
 

13. DESTRUCTIONS: MEGIDDO AS A CASE STUDY 

by Israel Finkelstein 

ARRY STAGER has been a close friend since our 
unforgettable days together under the leadership 

of Yigael Yadin at the Institute of Advanced Studies 
of the Hebrew University in 1983–1984. One of Lar-
ry’s most impressive achievements in the field was 
the excavation of the late seventh-century B.C.E. de-
struction layer at Ashkelon. This was the theme of a 
typical Stager article in 1996—an excellent combina-
tion of archaeology and text, written from the broad-
est scope possible (Stager 1996). 
 The exact nature and meaning of “destruction” has 
never been fully deliberated on in the archaeology of 
the Levant. The word is used quite freely to describe 
ashy layers found in a dig. The fact of the matter is 
that not every ashy layer represents destruction, that 
not all destructions entail heavy conflagration, and 
that not all destructions are of the same nature. 
 A real destruction of a settlement should be de-
fined by the presence of at least two of the following 
features: 
 

1. A black layer with charcoal, representing burnt 
beams, on the floor, usually overlaid with a 
thick ashy layer. 

 
2. A thick accumulation of collapse—of bricks or 

stones—on the floor. This accumulation can at 
times be as much as one meter or more deep. In 
the case of bricks and a strong fire, the bricks 
may turn red or even white. 

 
3. In most cases, an accumulation of finds, main-

ly broken pottery vessels, on the floors. 
 
 Megiddo features four destruction layers in a rela-
tively short period of ca. 400 years, between the mid-
to-late twelfth century and the late eighth century 
B.C.E. Since the site was thoroughly excavated, in 
each case the evidence comes from several sectors of 
the mound (in two of the cases discussed below from 
the entire tell) and therefore provides a relatively 
detailed, reliable picture on the fate of the city. This 
makes Megiddo an excellent “laboratory” for the 
study of destructions: their magnitude, their vertical 
dimension, and their horizontal extent. And the rich 
assemblages of pottery associated with the Megiddo 
destructions make it easy to compare them to con-
temporary events in neighboring sites. One can there-
fore deal with both the diachronic (local) and syn-

chronic (regional) aspects of the Megiddo 
destructions. The only problem is that in some cases 
the University of Chicago’s reports do not deal with 
destructions. Still, sporadic brief references to fire 
and collapse and the many pictures published in the 
reports compensate for this shortcoming. 
 
The Destruction of Stratum VIIA 
 
Stratum VIIA, the last layer of Late Bronze Megiddo, 
was exposed in all four areas dug by the University 
of Chicago in 1935–1939: in Areas AA, BB, CC, and 
DD; and in four areas of the current Tel Aviv Univer-
sity-led excavations: Areas F, G (which is part of the 
University of Chicago’s Area AA), K, and M. 
 

The University of Chicago Excavations 
 
 Loud (1948:29) described a violent destruction of 
the palace in Area AA, which he associated with the 
end of Stratum VIIB. Ussishkin (1995:241–46) ar-
gued convincingly that this is the destruction of Stra-
tum VIIA. The palace was destroyed in a heavy con-
flagration that left an accumulation of fallen stones a 
meter-and-a-half thick, with another accumulation of 
fallen bricks on top (see figure 1 below). Mudbricks 
in the upper parts of the walls, which were found still 
standing, were “baked” (Loud 1948:fig. 71–72; see 
the schematic section in Ussishkin 1995:fig. 6, 2–3). 
 The situation in Area BB was more complicated. 
There was only one floor in the cella of Temple 2048, 
dated by Loud to Stratum VIIB with a reuse in Stra-
tum VIIA (picture in Loud 1948:fig. 254). Mazar 
(1985:97; see also Kempinski 1989:77–83; Ussishkin 
1995:256) showed that the pottery assemblage from 
the temple-hall (Kenyon 1969:54) should be dated to 
Stratum VIA. Loud (1948:105) mentions “the de-
struction of the temple” and a “partially burned lime 
floor” adjacent to the platform at the back of the tem-
ple-hall—both in relation to Stratum VIIB. Yet the 
pottery from the temple-hall seems to indicate that 
these remains, too, should be associated with the de-
struction of the settlement of Stratum VIA (see be-
low). This would mean that no clear destruction of 
Stratum VIIA was observed in Area BB. 
 Loud’s short description of the results in Area CC, 
which featured domestic buildings, and in Area DD, 
where more monumental structures were exposed, 
does not mention evidence for destruction. This, of 

L 



114 Israel Finkelstein 

course, may be due to the brevity and nature of his 
description, but it is still significant because the pub-
lished pictures too show no evidence for destruction. 

The Tel Aviv University Excavations 

 The excavation in the Late Bronze gate (Area G) 
revealed evidence for the last days of the Late Bronze 
city, including data on its destruction (Ussishkin 
1995). Area F of the current excavations is located 
nearby, in the lower terrace of the mound. The exca-
vation unearthed remains of a massive Late Bronze II 
building with two phases (Levels F-9 and F-7; Ilan et 
al. 2000). The remains were disturbed by later activi-
ties, which could have blurred the stratigraphic situa-
tion; still, it is indicative that no destruction layer was 
found.  
 The results of the excavation in Area M in the cen-
ter of the mound show that the Nordburg excavated 
by Gottlieb Schumacher should be dated to the Late 
Bronze II (Finkelstein et al. 2006), with its final days 
in Stratum VIIA. The excavations of 2004 and 2006 
uncovered a room of the Nordburg (Level M-6) with 
pottery vessels smashed on the floor; no evidence for 
fire was observed. The excavation of this room re-
vealed an accumulation of almost a meter of un-
burned brick collapse. Whether the collapse took 

place in the final days of Stratum VIIA or the walls 
were pulled down in the early days of Stratum VIB is 
not clear. 
 Interesting data pertaining to the end of Stratum 
VIIA was collected in Area K, a sectional trench in 
the southeastern edge of the mound, which revealed 
remains of domestic nature. Level K-6 seems to equal 
Stratum VIIA. Traces of destruction were observed, 
in the sense that some vessels were found broken on 
the floors. There was no collapse and evidence for 
fire could be seen in limited spots only. 
 
 The destruction of Stratum VIIA can be summa-
rized as follows: evidence for violent conflagration 
and thick collapse was traced solely in the area of the 
palace. Lesser pieces of evidence of destruction were 
found in the gate (which, in fact, is part of the palace 
complex), in the Nordburg (another large building of 
palatial nature), and to a certain extent in Level K-6. 
There are no clear data for Areas CC and DD and no 
destruction was observed in Areas BB of the Univer-
sity of Chicago and in Area F of the current excava-
tions. It seems, then, that the main targets for the as-
sault on the city of Stratum VIIA were the elite 
quarters. The domestic sectors were touched too, but 
to a lesser degree. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. The palace of Stratum VII at Megiddo 
The excellent preservation of the walls hints that they were buried in a thick brick collapse (from Loud 1948:fig. 53). 
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 Stratum VIIA was destroyed in the 1130s B.C.E. 
This is indicated first and foremost by the base of a 
statue of Ramesses VI found by the Oriental Institute 
team in Area CC (Breasted 1948). This find, though 
retrieved from a problematic stratigraphic context, 
must have originated in Stratum VIIA (Singer 1988–
89; Ussishkin 1995; Finkelstein 1996a). Ussishkin 
(1995) suggested that Stratum VIIA was destroyed by 
a group of Sea Peoples; an assault by a local unruly 
group in the chaotic days of the late twelfth century 
B.C.E. is also possible. 
 
The Destruction of Stratum VIA 
 
Evidence for the destruction of Stratum VIA was 
unearthed by all excavators, in almost every area of 
excavations. 
 

The Schumacher Excavations 
 
Gottlieb Schumacher noted the fierce collapse and 
conflagration that sealed his vierte Schicht (fourth 
stratum), which is equivalent to the University of 
Chicago’s Stratum VIA. A layer of destruction that 
he found under the Palast (the University of Chi-
cago’s courtyard and Gate 1567 to Palace 1723) was 
labeled the brandstätte (area of conflagration). It 
yielded a rich assemblage of finds, particularly a 
group of bronze items (Schumacher 1908:85–88; 
Watzinger 1929:26–31). The same brandstätte was 
detected by Schumacher above the Mittelburg (1908: 
88–90, taf. 20). 
 

The University of Chicago Excavations 
 
 The Oriental Institute’s team uncovered Stratum 
VIA in all four areas dug in 1935–1939 (AA to DD) 
and reached its easy-to-detect remains in other areas 
on the mound, excavated in the early phase of the 
dig. In Area AA, Building 2072—which probably 
served as the palace of the city of Stratum VIA—and 
the less monumental buildings to its west, were de-
stroyed by a heavy conflagration, which left charred 
wooden posts (Loud 1948:45), wooden roof beams 
(Harrison 2004:29–30), and a large number of pottery 
vessels in situ (Loud 1948:fig. 85; Kempinski 
1989:pl. 6; Harrison 2004:fig. 19). Dramatic evidence 
for this destruction—crushed skeletons, charred 
wooden posts, a hoard of bronze vessels, and a large 
number of vessels on the floors—was uncovered in 
the domestic quarter in the south (Area CC; see two 
letters of Lamon cited by Harrison 2004:3–4 and pic-
tures of the finds in Kempinski 1989:pls. 4–5; Esse 
1992; Harrison 2004:fig. 71–74, 82–83, 94, 97). In 

contrast, Area BB revealed only “miserable walls 
making no sense whatsoever” (Loud diaries, cited by 
Harrison 2004:4), although it has become clear that 
Temple 2048 was destroyed at the end of Stratum 
VIA (see above). No destruction is mentioned in the 
short description of Area DD, but one locus (5194) 
yielded a concentration of pottery vessels (Harrison 
2004:fig. 122). 

Yadin’s Excavations 

 Destruction debris of Stratum VIA with many pot-
tery vessels and a hoard of small objects was un-
earthed in soundings under Palace 6000 (Yadin 1970: 
77–79; Zarzecki-Peleg 2005a:10–17, figs. 1–15). 
Burned remains of this stratum were also traced in 
soundings in the northern gate area and under Gallery 
629 (Yadin 1970:91). 

The Tel Aviv University Excavations 

 Evidence for the fierce destruction of Stratum VIA 
was detected in almost every excavation area (F, H, 
K, L, and M). In Area F, located in the lower mound, 
pottery vessels were found on the floors of Level F-5 
(Ilan et al. 2000:97–99). No evidence for conflagra-
tion or collapse debris was found, but the remains 
were detected close to the surface of the mound 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Destruction layer of Level M-4 at Megiddo 

(Stratum VIA) 
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which means that much of the evidence could have 
been washed away or ploughed away. In Area H, the 
2006 excavations uncovered a destruction layer of 
Level H-9, with pottery crushed on the burned floors 
and thick debris of collapse (the bricks turned red and 
white in the heavy conflagration). A large courtyard 
building that had been destroyed in a violent fire was 
unearthed in Level K-4 (in the southeastern sector of 
the mound) with collapse debris of burned bricks up 
to one meter thick (Gadot et al. 2006). A rich assem-
blage of pottery (Arie 2006) and several crushed ske-
letons were found on the floors. Evidence of destruc-
tion by fire, a thick brick collapse, and pottery on the 
floors were found in Level L-5 (Cline 2006). Finally, 
evidence for a violent destruction by fire, including 
an extraordinary thick collapse of burned bricks, was 
unearthed in Level M-4 in the center of the mound 
(see figure 2 above). 
 
 There can be no doubt that the whole city of Stra-
tum VIA was completely annihilated by a terrible fire 
that left debris of burned bricks up to one meter and 
more thick, as well as hundreds of pottery vessels on 
the floors (Arie 2006). The high temperature of the 
conflagration turned the bricks red, thus it is easy to 
trace the remains of this layer in many places on the 
surface of the mound where the University of Chi-
cago’s excavations ended by removing the remains of 
Stratum V. In certain locales, piles of burned bricks 
can still be seen on the surface, for instance under 

City Wall 325 of Stratum IVA in the eastern sector of 
the mound (see figure 3 below). 
 It seems that the destruction of Stratum VIA was 
followed by a short occupational gap. The next phase 
in the Megiddo settlement sequence (Stratum VB) 
features a drastic change in both material culture and 
layout of the city—from the second-millennium 
B.C.E. conventions of Stratum VIA to the Israelite 
traditions of Stratum V (Finkelstein 2003). Similar 
destruction layers were detected in contemporary 
strata in the north, such as Yokneam XVII, Beth-
shean Upper VI, and Tel Hadar IV (Finkelstein 
2003). At first glance, the pottery assemblages from 
these strata seem to be identical, but a more thorough 
study (Arie 2006:227–31) revealed certain differ-
ences, which may attest to slight chronological dif-
ferences in their end-phase. 
 The date and agent of this destruction have been 
fiercely debated—King David in ca. 1000 B.C.E. 
(e.g., B. Mazar 1951:23), or Sheshonq I in the second 
half of the tenth century (already Watzinger 1929:58, 
91), or an earthquake in the mid-eleventh century 
B.C.E. (Kempinski 1989:89–90 after Lamon and Ship-
ton 1939:7; see the summary of the different opinions 
in Harrison 2004:11–13). Without repeating outdated 
arguments, suffice it to say that the 14C dates of sam-
ples taken from Level K-4 put the destruction of Stra-
tum VIA sometime in the mid-tenth century B.C.E. 
(Boaretto 2006; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006a). 
The agent of destruction will be discussed below. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3. Larry Stager standing near a heap of collapsed and burned bricks under the city wall of Stratum IVA 
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The Destruction of Stratum VA-IVB 
 
Evidence for the destruction of this stratum was 
found by the University of Chicago team, by Yadin, 
and by the current Megiddo Expedition. Schumacher 
describes evidence of destruction by fire in the Palast 
(Gate 1567 of the University of Chicago) in the 
southern sector of the mound (1908:95; Ussishkin 
1994:419). This structure is associated by most schol-
ars with Palace 1723 of Stratum VA-IVB. Franklin 
(2006) argues that the gate was in use in the days of 
Stratum IVA. In that case, the evidence for fire may 
belong to the end of Stratum IVA. 
 

The University of Chicago Excavations 
 
 The Oriental Institute’s team exposed Stratum VA-
IVB in large areas on the mound (Franklin 2006). 
Evidence for destruction seems to be partial. The 
clearest data come from vessels crushed on floors in 
Area AA, where “pottery was abundant in many of 
the rooms” (Loud 1948:45 and figs. 99, 102), and 
from a similar situation in Buildings 10 and 51 un-
earthed in Area C in the eastern sector of the mound 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4. Destruction of Stratum VA-IVB at 
Megiddo (Lamon and Shipton 1939:fig. 11) 

(Fisher 1929:69 and figs. 17, 44; Lamon and Shipton 
1939:7 and figs. 10–11; see figure 4 above). No evi-
dence for a heavy conflagration is mentioned in the 
report or seen in the pictures. A heap of burned re-
mains, with ashes and charcoal and a collection of 
small finds, was unearthed by Schumacher nearby, in 
the shrine of Building 338 (Ussishkin 1989). Ussish-
kin dated the building to Stratum VA-IVB while oth-
ers have followed the University of Chicago’s dating 
of Building 338 to the time of Stratum IVA (e.g., 
Mazar 1990:414; Franklin 2006). Palace 1723 and 
Building 1482 excavated in the southern part of the 
mound did not yield evidence for destruction. But the 
palace was found under the floor levels and therefore 
such evidence could have been eradicated when the 
stones of the building were robbed for reuse. Build-
ing 1482, originally constructed in Stratum VA-IVB, 
was apparently cleaned and reused in Stratum IVA 
(Lamon and Shipton 1939:27; Finkelstein et al. 2000: 
313). 

Yadin’s Excavations 

 Vessels found crushed on the floors of the northern 
rooms in Palace 6000 (Yadin 1970:75; Zarzecki-
Peleg 2005a:figs. 20–29) seem to indicate that the 
building was destroyed and then abandoned. 

The Tel Aviv University Excavations 

 Palace 6000 has now been fully unearthed, with no 
evidence for destruction by fire (Cline 2006). No 
evidence for destruction was found in the excavation 
of Area K (Level K-2; Lehmann et al. 2000). Area H 
provided evidence for partial destruction of Level H-
5, probably to be equated with Stratum VA-IVB, in 
the shape of a thin layer of fallen bricks, some ashes, 
and a number of restorable vessels. 
 
 It is clear that Stratum VA-IVB suffered destruc-
tion, since many excavated areas yielded evidence for 
crushed vessels on the floors. But the city was not put 
to the torch and was not completely annihilated. Cer-
tain parts of the mound did not show evidence for 
destruction and no brick collapse and evidence for 
conflagration of the type found in Stratum VIIA and 
especially in Stratum VIA have been traced. The pot-
tery evidence seems to indicate a short occupational 
gap after the destruction of Stratum VA-IVB and 
before the recovery of the city in the days of Stratum 
IVA (Finkelstein 1999:63–64). 
 Contemporary strata in the north also yielded evi-
dence for destruction. I refer to Yokneam XIV (Zar-
zecki-Peleg 2005b:107), Taanach IIB (see picture in 
Frick 2000:129), the Jezreel compound (Ussishkin 
and Woodhead 1997:70), Rehov IV (Mazar et al. 
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2005:237), etc. Taanach and Jezreel never fully recov-
ered from this destruction and at Rehov the next city 
was limited to the upper mound (Mazar et al. 2005). 
 For many years scholars dated the destruction of 
Stratum VA-IVB and its contemporaries to the late 
tenth century and associated it with the campaign of 
Sheshonq I to Canaan (e.g., Yadin 1970:95; Stager 
2003:64–67). But circumstantial archaeological con-
siderations, such as the similarity in building tech-
niques between Megiddo VA-IVB and Samaria 
(Franklin 2005) and the similarity between the pot-
tery assemblages of Megiddo VA-IVB and the Jez-
reel compound (Zimhoni 1997:38–39), led me to the 
conclusion that this wave of destructions took place 
in the middle of the ninth century, and that they were 
inflicted by Hazael of Aram-Damascus (Na»aman 
1997). Radiocarbon dates from several sites in the 
north indeed show that the Iron IIA horizon contem-
porary to Stratum VA-IVB at Megiddo (Rehov IV, 
Rosh Zayit, and Hazor IX) came to an end in the 
middle of the ninth century B.C.E. (see summaries in 
Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006a; 2006b; for Rehov 
IV, see Mazar et al. 2005:252). 

The Destruction of Stratum IVA 
 
In the 1920s, Stratum IVA at Megiddo was unearthed 
in almost the entire area of the upper mound. No evi-
dence for destruction by fire—neither in the public 
buildings nor in the domestic quarters—is mentioned 
in past reports, unless the shrine in Building 338 and 
the destruction of Gate 1567 are dated to this phase 
instead of Stratum VA-IVB (see above). 
 

The Tel Aviv University Excavations 
 

Evidence for the end of Stratum IVA was un-
earthed in two areas: in Level L-2, the northern sta-
bles complex (for the function of the buildings as 
stables see Cantrell 2006; Cantrell and Finkelstein 
2006); and in Level H-3, in the northwestern sector 
of the mound. A large sector of five stables of the 
northern complex was unearthed, with no evidence 
for fire. The upper parts of the walls (and probably 
the roofs) collapsed into the buildings. A thick layer 
of whitish fallen bricks was identified in every aisle 
of the pillared buildings (figure 5). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5. The northern stables of Stratum IVA at Megiddo 
White-color bricks from the upper parts of the walls seen in the sections. 
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Figure 6. Destruction of Level H-3 (Stratum IVA) 
at Megiddo 

 It seems that the upper parts of the walls, which 
were made of bricks, were intentionally pulled down 
after the buildings went out of use. This evidence fits 
what we know about the excavation of another sector 
of the northern stables and the southern stables by the 
University of Chicago. No evidence for destruction 
by fire was found. 
 The only piece of evidence for destruction in the 
city of Stratum IVA comes from domestic buildings 
in Level H-3, in the northwestern sector of the mound 
(figure 6). A destruction layer with brick collapse and 
many crushed and intact vessels was found there 
(Joffe et al. 2000). 
 All scholars agree that the city of Stratum IVA 
was taken over by Tiglath-pileser III in 732 B.C.E. 
 
Destructions That Never Were 
 
The current excavations at Megiddo unearthed a few 
additional ashy layers dating to the time-span dis-
cussed here which do not display the necessary evi-
dence for destruction listed in the beginning of this 
article. The floors of Level H-7 of the Iron Age IIA, 
which were uncovered in the northwestern sector of 
the mound, revealed such ashy lines. They do not 
cover the entire area and are not associated with any 
other evidence for destruction. In Area M in the cen-
ter of the mound, a flat layer of ashes a few centime-
ters thick, which appears in almost every square, was 
labeled Level M-5 (figure 7). It covers the leveled 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7. Ashy line of Level M-5 at Megiddo under floor and destruction layer of Level M-4 (Stratum VIA) 
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brick collapse of the Nordburg (Level M-6, Late 
Bronze II) and underlies Level M-4 (University of 
Chicago’s Stratum VIA) of the late Iron I. It should 
probably be dated to the early Iron I (Stratum VIB of 
the University of Chicago team). Very few architec-
tural remains are affiliated with this layer, which 
most probably represents an open activity area. 
 In many cases such ashy accumulations represent 
no more than areas where fire was used, for example 
to burn the debris remaining in a threshing area 
(Mahler-Skalsky and Kislev forthcoming). In other 
cases, they represent activity areas within buildings. 
Recent excavations carried out by Ruth Shahach-
Gross of the Weizmann Institute of Science and the 
author at Atar Haro’ah near Sede Boqer—one of the 
more elaborate early Iron IIA sites in the region—
revealed evidence pertaining to this phenomenon. 
Two rooms (“casemates”) were cleared. One had no 
ashy layer at all. The other had a thin layer of char-
coal with a somewhat thicker layer of gray, ashy ma-
terial on top of it on one side of the room; no such 
layers were detected on its opposite side. There was 
no sign of fire in the collapse of the walls. It seems 
that the site was abandoned and that the walls and 
roof gradually collapsed into the rooms. The charcoal 
and ashy accumulation may belong to an activity 
area—some sort of an installation or fire-place—inside 
the room (Shahach-Gross and Finkelstein 2008). 
 To sum up this matter, black lines and thin accu-
mulations of ashes do not represent destructions if 
they are not accompanied by the other pieces of evi-
dence listed above. 
 
The Megiddo Destruction Scale 
 
The Megiddo data can serve as a basis for establish-
ing the “Megiddo Destruction Scale,” which may 
then be used to scale most cases of destruction layers 
in other sites. From bottom to top these would be: 
 

Scale 1 Destruction, Megiddo IVA 
 
 Partial destruction of a city with no occupational 
gap following it. Parallels can be found at the follow-
ing sites: 

 
Ashdod VIII–VI of the Iron IIB: Evidence for de-
struction is local and fragmentary (Finkelstein and 
Singer-Avitz 2001:246). 

Hazor IX of the Iron IIA: Yadin (1972:143) de-
scribed a “thick layer of ashes” at the end of Phase 
IXa (also Yadin et al. 1960:4–5), while later, the 
Hazor team (Yadin et al. 1989:36) referred only to 

“traces of burning” in Area A. Still later, in their 
summary of the evidence from Area A, Ben-Tor 
and Ben-Ami (1998:11–12) described an ash layer 
which “may attest to a destruction . . . it may be 
that the ash layer encountered in Stratum IXb 
(IXa?) is of a local, apparently industrial nature 
and not necessarily the result of a military con-
quest of Hazor.” 

Hazor VII: Describing Area A, Yadin stated that 
this stratum was “utterly destroyed by fire” (1972: 
169; see also Yadin et al. 1960:16, which relates to 
a destruction, but almost no fire). No word on a 
violent destruction can be found in Hazor III–IV 
(Yadin et al. 1989); in fact, at least in Area B the 
report argues for architectural continuity (ibid., p. 
100). Indeed, Ben-Tor’s summary table for his ex-
cavations in Areas A and M (1996:75) clearly re-
flects this continuity. Either the destruction was 
partial or there was no destruction at all. 

 
Scale 2 Destruction, Megiddo VIIA and VA-IVB 

 
 A more severe destruction, with evidence for con-
flagration and/or collapse, sometimes followed by a 
short abandonment. Parallels can be found at: 

 
Rehov V of the Iron IIA: Mazar et al. (2005) de-
scribe destruction by fire. But the city recovered 
after a very short period of time and continued al-
most unchanged until the final destruction of the 
lower city at the end of Stratum IV. 

Hazor VA of the Iron IIB: The citadel area was 
completely destroyed (Yadin et al. 1958:19; Yadin 
et al. 1960:30, 49; Yadin 1972:190; Yadin et al. 
1989:191). Ben-Tor’s (1996:75) summary table of 
his excavations in Areas A and M also relates to a 
total destruction by fire. 

 
Scale 3 Destruction, Megiddo VIA 

 
 Complete annihilation of a settlement with evi-
dence for a heavy conflagration, wall and roof col-
lapse, and large assemblages of finds on the floors. 
An occupational gap of some sort follows. Parallels 
contemporary to the four Megiddo chronological 
horizons mentioned in the beginning of this paper can 
be found at: 

Lachish VI of the Late Bronze III: The site was to-
tally destroyed and then deserted for ca. two centu-
ries (Ussishkin 2004:70); the Lachish countryside 
was also devastated (Dagan 2004:2679–80; Fin-
kelstein 1996b). 
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Hazor XIII of the Late Bronze II (somewhat earlier 
than the late twelfth century B.C.E. layers such as 
Megiddo VIIA and Lachish VI; Beck and Kochavi 
1985). The whole site was devastated (Ben-Tor 
1998), followed by an occupational gap of over a 
century (Finkelstein 2000; for a different post-
destruction scenario see Finkelstein 2005). 

Beth-shean Lower VI of the Late Bronze III: Vio-
lent destruction with one-meter-thick brick col-
lapse (Mazar 1993:217). 

Yokneam XVII of the late Iron I: Complete devas-
tation with over one meter accumulation of burned 
bricks and charred wooden beams, followed by a 
possible occupational gap (Zarzecki-Peleg 2005b: 
22–23, 35, pictures in pp. 30–32). 

Rehov IV of the Iron IIA: Total destruction fol-
lowed by the desertion of the lower mound (Mazar 
et al. 2005). 

Beth-shean S-1 (Lower V) of the Iron IIA: De-
struction in severe fire “that caused the mudbricks 
to melt to white powder” (Mazar 2006:31, see also 
35). 

Tell es-Safi temporary Stratum IV of the late Iron 
IIA: Total destruction, with ashes and thick accu-
mulation of collapse debris; the city never recov-
ered from this event (Maeir 2004 and personal 
communication). 

Beth-shean P-7 of the Iron IIB: Destruction by 
fierce fire (Mazar 2006:33; pictures in Mazar and 
Sumakai-Fink 2006). 

Lachish III of the Iron IIB: The site was com-
pletely destroyed, with evidence for a heavy con-
flagration and collapse (Ussishkin 1982:54). 

Beersheba II of the Iron IIB: Severe, total destruc-
tion, with evidence for fire and collapse (Aharoni 
1973:5). 
 

 Other Scale 3 destruction layers that do not date to 
any of the four chronological horizons discussed in 
this article include: 
 

Shiloh V of the mid-Iron I: The site was devas-
tated by a violent fire and never recovered from 
this event (Finkelstein 1993:388–89). 

Ashkelon 604 B.C.E.: Total devastation of the en-
tire site, followed by a gap of almost a century, un-
til the Persian period (Stager 1996). 

Lachish II of the Iron IIC: The site was completely 
destroyed and put to the torch in 586 B.C.E., fol-

lowed by an occupational gap of a century or two 
(Ussishkin 2004:93–94, 97). 

 
The Destroyer and His Aims 

 
 Ancient cities could be destroyed in a military 
raid, such as a punitive campaign by a neighboring 
power or a campaign aimed at long-term conquest 
and domination, or in an attack by a small unruly 
group, or in an earthquake (for the latter see Marco et 
al. 2006). The aim of the destroyer could have been 
total annihilation of a settlement or a takeover in or-
der to establish a new administration in the con-
quered city. In the latter case, the destroyer, who 
would have been interested in the continued exploita-
tion of the settlement and its population, would prob-
ably aim to destroy only the elite quarter. A destroyer 
interested in inheriting a settlement and possibly co-
operating with its elite groups, might want to leave 
the public buildings undamaged. 
 As I have already mentioned, Megiddo provides 
comprehensive information from different parts of 
the mound, information which may indicate the aims 
of the destroyer. In the case of Stratum VIIA, the part 
of the mound that was completely annihilated is the 
palace in Area AA. Other sectors were damaged to a 
lesser degree. In the case of Stratum IVA, the public 
buildings were left undamaged while the domestic 
quarters were attacked. In the case of Stratum VA-
IVB also, most of the data on the destruction comes 
from the domestic quarters; the evidence from the 
two palaces is partial and does not allow one to draw 
firm conclusions. 
 Three of the four destruction horizons described 
above include events of different scales. It seems that 
in most cases the level of destruction inflicted on a 
city depended more on the specific, local aims of the 
destroyer—which depended, in turn, on the location 
and function of the relevant city and the post-
takeover plans of the destroyer—than solely on his 
identity. 
 This can clearly be seen in two cases. The Me-
giddo VA-IVB destruction horizon was probably the 
result of the assault by Hazael, king of Aram-
Damascus, on the northern kingdom of Israel 
(Na»aman 1997). Hazor (Stratum IXa) seems to have 
been partially damaged and so too was Jezreel (Us-
sishkin and Woodhead 1997:70) and seemingly also 
Dan. Destruction layers with no evidence for confla-
gration were detected at Megiddo and Yokneam (for 
the latter see Zarzecki-Peleg 2005b:107); it seems 
that the destroyer of Stratum VA-IVB at Megiddo 
was interested in the departure of the population but 
not in the destruction of the city by fire. Rehov and 
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Beth-shean in the north and Gath in the south were 
completely destroyed in a heavy conflagration. It 
seems, then, that Hazael devastated the area of Beth-
shean (possibly in conjunction with the assault on the 
Gilead; see 2 Kings 10:32–33), while the damage in 
the Jezreel Valley was less dramatic. The king of 
Damascus may have planned to exploit the fertile 
valley and establish his own administration in places 
such as Megiddo and Jezreel. The damage at Hazor 
and Dan seems to have been limited because he may 
have planned in advance to use these cities as his 
strongholds in the north (for possible Aramean domi-
nation of Hazor in the late ninth century see Finkel-
stein 1999). Beyond the borders of the northern king-
dom, Gath was probably the major target of Hazael’s 
assault because of its standing as the most powerful 
city in the southern lowlands. The annihilation of 
Gath must have opened the way for a Damascene 
domination in this region. Yet, many of Hazael’s 
goals may have not been fulfilled because Damascus 
was weakened a short while later by Assyria. 
 The Megiddo IVA horizon represents the Assyrian 
takeover in the north. At Megiddo only the domestic 
area was hit, while at Hazor the destruction was more 
comprehensive. Beth-shean was completely devas-
tated. The evidence from other northern sites is not 
clear (see, e.g., Biran 1994:260 for Dan and Stern 
2000:131 for Dor), although it seems that the destruc-
tion at Samaria was partial (Na»aman 1990:209). In 
the south, the Assyrian campaigns wreaked total dev-
astation on Lachish and Beer-sheba, while the dam-
age at Ashdod was partial. 
 The Assyrians must have planned their conquests 
carefully. Certain cities in the north, such as Hazor 
and Beth-shean, were destroyed, while much of Me-
giddo, mainly the stable compounds, was spared. The 
Assyrians may have wished to use the stables in the 
first phase after the takeover (on the importance of 
the Megiddo stables in the international economy of 
the eighth century B.C.E., see Cantrell and Finkelstein 
2006). The walls of the stables were pulled down a 
short while later, possibly in the days of Sargon II, 
when Assyria was able to purchase its horses directly 
from Egypt and when Megiddo was remodeled to 
serve as the capital of an Assyrian province (Peers-
mann 2000). In the south the Judahite centers were 
ravaged, while Ashdod, which was important for the 
Assyrian economy, was spared (for remains of an 
Assyrian administration center recently uncovered at 
Ashdod, see Kogan-Zehavi 2005). 
 The Assyrian records speak about the siege and 
takeover of cities (see Eph«al 1997), as well as de-
structions (e.g., Tiglath-pileser III’s devastation of 
the Damascene countryside and Esarhaddon’s assault 

on Sidon—Pritchard 1969:283, 290). A combination 
of detailed textual evidence about an Assyrian con-
quest and good archaeological record exists for a few 
places only and therefore is not enough to draw firm 
conclusions. Yet, it is noteworthy that Sargon II spe-
cifically mentions the rebuilding or reorganization of 
Samaria and Ashdod, while Sennacherib does not 
refer to a similar policy in Judah. 
 In the Megiddo VIIA horizon, too, some sites were 
completely annihilated (Lachish VI, Beth-shean 
Lower VI), while others were only partially de-
stroyed (Megiddo VIIA). The attack on the city of 
Stratum VIIA concentrated on the palace area; the 
cult compound and the domestic quarters did not suf-
fer violent destruction. In this case, the identity of the 
destroyer and his goals are not clear. This could have 
been a razzia by a group of Sea Peoples (see Ussish-
kin 1995), or a band of «apiru, or an attack by a 
neighboring city-state. A well-organized military 
attack by Twentieth Dynasty Egypt on an important 
center such as Megiddo seems unlikely. 
 The only case of a total annihilation of an entire 
region is that of Megiddo VIA and its contemporar-
ies. The whole area of the northern valleys was hit 
and the cities utterly destroyed. I refer to Megiddo 
VIA, Yokneam XVII, Taanach IB (Finkelstein 1998), 
Beth-shean Upper VI, and Tel Hadar IV (Kinneret 
was abandoned). This is a unique phenomenon which 
calls for an explanation. 
 A recent study conducted at Megiddo (Marco et al. 
2006) did not find enough support for Kempinski’s 
suggestion (1989:89–90, following Lamon and Ship-
ton 1939:7) that the city was destroyed in an earth-
quake. One needs to turn then to human-inflicted 
catastrophe. 
 The destroyer of the Megiddo VIA settlement ho-
rizon, which I would see as a revival of the Canaanite 
city-state system (Finkelstein 2003), aimed at a total 
desolation of these cities. It seems that the destroyer 
had no interest in exploiting their agricultural output 
or in their commercial advantages. The theory of a 
destruction by King David (recently Harrison 2004: 
108) is based on an uncritical reading of the biblical 
text and should therefore be neglected. A Sheshonq I 
destruction suggested by the author (Finkelstein 
2002) raises problems regarding the nature of Egyp-
tian campaigns in Canaan (Ussishkin 1990:72–73) 
and may be somewhat too late for the date of this 
devastation, which has recently been determined by 
radiocarbon studies. Hence a takeover by the emerg-
ing highland Israelite entity seems to be the best solu-
tion, or at least the less problematic one. This fits 
Arie’s  (2006:227–31) study of the pottery of the 
Megiddo IVA horizon in the north, which raises the 
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possibility that the collapse of the late Iron I settle-
ment system in the northern valleys did not come in 
one blow but was rather a gradual process that took 
several years or even decades. A gradual early Israel-
ite assault on the urban centers in the valleys, but not 
necessarily on the rural sector (Finkelstein 2003), 
also fits the outcome of the events: the next phase 
material culture horizon in the region, represented by 
the Iron IIA strata of Megiddo VB, Rehov VI, Taa-
nach IIA and their contemporaries, opens a new era, 
with different traits in both material culture and set-
tlement layout—that which continues undisturbed 
into the Israelite, Omride horizon of Megiddo VA-
IVB and its contemporaries. 
 Is there a textual echo to these groundbreaking 
events in the northern valleys? The answer takes me 
back to Larry, who suggested almost twenty years 
ago (Stager 1988) that the Song of Deborah, seen by 

many as one of the oldest sources in the Hebrew Bi-
ble (e.g., Coogan 1978), depicts the victory of the 
highland Israelites over the Canaanites in the low-
lands. Larry may have been right—not for twelfth-
century events, but rather for tenth-century clashes 
that took place on the eve of the rise of the northern 
kingdom of Israel. Vague memories of such clashes 
could have been kept in the northern “Book of Sav-
iors” that was written in the north in the eighth cen-
tury B.C.E. and was later incorporated into the Juda-
hite Deuteronomistic book of Judges (Richter 1966; 
Knauf 2000:396; Guillaume 2004:37–38). 
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