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THE SHESHONQ I CAMPAIGN AND THE 8TH-CENTURY-
BCE EARTHQUAKE-MORE ON THE ARCHAEOLOGY AND

HISTORY OF THE SOUTH IN THE IRON I-IIA

Alexander Fantalkin
Tel Aviv University

Israel Finkelstein
Tel Aviv University

Abstract
The article attempts to reconstruct the history of southern Israel (the Beersheba
Valley, the Shephelah and the southern Coastal Plain) in the Late Iron I and Iron
IIA. It shows that activity in the so-called 'Tel Masos chiefdom' commenced in the
Iron I and peaked in the Early Iron IIA-parallel to the copper mining activity at
Khirbet en-NalJas. Regarding the early phase of this time-span, the article proposes
that the Sheshonq I campaign did not bring about the destruction of the Tel Masos
chiefdom; rather, the major phase of activity in the south-in the Early Iron IIA-
was a result of Egyptian involvement in the region. Regarding the end of the Iron IIA,
the article rejects the notion that the Iron IIA-IIB transition should be affiliated with
the earthquake mentioned in Amos 1: 1; it dates this transition to ca. 800 BCE.

In a recent article in this journal, Ze'ev Herzog and Lily Singer-Avitz (2004)
identified two Iron Age ceramic phases in Judah and the south, which they labelled
Early and Late Iron IIA. In regard to the absolute dating ofthese phases, they offered
the following observations (2004: 229):
(l) Arad XII (dating to the Early Iron IIA) should be associated with Sheshonq I's

campaign; accordingly, the beginning of the Iron IIA should be placed in the
mid-10th century BCE (also Zimhoni 1985; for somewhat similar reasoning see
Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2001: 274-275; Mazar 2005: 19-20).

(2) The end of the Iron IIA should be associated with the earthquake mentioned in
Amos 1: 1 (2004: 229-230; following Ussishkin 1977: 52). This event is dated
to ca. 760 BCE (Dever 1992), ca. 750 BCE (Austin, Franz and Frost 2000), or
"any time between 780 and 740 BCE" (Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004: 230).

(3) Because of the intensity of building activity in the Late Iron IIA (fortifications
and other public works at Lachish IV,Beth-shemesh IIa, Arad XI and Beersheba
V), this phase must be allotted a longer time span, and the transition from the
Early to the Late Iron lIA should accordingly be dated to "the late 10th or early
9th century BCE, with a rounded date to 900 BCE" (ibid.: 229).

We accept Herzog and Singer-Avitz's observations regarding the two stratigraphic
and ceramic Iron lIA phases in Judah and the south. Yet, we have reservations
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recovery ofIsrael from the Aramean pressure-features Iron lIB pottery, while Strata
VIII-VII, which seem to represent the second half of the 9th century (Finkelstein
1999), still feature some Iron IIA types. At Megiddo, Level H-4, which predates
Level H-3 (=Stratum IVA) that was destroyed by the Assyrians, also features
Iron lIB pottery (Finkelstein forthcoming). The assemblage of Kuntillet CAjrud
is closely related to the coast and the north and is contemporaneous with Hazor
VI and Ashdod VIII (Ayalon 1995: 196-197). 14Cmeasurements of wood remains
from the site provide dates in the early 8th century BCE (Carmi and Segal 1996;
for this argument, with certain nuances, see also Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2001:
275; Singer-Avitz 2002: 163).

All this means that in the north, the transition from the Iron IIA to the Iron lIB
pottery repertoires probably took place around 800 BCE, parallel to the growth
of the Assyrian-influenced state economy in Israel, when the Northern Kingdom
reached peak prosperity. Since we are dealing with a relatively small country, and
since the economies of Israel and Judah were probably related again at that time
(under Northern dominance), we would argue that in Judah, too, the transition from
the Iron IIA to the Iron lIB should be set ca. 800 BCE. If it turns out that Lachish
IV and Beth-shemesh IIa were built after the fall of Gath (below), a somewhat
later date would be preferable.

SOME OBSERVATIONS ON THE HISTORY OF THE SOUTH IN THE LATE
IRON I AND IRON IIA

A Desert Polity

Most if not all periods of prosperity in the arid zones of the Levant in proto-
historic and historic times were caused by improved economic conditions that had
been initiated, in tum, by demand in the sedentary lands for desert commodities
(Finkelstein 1995). Several years ago one of us suggested linking the rise of the
Tel Masos chiefdom with two economic enterprises in the south: an early phase of
Arabian trade and copper production in the northeastern Arabah (Finkelstein 1988;
1995: 120-122; see also Tebes 2003). Later research has failed to present clear
evidence for significant connections with Arabia as early as the Iron I or the Iron
IIA (Knauf 1992: 49).6 But recent investigation at Khirbet en-Nal:Ias in the Wadi
Feinan area has revealed evidence for strong mining and smelting activity in the
Iron I and Iron IIA (Levy et al. 2004; 2005; also Fritz 1996; Hauptmann 2000).

Though the adoption of the alphabet in south Arabia in the first half of the 9th century BeE
(Sass 2005: 96-132) would imply the existence of such connections during the Late Iron HA,
if not earlier.
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14Cresults from Khirbet en-NaQas show that this activity commenced in the 12th
century-possibly in the later part of that century-peaked in the 11th century and
continued, probably at the same pace,'untillate in the 9th century BCE (Levy et al.
2005: 134-136; Higham et al. 2005).

The strong copper industry at Khirbet en-NaQas must be related to the Tel Masos
phenomenon (Fritz 2002; Finkelstein 2005). Tel Masos emerged in Stratum III of
the Iron I, with the beginning of mining and smelting at Khirbet en-NaQas, and
reached its peak prosperity in the days of Stratum II, in the Iron IIA. And it revealed
clear evidence of a copper industry (Kempinski et al. 1983: 21; Criisemann 1983;
Lupu 1983: 202-203; Fritz 2002). The strong mining activity at Khirbet en-NaQas
should be understood, as first suggested by Knauf (1991: 185; 1995: 112-113;
2000: 81-87), against the background of the secession and resumption of copper-
trade relations between Cyprus and the Levant: Khirbet en-NaQas emerged with
the breakdown of the trade networks in the eastern Mediterranean in the 12th
century,? and was weakened by the revival of contacts with Cyprus in the 9th
century BCE.8

The pastoral nomads ofthe south must have participated in the mining, smelting
and transportation of the copper to the Coastal Plain-and hence benefited
from the prosperity of the copper industry. This was probably the prime-mover
behind the sedentarization of the pastoral nomads-the appearance of sites in the
Beersheba Valley, the Negev Highlands and the Besor Region-and the rise of a
nomadic desert polity with its gateway community at Tel Masos.9 Sedentarization
and nomadization processes are always gradual and relatively slow, starting a
while after the beginning of the economic and social processes that trigger them.
Accordingly, the commencement of Khirbet en-NaQas copper production in the
second half of the 12th century brought about the beginning of sendentarization as

The lack oflate Cypriot IIIB ceramic imports in the region (Gilboa and Sharon 2003: 65) is
in line with Knauf's proposal.
The Khirbet en-Nal)as evidence eliminates the theory (e.g., McNutt 1990: 151-154) that
explained the emergence of iron-working technology as a response to shortage of copper
after ca. 1200/1150 BCE (also Muhly 1992; 1998). Incidentally, it appears that Cypriot copper
production continued without major interruptions throughout the 12th-lIth centuries BCE
and later (Zaccagnini 1990; Muhly 1998; 2003). It seems, however, that during the period of
the Khirbet en-Nal)as prosperity in the Iron I and Iron IIA, Cypriot copper was traded mainly
to the West (for Cypriot long-distance communications with the western Mediterranean
during the Iron I see Crielaard 1999; Kourou 2000; Matthiius 2001).
The Negev Highlands sites were located away from the copper routes, but offered
improved ecological conditions that enabled the conducting of seasonal agriculture
while at the same time maintaining herding as an important component in the subsistence
economy.
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early as the Iron I at Tel Masos III and Beersheba IX. The process intensified in the
Late Iron I and even more so in the Early Iron IIA. 10

Sheshonq I

As we stated above, with no evidence for destruction in any ofthe sites that constitute
the Tel Masos chiefdom, there is no reason to associate its end with the Sheshonq
I campaign (for Arad already Herzog 2002: 17). Moreover, such a linkage would
go against what we now know about the date of Late Iron I/Iron IIA transition in
the north (Boaretto et al. 2005). Indeed, 14Cdates from Khirbet en-Na1).as(Levy
et al. 2005; Higham et al. 2005) indicate that production there continued well into
the 9th century BCE. It is only logical to assume that the Tel Masos chiefdom, too,
continued to prosper after the Egyptian campaign.

Several scholars have suggested that the Sheshonq I campaign was no more than
a razzia (e.g., Noth 1958: 240; Redford 1973: 11). This idea was probably shaped
by accepting the biblical description of a great United Monarchy in the 10th century
BCE. Yet, empires-even the weakened Egypt of the time-usually do not conduct
raids; they almost always have long-term policies. Hence it is reasonable to assume
that Sheshonq I's involvement in the Levant was aimed at re-establishing an Egyptian
political and economic grip on the region (Drioton and Vandier 1962: 525-526;
Ussishkin 1990) in a period that was still characterized by a political vacuum, that is,
with no significant territorial polity in Canaan.

Low-profile Egyptian involvement in Canaan could have commenced in the
late 21st dynasty, in the days of Siamun (Munger 2005: 398-39911), but it certainly
intensified in the early days of the 22nd dynasty. Egyptian long-term impact on
Canaan at that time is attested by several finds: the Sheshonq I stele erected at
Megiddo (Ussishkin 1990: 71-74), renewed connection with Byblos (Kitchen 1986:
292) and possibly the widespread appearance of post-Ramesside mass-produced
stamp-seal amulets (Munger 2003; 2005; for the possibility that the Wenamun tale

10 A similar link between the Wadi Feinan copper production and settlement activity in the arid
zone to its west is apparently evident in the Early and Intermediate Bronze Ages (Gophna and
Milevski 2003; and Haiman 1996; Yekutieli et al. 2005 respectively). The fact that Feinan's
copper industry was not active in the Middle and Late Bronze Ages (Levy et al. 2004: 866)
conforms with the dominance of Cypriot copper production at that time. The reason for the
absence of settlements in the Beersheba Valley during the Late Bronze Age must therefore be
sought in the cessation of copper production at Feinan. The extent to which it was Egypt that
prevented the flow of Feinan copper to the Mediterranean milieu during much of the second
millennium BCE remains to be explored.

11 Kitchen's arguments for Siamun's involvement in Canaan/Israel (1986: 280-282) are based
on his interpretation of the biblical description of the days of Solomon. Yet, this description
reflects Late Iron II realities and needs (Finkelstein and Silberman 2006: 151-177) and hence
cannot be used to prove the case.
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