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A debate rages among Biblical
archaeologists: Was there a
United Monarchy under
David and Solomon? Should
IIMPTESsLve AnNcient SEructures
throughout Israel be attributed
to Solomon or were they built
a century later? How old is the
text of the Bible? A key figure
in this debate is Lsrael
Finkelstein, codirector of the
Megiddo excavations and head
of Tel Aviv Universitys
Institute of Archaeology. He
recently shared his views with

BAR editor Hershel Shanks.

Hershel Shanks: Israel, how long have
you been the director of Tel Aviv Uni-
versity’s Institute of Archacology?

Israel Finkelstein: Six long years. I hope
to retire soon—if possible.

You're a young man. How old are you?

An old man. 'm 53 and I should retire soon
and write more.

How about digging?

Well, David Ussishkin and I are going to
continue the excavation at Megiddo. It’s an
enchanting site. If's been the cradle of
archaeology in this country, Biblical archae-
ology if you wish. It’s providing us with a
window into the history of this country. And
therc’s a nice swimming pool in the kibbutz.
So I see no reason why not to continue exca-
vating there.

We have new insights in almost every
spot we dig, almost every issue we touch
on. We are excavating in six different fields.
There’s a big advantage in going back to a
site that has been excavated before, because
you have these windows into the belly of
the mound. And you can excavate at the
same time in the Early Bronze Age, the
Middle Bronze Age, the Late Bronze Age
and the Iron Age.

Starting from the Early Bronze I (c. 3500-
3100 B.C.), we are uncovering the largest

temple compound ever excavated anywhere
in the country from the entire Bronze Age—
a monumental temple with evidence of ani-
mal sacrifice. Only one small piece of wall
from that building was previously known.
We opened the rest of the arca.

In Early Bronze I, Megiddo was the largest
site in the country; it covered an area of
between 50 and 60 hectares [between 120
and 140 acres]. It was a huge site, proba-
bly at least partially fortified.

That tells you that as early as the fourth
millennium, you probably already had
some sort of territorial entity. You need a
significant population in order to build a
temple like this. You cannot establish
something like this with only 300 or 400
people. You must have some sort of a cen-
tral site with a countryside relationship. You
already have some sort of evolution of a
territorial entiry, call it a chiefdom, call it
an early city state, call it whatever you want.
Ic’s the first time that we have, not on the
level of theory, but on the level of whar we
find in the ground, definite evidence for
something like this in the late fourth mil-
lennium B.C.

The site also flourished in the Late
Bronze Age (1550-1150 B.C.). The city was
then destroyed at the end of the Late Bronze
Age, in the 12th century B.C. This is whart
we may call Canaanite Megiddo. But,
when the city recovered from the shock,
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THE IMPOSING MOUND OF MEGIDDO, pictured
above, rises 100 feet from the floor of the Jezreel
Valley in northern Israel. Because of its strategic
location on the Via Maris, an important trade
route, Megiddo witnessed numerous conflicts in
ancient times. Its bloody history makes it an
appropriate setting for the end-of-days battle
predicted by the Book of Revelation—the name
"Armageddon” derives from the Hebrew Har
Megiddo, the Mount of Megiddo.

A broad gash, center, splits the eastern side
of the tell; the gash was created in the 1920s
and 1930s by archaeologists from the University
of Chicago, who identified 20 occupation levels
dating from the Neolithic period (8300-4500 B.C))
to the fifth century B.C.

Since 1994, Israel Finkelstein, the subject of
the accompanying interview, has codirected,
with David Ussishkin and Baruch Halpern, a
comprehensive re-excavation at the site under
the auspices of Tel Aviv University. In the
interview, Finkelstein and BAR editor Hershel
Shanks discuss Megiddo’s pivotal role in the
debate over the historical reliability of the Bible.
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from the destruction, it was still Canaan-
ite in its material culture.

Who destroyed it
Possibly one of the Sea Peoples.

The Philistines? They were one of the
Sea Peoples.

Possibly. There’s no way of knowing. We
don’t have an inscription saying so.
Could it have been destroyed by another

Canaanite army?

It could have been destroyed by a neigh-
boring city state, if you wish, but I think
one of the Sea Peoples is the best candi-
date.

Is there any possibility that the Israelites
were the people who did the conquering?

Well, not according to my point of view.

Why not?
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I dont know what an Israelite is in the
12th century B.C.

In other words, archaeologically, you
don’t feel you can identify an Israelite.

Yes. If you think that a gang of ‘Apiru or
Habiru, an uprooted population, or Shasu,
or whatever, in the 12th century could be
identified as Israel, and, that in the tur-
moil of the 12th century, they took over
a city, then it’s a possibility. But I don't
believe in a functioning, coherent ethnic
entity named Isracl as early as the 12th

century.

When would you speak of such an
Israel?

I suppose that in the Canaanite highlands,
there were groups who identified themselves
as Israel as early as the time of the Mernep-
tah Stela. You do have some people iden-
tifying themselves—or being identified by
the Egyptians—as Israel.

When was that?

In the late 13th century, almost around 1200.

The question, however, is not whether
you have a group of people, ‘Apiru or Shasu,
one of whom is called Israel. The question
is when something larger and more signif-
icant grew out of that, something that has
a territorial aspect to it. When we speak
about a territorial entity, I would say def-
initely by the tenth century and possibly
before. But how much before, that’s a big
question.

The Bible portrays mainly the realitics
of the time of its compilation (regarding
the book of Joshua, the seventh century B.C.)
and a litde bit before. Tt also includes ear-
lier material; there is no doubt abour it
The Deuteronomistic history [Deuteronomy,
Joshua, Judges, Samucl and Kings] includes
material thar reflects memorics.
There is no doubr about that. How carly,
1 dont know. T mean these things are not
reachable. They are beyond our knowledge.
The Bible may even preserve some sort of
a very vague memory or myth or folk tales
about the turmoil of the 12th century. Who
knows? T always say to my students that I
will not go to court to say that there was
a Joshua or an Abraham, and [ will not go
to court to say there was no Joshua or Abra-
ham. There may have been some sort of a
figure in the very ancient past. 1 don’t know.
I can only tell you that the text we have
reflects the realities and needs and, if you

carlier
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