 17th and 18th centuries CE. At that time, the 
imperial control of the Ottoman Empire over Palestine weakened, and through a series of alliances with 
local tribes, he succeeded in imposing his political authority over the Galilee, the coast, and even parts 
of the highlands (Niemann 1997, 265–267; Joudah 1987). For similar case studies from the Ottoman 
period, see Marfoe 1979a, 25 (on the rise of Fakhar ed-Din II); Arie 2011, 71–72 (on the rise of Aqil 
Agha); Thareani 2019a, 193–196 (on the rise of the el-Fa‘our family). 
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central Levant should not be reconstructed through the lens of the elite groups who sub-
jugated them, i.e., the Hebrew Bible, but rather on finds from the central Levant itself. 

1.2 In the Shadow of the Deuteronomistic History 

The Hebrew Bible, and more specifically, the parts associated by scholars with the Deu-
teronomistic History, had and still has an overwhelming lingering influence on the in-
terpretation of the history and archaeology of Iron Age communities in the central Le-
vant. By adhering to the biblical narratives, it has often been assumed that at the end of 
the second millennium BCE, territories such as the Hula Valley and Golan Heights were 
repopulated by foreign people, sometimes designated Proto-Israelites.16 As the Hebrew 
Bible mentions the presence of Canaanite populations in the central Levant, as well as 
local allegedly Aramaean kingdoms  (e.g., Jos 13:13), scholars have been forced to 
acknowledge the existence of local enclaves in this region. However, they have down-
played their socio-cultural and political impact to the minimum.17 It is also frequently 
assumed that with the establishment of David and Solomon’s United Monarchy, the 
settled populations, who until then lived in kin-based rural settlements, underwent rapid 
urbanization and constructed elaborate cities and cultic centers. And for the most part, 
these settlements developed without much disturbance until the late 8th century BCE. 

Fieldwork carried out at prominent sites in the central Levant, especially Tel Hazor 
and Tel Dan, revealed detailed stratigraphic sequences and many finds,18 generally in-
terpreted to line up with the main stages in the biblical history of Ancient Israel. First, 
the decline of the Canaanite city-states in the 13th century BCE and the destruction of 
Stratum XIII at Tel Hazor were correlated to the conquest narrative (e.g., Jos 11). Sec-
ond, the appearance of many rural settlements in the 12th–11th centuries BCE and the so-
called Israelite material culture in some sites (e.g., Strata VI–IVB at Tel Dan and Strata 
XII–XI at Tel Hazor) was evidence of the settlement of the tribes (e.g., Judg 18). Third, 
monumental architecture at Tel Hazor (Strata X–IX) represented the establishment of 
David and Solomon’s kingdom (e.g., 1 Kgs 9:15) and the development of the northern 
cities (e.g., Strata VIII–V at Tel Hazor or Strata IVA–II at Tel Dan) reflected the pros-
perity of the Northern Kingdom in the 9th–8th centuries BCE (e.g., 2 Kgs 14:25). Fourth, 
the destruction of northern cities (e.g., Stratum V at Tel Hazor and Stratum II at Tel 
Dan) was correlated to the Assyrian conquests of 732 BCE (e.g., 2 Kgs 15:29). 

Biblical scholars today agree that most  of the relevant biblical accounts, specifically 
those originating from the Deuteronomistic school, were committed to writing many 
years after the fall of the Northern Kingdom (and sometimes even centuries after the 

 
16 Dever 2003, 194–200. For problems with the term Proto-Israelites, see Kletter 2006. 
17 E.g., Mazar et al. 1964; Kochavi 1989; Lemaire 2019, 249–250. 
18 For the most up-to-date information regarding the Iron Age at Hazor, see Ben-Tor/Ben-

Ami/Sandhaus 2012; Ben-Tor 2016, 118–166. The Iron Age I finds revealed in the old excavations at 
Tel Dan were recently published (Ilan 2019a), and the Iron Age II remains are currently being prepared 
for final publication by Y. Thareani (for preliminary reports on the finds, see idem 2016a; idem 2016b). 
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periods they allegedly described).19 Consequently, these texts reflect a combination of 
the theological ideology of the authors and the historical reality of their days and not of 
earlier periods. Moreover, the authors never intended to write a political history of Israel 
and Judah in the modern sense, nor did they plan to sketch a social history of Canaan or 
systematically describe the different identities that existed in the region or beyond (and 
this is without even delving into the hermeneutical issues relating to the meaning of 
identity in ancient societies).20 The biblical authors selectively reworked ancient sources 
that were available to them in order to promote their theological ideas. Detailed descrip-
tions of non-Judahite identities (and histories) were, therefore, of little importance to the 
authors, especially groups that prospered many years before their time or those located 
far to the north, on which they knew very little.21 

Archaeological research has also contributed significantly to the collapse of this con-
ventional paradigm. Most scholars agree that the Late Bronze Age city-states declined 
over several decades22 and especially that this process was a broad Eastern Mediterra-
nean phenomenon.23 The appearance of the new villages in the central hill country and 
beyond is regarded nowadays as the result of a complex and cyclical set of socio-eco-
nomic processes resulting in the archaeological visibility of local groups already there 
(and such developments were neither unique to the highlands nor to the Iron Age I).24 
Changes in the absolute dates of Iron Age ceramic horizons, many of which are enjoying 
widespread consensus, called for parting from the traditional interpretation of David and 
Solomon’s kingdom, leaving little material evidence supporting a large-scale polity cen-
tered in Jerusalem.25 Nothing in the excavations carried out in the city or its countryside 
justify the reconstruction of the early monarchy as depicted in the Hebrew Bible.26 Even 
the impressive finds from Samaria, which by far surpass those found in the extensively-
excavated Jerusalem, do not facilitate the reconstruction of a large-scale entity without 

 
19 E.g., Na’aman 1994; idem 2007, 387–388; Finkelstein/Silberman 2002; Mazar 2014, 347–349. 
20 Maeir 2019; idem 2021 with detailed discussion and updated literature. 
21 Na’aman 2002a; idem 2016a, 131. 
22 E.g., Finkelstein 1988, 295–302; Dever 2003, 37–74; Faust 2006, 176; Mazar 2014, 349. 
23 Ward/Joukowsky 1992; Cline 2014; Knapp 2021 with an extensive list of earlier studies. 
24 Finkelstein 1988. For a similar phenomenon in the northern Levant, see Schwartz 1989. Recently, 

Y. Gadot (2017) proposed that the settlement of rural settlements in the highlands could also be linked 
to the expansion of the urban sector of the Iron Age cities (e.g., the city-state of Shechem). 

25 E.g., Wightman 1990; Finkelstein 2010a; idem 2019; Herzog/Singer-Avitz 2004. For other view-
points on Jerusalem (and its monuments) in the 10th century BCE, see Sergi 2017; Mazar 2020a. 

26 Herzog/Singer-Avitz 2004; Lehmann 2004; Finkelstein 2011a; Maeir 2012; Sergi 2013; Na’aman 
2013; Lehmann/Niemann 2014; and see, in particular, Gadot/Uziel 2017 for the few pre-late 8th century 
BCE monuments that were found in the city. In the past few years, several archaeologists working in 
lowland sites (Beth-Shemesh, Khirbet Qeiyafa, and Tel ‘Eitun) argued that there is sufficient evidence 
for reconstructing a large-scale kingdom centered in Jerusalem as early as the 10th century BCE (Buni-
movitz/Lederman 2001; Garfinkel et al. 2016; Faust/Sapir 2018). However, the dating of some of the 
finds to the 10th century BCE (e.g., Building 101 at Tel ‘Eitun) is highly problematic (Shai/Maeir 2018, 
n. 6; Finkelstein 2020). In other cases, with more secure dating (e.g., Khirbet Qeiyafa), the connection 
of the finds to the highlands, rather than to a local polity, is unproven (Na’aman 2010a; idem 2017a; 
Koch 2012, 54–56; idem 2021, n. 10; Lehmann/Niemann 2014, 86; Niemann 2017; for the alternative 
reconstructions, see Garfinkel et al. 2016; Fantalkin/Finkelstein 2017; Faust 2020). 
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the evidence from the lowlands (e.g., Tel Hazor, Tel Megiddo, and Tel Gezer).27 After 
all, it is the political influence and impact over territories located beyond its immediate 
vicinity that differentiate a territorial kingdom from a city-state.28 

Altogether, a reconstruction of the settlement history of Iron Age communities in the 
central Levant based solely on biblical evidence is methodologically unsound and, in 
essence, subjugates the local narratives to those of the ruling elites. Here, I intended to 
reproduce a narrative based on the material remains found in those communities while 
not ignoring the historical fact that for an extended period, they were indeed ruled by 
the elites who emerged in the Samaria Highlands and the Damascus Oasis. While it is 
clear that the interpretation of the archaeological record is not problem-free,29 it still 
provides discrete evidence collected from the investigated societies themselves. 

1.3 Between Israel and Aram-Damascus 

Biblical and extra-biblical texts suggest that Israel and Aram-Damascus competed over 
the political control of the territories and communities located between them for most 
of their existence. Interpreting these textual sources is not always easy, especially in the 
case of biblical narratives that allegedly describe 10th and early 9th centuries BCE reali-
ties. Nevertheless, from the mid-9th century BCE, there is more or less a consensus 
among scholars on the sequences of events and the frequent changes in the power bal-
ance between the two kingdoms (Figure 2).30 

1.3.1 The 10th Century BCE 

Biblical references to early events in the history of Israel and Aram-Damascus are sur-
prisingly plentiful, especially compared to the limited information on the first half of 
the 8th century BCE.31 Having said that, most scholars also agree that these accounts are 
colored by the ideologies of the biblical authors in the late monarchic period, as well as 
conflated by the passage of many generations before they were written, as mainly ex-
pressed in the depiction of David and Solomon’s kingdom. Consequently, the historical 
reliability and chronological setting of nearly every event that refers to the time before 
the mid-9th century BCE have been questioned and depend entirely on one’s approach 
to the biblical materials. Scholars who support the existence of a large-scale territorial 
entity ruled from Jerusalem in the early 10th century BCE usually accept the description 
of David’s wars against the kingdoms of Beth-Rehob and Aram-Damascus (2 Sam 8:3; 

 
27 On the excavations, see Tappy 1992; Franklin 2004; Finkelstein 2011b; Sergi/Gadot 2017. 
28 For a comparison between the case of Labayu, almost certainly the ruler of Shechem in the 14th 

century BCE, and the territorial expansion of the Northern Kingdom, see Finkelstein/Na’aman 2005. 
29 Na’aman 2010b, and especially, Pioske 2019 with detailed discussion.  
30 The literature on the relations between Israel and Aram, especially during Hazael’s reign, is par-

ticularly extensive. For historical reevaluations from the last decades, see Pitard 1987; Lemaire 1991; 
idem 2019; Lipiński 2000, 367–470; Hafthorsson 2006; Niehr 2011; Hasegawa 2012; Ghantous 2013; 
Berlejung 2014; Younger 2016, 564–652; Frevel 2018, 213–221; idem 2019a; Zwickel 2019. 

31 See summaries in Hafthorsson 2006, 137–184; Lemaire 2019; Zwickel 2019. 
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1 Kgs 11:23–24) as reflecting historical reality, and only minor details in some of the 
narratives are questioned.32 According to this line of interpretation, more clues for the 
United Monarchy’s territorial extent during the 10th century BCE can be gleaned from 
the following accounts: 1) David’s marriage to the daughter of the king of Geshur (2 
Sam 3:3 ), 2) the list of the cities built by Solomon (1 Kgs 9:15), and 3) the description 
of Sheba’s revolt and his flight to Abel Beth-Maacah (2 Sam 20). Based on these 
sources, it has been assumed that in the 10th century BCE, the Hula Valley and nearby 
regions were included within the extent of the United Monarchy and that these territories 
were inherited by the north-Israelite kings (see, e.g., 1 Kgs 12:26–33; 1 Kgs 15:20).33 
 

 

Figure 2: Schematic illustration of the  shifting power balance between Israel and Aram 

An utterly different picture is drawn by scholars who do not accept the historicity of the 
United Monarchy and question the reliability of at least some of the events associated 
with the 10th and early 9th centuries BCE.34 I. Finkelstein, for instance, has contested the 
traditional view presented above in a series of articles and books, arguing that the North-
ern Kingdom expanded its political influence to the far north only after the rise of the 
Omride Dynasty in Samaria.35 Furthermore, he asserted that these regions were previ-
ously ruled by local city-states, similar to those encountered in the Jezreel Valley (e.g., 
Stratum VIA at Megiddo or Stratum XVII at Tel Yoqne‘am).36 In addition, most of the 
critical scholars dismiss today the accounts of 1 Kgs 12:26–33  (the construction of the 

 
32 Younger 2016, 565–571; Lemaire 2019, 246–250; Zwickel 2019, 272–274. 
33 See, e.g., Ben-Tor 2000, 11; Lipiński 2000, 372; Hafthorsson 2006, 143–144; Younger 2016, 

571–580; Lemaire 2019, 250–251; Zwickel 2019, 274–275; Yahalom-Mack et al. 2021. 
34 See, e.g., Finkelstein 2011c; idem 2013; idem 2016a; Na’aman 2002b; idem 2007; idem 2012; 

idem 2017b; Arie 2008; Hasegawa 2012; Berlejung 2009; idem 2014; Sergi 2015, 60–62. 
35 Finkelstein 2011c, 230–231; idem 2013, 74–76; idem 2016a. See also Arie 2008. 
36 Finkelstein 1999b, 59–60; idem 2017 (see also Kleiman 2019a; idem 2019b). For a comprehensive 

discussion of the archaeology and history of the Jezreel Valley in the Iron Age I, see Arie 2011. 
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cult centers in Bethel and Dan) and 1 Kgs 15:20 (Ben-Hadad I’s campaign) as reliable 
sources for reconstructing events in the late 10th/early 9th centuries BCE.37 

1.3.2 The Early 9th Century BCE 

As already stated above, more agreement exists in regard to the reliability of events that 
occurred in the first half of the 9th century BCE, many of which are also mentioned in 
extra-biblical sources. For instance, there is a wide consensus that the military cam-
paigns of the Assyrians to the west in the days of Shalmaneser III forced some cooper-
ation between the local kingdoms. The Kurkh Monolith particularly provides a unique 
snapshot of these local alliances, revealing, inter alia, an interesting collaboration be-
tween Israel and Aram-Damascus.38 Both kingdoms fought side by side against the As-
syrians in the Orontes Valley in 853 BCE. However, the cooperation between them did 
not last long. A decade later, around 842/841 BCE, Joram and Ahaziah attacked Ra-
moth-Gilead (1 Kgs 22), a Damascene stronghold in the Irbid Plateau.39 From a histori-
cal perspective, the battle was disastrous for the Israelite monarchy. Besides the proba-
ble death of Joram and Ahaziah,40 the remaining heirs of the Omride Dynasty fell victim 
to a rebellion led by Jehu (2 Kgs 9), a military official and a member of an influential 
clan named Nimshi, which most likely resided in the Beth-Shean Valley.41 

 
37 Note that while the construction of the cult centers in Bethel and Dan by Jeroboam I can hardly 

be taken as representing 10th century BCE reality (for the biblical materials, see Berlejung 2009; for 
the archaeological remains from Tel Dan and Bethel, see Arie 2008; Finkelstein/Singer-Avitz 2009, 
respectively), the description of the cities conquered by Ben-Hadad I (1 Kgs 15:20) could be understood 
as an older, fragmentary source that was compiled using later materials, such as the list of towns con-
quered by Tiglath-Pileser III in 2 Kgs 15:29 (Na’aman 2007, 406; Sergi 2015, 60–62). 

38 Grayson 1996, 11, 24. This alliance must have been a temporary arrangement, as in the following 
years, the Northern Kingdom did not fight against the Assyrians (Lipiński 1977, 273–274). 

39 During the 838/837 BCE military campaigns of the Assyrians against Aram-Damascus, Israel’s 
northeastern border was located to the west of the Hauran (and probably also to the west of the Jordan 
River as was the case in the late 8th century BCE). In the royal annals of Shalmaneser III, he mentions 
two main Damascene cities in addition to the capital: Danabu and Malaha (Grayson 1996, 79; Yamada 
2000, 205–209). The exact location of these cities is disputed, but most scholars place them in the 
Nuqra Plain, east of the Ruqqad River (for discussions, see Lipiński 2000, 350–354; Hasegawa 2012, 
55–58; Na’aman 2012, 92–93; Younger 2016, 558–564; Lemaire 2019, 255; Zwickel 2019, 277–278). 
As of today, the easternmost identification for Malaha is in Malah es-Sarrar, a small village in the 
eastern part of Jabal ed-Druz (Sader 1987, 266). No mound was reported in the village itself, but schol-
ars, who visited the Hauran at the beginning of the 20th century CE, mentioned that about 1.6 km to the 
northeast, there is a 60 m high hill with ancient architectural remains that is called Tell el-Mujedda 
(Butler/Norris/Stoever 1930, 29). Another archaeological site in the vicinity of Malah es-Sarrar exists 
ca. 7 km to the north of the village and is called Hebike. It was surveyed by F. Braemer (1993, 144), 
who reported the existence of Iron Age sherds and a ‘cyclopean’ wall which he dates to the Middle 
Bronze Age. Danabu should most likely be identified with Tell ed-Dunayba near Izraa (e.g., Lemaire 
2019, 255) or with Tell ed-Dabba, ca. 30 km to the east (e.g., Rohmer 2020, 235). 

40 Lipiński 1977, 274–275; Na’aman 2000, 104; Sergi 2016 with earlier references. 
41 For a reevaluation of the relations between Israel and Aram during the time of the Nimshide kings, 

see Hasegawa 2012. For the possible background of Jehu, see Mazar 2016, 110. Interestingly, the 
events associated with this coup d’état seem to be remembered in the north for many years (Hos 1:4). 
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1.3.3 The Late 9th Century BCE 

The dominance of Aram-Damascus in the second half of the 9th century BCE, during the 
reign of Hazael, is attested by many biblical and extra-biblical sources (especially the 
Tel Dan Stele, but also by Hazael’s Booty Inscriptions) and is accepted by many schol-
ars.42 During the years, scholars even characterized Aram-Damascus of Hazael’s reign 
as a mini-empire, a description that may be justified bearing in mind the inconsistent 
use of the term in the current historical and archaeological literature.43 References to the 
political supremacy of Aram-Damascus during the reign of Hazael are also common in 
the biblical sources (e.g., 2 Kgs 12:18; 13:3, 22; Amos 1:3; 6:2). All of this means that 
during most of the reigns of Jehu and Jehoahaz, the political control of Israel was per-
haps limited to the Samaria Highlands and its immediate vicinity. 

1.3.4 The 8th Century BCE 

Our historical information regarding the relations between Israel and Aram-Damascus 
in the 8th century BCE is surprisingly low.44 However, it is clear that the superiority of 
Aram-Damascus obviously did not last long, and towards the end of the 9th century BCE, 
the Kingdom of Israel struck back, probably exploiting Hazael’s death (ca. 805) and the 
renewal of the military campaigns of the Assyrians to the west in the days of Adad-
Nirari III (810–783 BCE).45 If the biblical accounts of Israel’s territorial expansion into 
the Lebanese Beqaa in the days of Jeroboam II (2 Kgs 14:25) and the Transjordan (Amos 

 
42 Pitard 1987, 145–159; Na’aman 1997; Hafthorsson 2006; Niehr 2011; Hasegawa 2012, 52–83, 

105; Finkelstein 2013, 119–128; Ghantous 2013; Younger 2016, 591–630; Frevel 2018a, 220–221. 
43 E.g., Mazar 1962; Younger 2016, 591–632, and see detailed discussion in Frevel 2018b. Archae-

ologically speaking, the evidence for Hazael’s expansion to the northern Levant remains unclear. De-
struction layers dating to the Iron Age IIA have not been detected in mounds located in Syria or south-
eastern Turkey. At most of the local settlements (e.g., the Hama Citadel, Tell Qarqur, and Tell Afis), 
the timeframe of the 9th–8th centuries BCE is understood as an uninterrupted sequence, with an apparent 
traumatic event occurring only with the Assyrian campaigns to the west in the 8th century BCE; this is 
probably one of the reasons for the difficulties in determining the ceramic profile of the Iron IIA in 
inland Syria (Mazzoni 2014, 694–697). Of course, relying too much on negative evidence is always 
risky, especially when dealing with the fragmentary nature of many of the Iron Age remains exposed 
in the northern Levant. However, the fact that events dated to the Iron Age IIB have been found (e.g., 
Period E1 at Hama Citadel) should facilitate a case against assumed and undetected Iron Age IIA de-
structions. Our knowledge regarding the involvement of Aram-Damascus in the Lebanese Beqaa in the 
10th and 9th centuries BCE is similarly limited, but there are still some clues. N. Na’aman (1995a, 388–
390; see also Ghantous 2013) proposed that the ‘mq mentioned in Hazael’s Booty Inscriptions alludes 
to the Lebanese Beqaa, known in the Late Bronze Age as the Land of ‘Amqi (Aharoni 1953; Na’aman 
1999; Rainey 2015, 21–22) and that Hazael’s hometown was in this area. If Na’aman’s proposal is 
correct, then there are good reasons to assume that this region was also controlled by Aram-Damascus, 
at least in the 9th century BCE (but for an alternative view, see Younger 2016, 602, n. 193). 

44 Only a few bits of historical information illuminate the days of Jeroboam II (Finkelstein/Schmid 
2017 with additional articles in the same issue; see also Na’aman 2019), and nearly nothing is known 
about the reign of Hadyan of Damascus (Grayson 1996, 239–240; Younger 2016, 356, 640–642). 

45 For a historical reevaluation of Adad-Nirari III’s reign, see Siddall 2013. Note that Joash is men-
tioned among the kings that paid tribute to the Assyrians (Grayson 1996, 209–212). 
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6:13–14) are accurate, then in the early 8th century BCE, the southwestern border of 
Aram-Damascus was pushed back to the Laja, or even to the Damascus Oasis.46 

But a few decades later, around the mid-8th century BCE, the political balance shifted 
once again. Biblical and extra-biblical sources inform us that during the reign of Rezin 
(ca. 738–732 BCE), the last king of Aram-Damascus, the borders of the Aramaean king-
dom expanded at the expense of its southern neighbor. Details on this period derive from 
short remarks in the Hebrew Bible (2 Kgs 15:36; 16:1–6; Isa 7:1). These comments 
indicate the superiority of Aram-Damascus over Israel (and Judah) at that time. Lastly, 
additional data on the relations between the two kingdoms are supplied by two summary 
inscriptions from the time of Tiglath-Pileser III, which delineate the border between 
Aram-Damascus and Israel along the Jordan River.47 These inscriptions indicate that 
Aram-Damascus’s political control reached Abel Shittim, at that time, a town located in 
the Jordan Valley (possibly to be located in Tell el-Kefrein or Tell el-Hammam).48 

1.3.5 The Contribution of the Archaeological Research 

Archaeology has played only a minor role in the reconstruction of the history of the 
relations between Israel and Aram-Damascus and, in general, in determining the role 
played by the local populations of the central Levant. In most cases, the data from the 
field were brought in to support or reject the identification of ancient sites or to reinforce 
some aspects of the texts.49 More recent works have indeed attempted to integrate the 
material evidence into historical reconstructions in a more comprehensive fashion, alt-
hough usually, this remains secondary to the texts.50 Only in three cases has archaeolog-
ical research played a major role: 1) the attribution of Iron Age IIA destructions to the 
military campaigns of Aram-Damascus against Israel51 and nearby polities,52 2) the cor-
relation of the settlement system emerged around the Sea of Galilee with a small Ara-
maean polity known in the biblical sources as Geshur,53 and 3) the association of the 
construction of two royal cities in the Hula Valley, Tel Dan and Tel Hazor, with Aram-
Damascus.54 While these suggestions have gained much support in research, many 
scholars have also argued against their viability and suggested more conventional inter-
pretations.55 Accordingly, one of the goals of the current study is also to re-evaluate 
these issues, especially those pertaining to Iron Age communities in the central Levant. 

 
46 For the possibility that some of David’s wars against the Arameans reflect the territorial expansion 

of the Northern Kingdom in the days of Jeroboam II, see Na’aman 2017b, 313–315. 
47 Na’aman 1995b; Tadmor/Yamada 2011, 105–107 (for H. Tadmor’s old view, see idem 1962). 
48 For the identification of Abel Shittim, see Finkelstein/Koch/Lipschits 2012, 138. 
49 E.g., Mazar 1962; Pitard 1987, n. 79. 
50 Lipiński 2000, 347–407; Hasegawa 2012, 65–68; Ghantous 2013, 16–17. 
51 Na’aman 1997, 126–127; Finkelstein 2009, 118, 121–122; Kleiman 2016. 
52 Maeir 2012, 26–49 (for Tell es-Safi/Gath); Lehmann 2019 (for other settlements in the south). 
53 Kochavi 1989; Na’aman 2012; Arav 2013; Sergi/Kleiman 2018. 
54 Finkelstein 1999b; Lipiński 2000, 351; Arie 2008, 36–37. 
55 E.g., Herr 2013, 240; Zwickel 2019, 278 (on the attribution of the destruction of Philistine Gath 

to Hazael of Damascus); Ben-Tor 2000 (on the association of Stratum VIII at Tel Hazor with the Ara-
maeans); Thareani 2016a; idem 2019a; idem 2019b (on the dating of Stratum IVA at Tel Dan); Pakkala 
2010; idem 2013 (on the identification of the Kingdom of Geshur in the archaeological record). 
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1.4 Geographical and Chronological Frameworks 

1.4.1 Defining the Central Levant 

Since my goal in this study is to provide a distinct narrative for the Iron Age communi-
ties that prospered under the shadow of Israel and Aram-Damascus, it makes sense to 
focus on their mutual borderlands rather than on regions located in the heartlands of 
these polities (e.g., the Samaria Highlands or the Damascus Oasis).56 However, and as 
is the case with the territories of other kingdoms in the Ancient Near East, the political 
border between Israel and Aram-Damascus was loosely defined, and its exact extent was 
a matter of ongoing dispute.57 In this light, it is clear why determining the location of 
their borderlands, and thereby the geographical scope of this study, is a challenging 
endeavor. To overcome this obstacle, I decided to limit my discussion to several well-
defined regions mentioned in biblical and extra-biblical sources in conjunction with ter-
ritorial disputes, military conflicts, or political achievements, and located outside the 
heartlands58 of either Israel and Aram-Damascus: the Lebanese Beqaa (including Marj 
‘Ayyun), the Hula Valley (including the Korazim Plateau), the Sea of Galilee, the Golan 
Heights, the Nuqra Plain (down to Busra esh-Sham), and the Irbid Plateau. In contrast 
to the Jezreel and Beth-shean Valleys and the Laja, which probably comprised the core 
territories of Israel and Aram-Damascus from the beginning, the regions listed above 
changed hands several times during the 9th and 8th centuries BCE. Echoes of these terri-
torial shifts can be found in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Judg 18:27; 2 Kgs 13:14–19; 14:25; 
Amos 1:3; 6:13–14), in a single royal inscription (i.e., the Tel Dan Stele), and indirectly, 
also in the Assyrian texts (e.g., the royal annals of Shalmaneser III). 

It is difficult to find a term that encapsulates these regions, which are located today 
within four modern states59 and cover various geographical niches and environments. 
For convenience, I will use the term “central Levant” in this book, although, in theory, 
it may include areas that are not discussed here (e.g., the Galilee Mountains).60 

1.4.2 The Chronology of the Iron Age 

The chronological framework of this study ranges from the collapse of the Late Bronze 
Age city-states to the beginning of Assyrian conquests  against Israel and Aram-

 
56 According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term “borderland” means “a land or district on 

or near the border between two countries or districts.” B.J. Parker (2006, 80) expressed his uneasiness 
regarding the term, arguing that the word “border” may increase confusion regarding its definition. In 
my view, the opposite is true. The inclusion of the word “land” in this term prevents any confusion 
regarding its spatial definition as an area rather than a line (e.g., boundary or border). 

57 Sader 2014a, 26; Finkelstein 2016a; Sergi/de Hulster 2016. For the territories held by the Ara-
maean Kingdoms, see Dušek/Mynářová 2019, with several case studies from the Ancient Near East. 

58 R. Kletter (1999, 27–28), for instance, employed the term “heartland” as a reference to territories 
that were always under the political control of the Judean Kingdom. 

59 While the inclusion of territories located in different modern states in this research resulted in 
some challenges (e.g., accessibility), it also yields a few advantages, especially the elimination of mod-
ern borders as a guiding principle for the geographical framework (see also Osborne 2021, 1–4). 

60 For recent works dealing with the Galilee Mountains in the Iron Age, see Katz 2020; idem 2021. 
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Damascus in the second half of the 8th century BCE (ca. 1150–750 BCE). As chrono-
logical issues are at the center of many of the historical problems concerning this period, 
a few words must be dedicated to the topic. 

It is a well-known fact that the relative and absolute chronology of the Iron Age has 
been the subject of intensive debate for several decades, particularly since the introduc-
tion of the Low Chronology in the mid-1990s.61 In recent years, however, several pub-
lications, mainly from the long-term excavation projects of Tel Megiddo, Tel Rehov, 
and Tel Dor, added important data to the discussion and forced all the participants in the 
debate to modify their initial views on various chronological issues such as the absolute 
date of the Iron Age I/II transition. In the following sections, I specify my view on three 
relevant chronological problems (for the relative and absolute dates, see Table 1).62 

Table 1: Comparative table of radiocarbon-dated stratigraphic sequences in the south-
ern Levant 

NEAEHL T. Megiddo T. Rehov T. Dor This Study 
Iron Age IB 
(ca. 1200–1150 BCE) 

VIIB D-7 
D-6 

LB|Ir1  Late Bronze Age III 
(ca. 1200–1150 BCE)63 

Iron Age IA 
(ca. 1150–1000 BCE) 

VIIA 
VIB 

VII Ir1a Early Iron Age I 
(ca. 1150–1100 BCE) 

VIA Ir1a|b 
Ir1b 

Late Iron Age I 
(ca. 1100–950 BCE) 

Iron Age IIA 
(ca. 1000–900 BCE) 

VB VI Ir1|2 Early Iron Age IIA 
(ca. 950–900 BCE) 

Level Q-564 
VA-IVB 

V 
IV 

Ir2a Late Iron Age IIA 
(ca. 900–830 BCE) 

Gap (IV cont.?) Ir2a|b Final Iron Age IIA 
(ca. 830–800 BCE) 

Iron Age IIB 
(ca. 900–700 BCE) 

IVA IIIB 
IIIA 

Ir2b Early Iron Age IIB 
(ca. 800–730/720 BCE) 

Note: Based on the dates and correlations given in Stern 1993; Gilboa et al. 2018; Mazar 2020b; 
Finkelstein et al. 2022. 

 
61 Finkelstein 1996. For recent and relevant studies concerning the debate over the chronology of 

the Iron Age, see Finkelstein/Piasetzky 2011; Mazar 2011; Lee/Bronk Ramsey/Mazar 2013; Toffolo et 
al. 2014; Fantalkin/Finkelstein/Piasetzky 2015; Kleiman et al. 2019. 

62 For accounts of these excavations, see Gilboa et al. 2018 (Tel Dor); Mazar/Panitz-Cohen 2020 
(Tel Rehov); Finkelstein/Ussishkin/Cline 2013; Finkelstein et al. 2022 (Tel Megiddo). The date of the 
transition between the early and late parts of the Iron Age I, which is of less importance to our subject, 
is not entirely clear. According to M.B. Toffolo et al. (idem 2014, 241; see also Finkelstein et al. 2017, 
274–275), it occurred around the mid-11th century BCE. 

63 Based on his work at Tel Lachish, D. Ussishkin (2004, 72–75) proposed that the timeframe of the 
12th century BCE should be nicknamed “Late Bronze Age III,” a designation that has been adopted by 
some (e.g., Finkelstein et al. 2017, 262) but rejected by others (e.g., Mazar 2009a, 24). 

64 Level Q-5 is a unique stratigraphic phase that was identified in the southeastern sector of Tel 
Megiddo (Area Q). It represents the early days of the late Iron Age IIA, parallel to Stratum V at Tel 
Rehov (see, e.g., Finkelstein/Kleiman 2019). For the stratigraphy, ceramic data, and radiocarbon dates 
of this phase, see Homsher/Kleiman 2022; Kleiman 2022a; Boaretto 2022, respectively. 



 1.4 Geographical and Chronological Frameworks 13 
 

a. The End of the Iron Age I 

According to A. Mazar, the destruction of the late Iron Age I cities in the northern val-
leys (e.g., Stratum VIA at Tel Megiddo) and the coast (e.g., Stratum X at Tell Qasile) 
represents the shift between the ceramic traditions of the Iron Age I and those of the 
Iron Age IIA.65 He sets, then, the transition between these periods a little bit lower than 
the traditional date, around 980 BCE. I. Finkelstein, in contrast, assumes that a short 
period of transformation between the ceramic assemblages is unlikely and that the de-
struction of the Canaanite cities was a gradual process.66 In my view, a lower date for 
the Iron Age I/II transition around the mid-10th century BCE should be preferred for the 
following reasons. First, squatter activity on the ruins of several Iron Age I settlements 
(e.g., Stratum IV at Tel Kinrot and Stratum XVI at Tel Yoqne‘am) includes ceramic 
assemblages still exhibiting Iron Age I traditions67 and strengthening the idea that the 
Iron Age I/IIA transition was a slow process during the first half of the 10th century 
BCE.68 Second, considering that the early Iron Age IIA strata in the north (e.g., Stratum 
VB at Tel Megiddo; for the sub-division of the period, see below) are relatively poor in 
finds, it is doubtful if this period should be allocated with more than half-century; this 
is to differ from the subsequent period, the late Iron Age IIA, which includes two phases 
with substantial building activity, e.g., Strata X–IX at Hazor, Strata V–IV and Tel Re-
hov, Levels Q-5 and Q-4 at Tel Megiddo, and Strata VIII and VII at Tel Gezer.69 

b. The Division of the Iron Age IIA 

The Iron Age IIA was conventionally perceived as a monolithic period and dated by 
scholars to the 10th century BCE.70 A. Zarzecki-Peleg’s research on the ceramic tradi-
tions of Tel Hazor, Tel Yoqne‘am, and Tel Megiddo was among the first attempts to 
develop a more nuanced framework for the Iron Age II ceramic industry in the northern 
valleys, but ultimately this work did not define clear sub-stages within the period.71 A. 
Gilboa and I. Sharon’s study was more comprehensive and even included references to 
archaeological evidence from Israel, Greece, Cyprus, and Phoenicia, as well as to radi-
ocarbon-dated strata, especially from the excavations of Tel Dor.72 Gilboa and Sharon 
defined two clear horizons within the “classical” Iron Age IIA: “Ir1|2” and “Ir2a.” Alt-
hough they were the first to identify indicative ceramic forms characterizing these 

 
65 Mazar 2005, 21, Table 2.1; idem 2011, 107, Table 2; idem 2020b, 85, Tables 4.2–4.3. 
66 Based on radiocarbon dates from sites in the northern valleys, I. Finkelstein and E. Piasetzky 

(2007a) proposed that the destruction of the Iron Age I cities was gradual. In their view, sites located 
in the Jezreel Valley were destroyed in the first half of the 10th century (maximum range of 985–935 
for the destruction of Stratum VIA at Tel Megiddo in Toffolo et al. 2014), while sites located in the 
east (e.g., Stratum IV at Tel Hadar) were destroyed a few decades later (ca. 950 BCE). 

67 Münger/Zangenberg/Pakkala 2011, 87 (on Tel Kinrot); Arie 2011, 275 (on Tel Yoqne‘am). 
68 Radiocarbon dates of short-lived samples from arid zones (Routledge et al. 2014; Ben-Yosef 

2016; Kleiman/Kleiman/Ben-Yosef 2017) support lower dates for the Iron Age I/II transition. 
69 On the early days of the late Iron Age IIA, see Kleiman 2018; Finkelstein/Kleiman 2019. 
70 Amiran 1969, 191; Mazar 1990, 372–373, Table 6; Stern 1993, 1529. 
71 Zarzecki-Peleg 1997; Zarzecki-Peleg/Cohen-Anidjar/Ben-Tor 2005. 
72 Gilboa/Sharon 2003. See also Gilboa/Sharon/Bloch-Smith 2015; Gilboa et al. 2018. 
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phases (e.g., the absence of Black-on-Red imports in the early horizon),73 their termi-
nology was not adopted by archaeologists working in the southern Levant.74 

Immediately after the publication of Gilboa and Sharon’s study, Z. Herzog and L. 
Singer-Avitz introduced their own chronological scheme for the Iron Age IIA in the 
south, attempting to reconcile the problems arising from both the conventional dates and 
the Low Chronology, mainly based on the stratified ceramic sequences of Tel Sheva 
(also known as Beersheba).75 In a nutshell, Herzog and Singer-Avitz argued for the lon-
gevity of Iron Age IIA strata in the southern Levant76 and asserted that clear early and 
late ceramic phases could be discerned within it.77 Two years later, they published an-
other article that dealt explicitly with the northern valleys.78 Relying on D. Ussishkin 
and J. Woodhead’s excavation at Tel Jezreel,79 they defined three phases within the Iron 
Age IIA in northern Israel: “pre-Jezreel Compound” (“early Iron Age IIA”), “Jezreel 
Compound” (“late Iron Age IIA”) and “post-Jezreel Compound” (“the final phase of the 
late Iron Age IIA”).80 However, the attempts to identify fossil directeurs for the early 
Iron Age IIA were not successful, and it was dated by the appearance of new types not 
produced in the Iron Age I, as well as by the absence of other ceramic forms indicative 
of the late Iron Age IIA horizon.81 Eventually, Herzog and Singer-Avitz’s terminology, 
and to a certain degree their dating, was adopted by many scholars.82 

Dating the absolute date of the transition between the early and late phases of the Iron 
Age IIA can be established today using the high-resolution archaeological data derived 
from two well-preserved “intermediate” Iron Age IIA phases, Level Q-5 at Tel Me-
giddo83 and Stratum V at Tel Rehov.84 These layers include clear remains and are ac-
companied by rich ceramic assemblages assigned to the cultural horizon of the late Iron 
Age IIA. Short-lived radiocarbon dates and Bayesian models from both sites limit the 
existence of these layers to the late 10th or early 9th century BCE. Important as well is 

 
73 For the convoluted history of research of the Black-on-Red Ware, see Schreiber 2003. 
74 For an updated discussion on the chronology of Phoenicia, see Sader 2019, 15–23, Table 1.1. 
75 Note that the essence of Z. Herzog and L. Singer-Avitz’s study was the question of state-formation 

in Judah. In contrast to the common view, they argued that social complexity developed first in the 
periphery of the kingdom (e.g., the Judean Shephelah) and not in Jerusalem. Despite its originality, this 
idea has not been accepted in research (e.g., Na’aman 2013; Sergi 2013; Lehmann/Niemann 2014). 

76 For a similar argument based on the excavations of Tel Hazor, see Aharoni/Amiran 1958. 
77 See also Ben-Shlomo/Shai/Maeir 2004, who also employed the term “Early Iron Age IIA.” 
78 Herzog/Singer-Avitz 2006, 166–167. 
79 For the results of the excavations at Tel Jezreel, see Ussishkin/Woodhead 1997. 
80 Herzog/Singer-Avitz 2006, 187. In this study and elsewhere, I refer to the last stage simply as 

“final Iron Age IIA” (Kleiman 2015, 199–200; idem 2021; Finkelstein/Kleiman 2019). Other scholars 
suggested different terminologies for this period, but all of them referred, more or less, to the same 
timeframe (Finkelstein/Sass 2013, 152; Katz/Faust 2014, 105–106; Shochat/Gilboa 2019, 380). 

81 See, in particular, E. Arie’s (2013a, 738) detailed study of the pottery of Stratum V at Megiddo. 
82 Fantalkin/Finkelstein 2006, 18–19; Maeir et al. 2008; Mazar/Bronk Ramsey 2008, 172; Mazar 

2014, 357; idem 2020b; Arie 2013a; Na’aman 2013; idem 2016b, and many others. A somewhat similar 
sub-division of the late Iron Age IIA was suggested by I. Finkelstein and B. Sass (2013, 152) in an 
article that dealt with the development of alphabetic writing in the southern Levant. 

83 Kleiman et al. 2017, 26–27; Homsher/Kleiman 2022; Kleiman 2022a; Boaretto 2022. 
84 Mazar 2016; idem 2020b; Mazar et al. 2005. 
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the fact that these layers do not signify the end of the Iron Age IIA at these sites; their 
(partial) destruction (or abandonment) is followed by successive phases (Level Q-4 at 
Tel Megiddo and Stratum IV at Tel Rehov), radiocarbon dated to the second half of the 
9th century BCE.85 According to these data, the ceramic traditions of the late Iron Age 
IIA emerged at the end of the 10th century BCE or slightly later (ca. 900 BCE). 

c. The Iron Age IIA/B Transition 

Notwithstanding the impressive results of Z. Herzog and L. Singer-Avitz’s research, 
their “final phase of the Iron Age IIA” was ill-defined and too reliant on the Jezreel 
Valley for stratigraphic and historical observations. A few years ago, I added to the 
discussion by suggesting that the appearance of ceramic forms heralding the beginning 
of the Iron Age IIB (e.g., shallow bowls, cooking pots with inverted stances and grooved 
rims, lamps with a flat base) may indicate that sites in the Coastal Plain (e.g., Stratum 
A7 at Tel Aphek) and the Judean Shephelah (e.g., Stratum A3 at Tell es-Safi/Gath) were 
destroyed at the end of the 9th century BCE, in the very end of the Iron Age IIA (i.e., the 
final phase of the Iron IIA);86 this scenario is supported by several radiocarbon dates.87 

Regarding the transition between the Iron Age IIA and IIB, A. Mazar sets the end of 
the Iron Age IIA at ca. 830 BCE based on the radiocarbon dates from the destruction of 
Stratum IV at Tel Rehov. Consequently, in his view, the last third of the 9th century BCE 
should be considered the beginning of the Iron Age IIB.88 However, the (partial) de-
structions of Iron Age IIA cities in the southern Levant –attributed to the wars between 
Israel and Aram-Damascus – did not necessarily lead to radical changes in ceramic tra-
ditions (as was the case of the Iron Age I/II transition).89 On the contrary, new data from 
excavated sites in the southern Levant90 suggest that both the Iron Age IIA/IIB transition 
and the destruction of the Iron Age IIA cities were gradual.91 In this light, I prefer to 
date the beginning of the Iron Age IIB to the early 8th century BCE with the construction 
of many new sites in the northern valleys (e.g., Stratum IVA at Tel Megiddo), the Judean 
Shephelah (e.g., Level 3 at Beth-Shemesh), and the desert (Kuntillet ‘Ajrud). 

Indeed, the ceramic assemblages of Stratum IVA at Tel Megiddo, Level 3 at Tel Beth-
Shemesh,92 and Kuntillet ‘Ajrud roughly belong to the same chronological horizon, the 

 
85 For the absolute dates from Tel Megiddo, see Toffolo et al. 2014; Boaretto 2022; for those from 

Tel Rehov, see Mazar et al. 2005; Lee/Bronk Ramsey/Mazar 2013; Mazar 2016, 105–112. 
86 Kleiman 2015, 198–200. 
87 E.g., Finkelstein/Piasetzky 2009; Garfinkel et al. 2019, Table 4. 
88 See also Arie 2008; Singer-Avitz 2018. In a few places, however, A. Mazar seems to acknowledge 

the possible continuation of the Iron Age IIA until ca. 800 BCE, especially concerning the destruction 
of Stratum IX at Tell Deir ‘Alla and Stratum IX at Tel Dothan (idem 2020b, 115; see also p. 127). 

89 For the destructions, see Na’aman 1997, 126–127; Finkelstein 2009, 121–122; Kleiman 2016. 
90 Arie 2008 (for Tel Dan); Ben-Tor/Ben-Ami/Sandhaus 2012 (for Tel Hazor); Shai/Maeir 2012 (for 

Tell es-Safi); Kleiman 2015 (for Tel Aphek); Shochat 2017 (for Tel Dor). 
91 See details in Kleiman 2015 (for the Sharon Plain); idem 2016 (for the southern Levant). 
92 Note that the excavators of Tel Beth-Shemesh (Bunimovitz/Lederman 2009, 136) do not accept a 

mid-8th century date for the destruction of Level 3. In their view, the destruction of the city should be 
understood as the result of the war between Joash and Amaziah (2 Kgs 14:11–13). 
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first half of the 8th century BCE.93 All of them represent, in my view, the early Iron Age 
IIB ceramic horizon (i.e., one stage before the cultural horizon associated with Stratum 
III at Tel Lachish). Having said that, the only places in the north that exhibit dense 
stratigraphic sequences within this period are Tel Dan (Strata III–II) and Tel Hazor 
(Strata VII–V). The former remains largely unpublished, and quantitative analyses of 
ceramic assemblages, so crucial in any attempt for high-resolution relative dating 
schemes, were not conducted for the latter.94 Activity in southern sites, such as Stratum 
III at Tel Lachish or Stratum II at Beer-Sheba, was maintained until Sennacherib’s cam-
paign of 701 BCE, about 30 years after the destruction of the northern sites. 

1.5 Research Organization 

The book is divided into three parts: 1) settlement history, 2) material culture, and 3) 
synthesis. Due to the low level of scholarly acquaintance with the settlement history of 
various sites in the central Levant, and especially in order to allow the development of 
regional narratives, I decided to present in Chapters 2–7 a critical review of the archae-
ology of the discussed regions: from the Lebanese Beqaa to the Irbid Plateau. Each of 
these chapters consists of a brief description of the historical and geographical context, 
a presentation of several key sites, and a regional synthesis.95 I specifically did not di-
vide the examined settlements between excavated and surveyed sites, as it was clear to 
me that the settlement trends in certain regions are not always accurately represented by 
the state of research; this was especially evident in the cases of the Lebanese Beqaa and 
the Irbid Plateau. Altogether, this part of the monograph can be seen as a guide for the 
less familiar (and discussed) sectors of the Levant in the Iron Age. 

Chapters 8–12 focus, then, on several cross-regional themes, such as architectural 
styles, ceramic traditions, and mortuary practices, and thus bring us one step closer to 
the synthesis. Choosing the discussed categories was not easy, of course, but I tried to 
select features representing different aspects of the local societies rather than limiting 
the study to one type of material culture (e.g., architecture or pottery). Chapters 13 and 
14 summarize, then, the results of the research and provide an archaeological-historical 
narrative for the Iron Age communities of the central Levant, as well as comments on 
selected long-term processes and issues (e.g., demographic changes, cult-related activ-
ity, and the question of whether a cohesive central Levantine cultural sphere exists). In 
addition, I also bring here three appendices with essential information on the discussed 
archaeological sites (Appendix A), a catalog of all the inscriptions and other inscribed 
items discovered throughout the years in the central Levant (Appendix B), and a list of 
all the published radiocarbon results of short-lived samples (Appendix C). 

 
93 Tel Beth-Shemesh until ca. 760 BCE (Finkelstein/Piasetzky 2009, 270–271), the northern sites 

(e.g., Stratum V at Tel Hazor) and Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, until the second half of the 8th century BCE. 
94 For an analysis of the published ceramic data from Stratum II at Tel Dan, see Arie 2008. The Iron 

Age II remains from the old excavations are the subject of ongoing research by Y. Thareani. 
95 References to the data in the website of the Israel Archaeological Survey (IAS) are based on the 

map numbers (e.g., IAS 36/1, no. 89). For the website, see https://survey.antiquities.org.il. 


