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      INTRODUCTION

      

      This is an account of ancient Israel, extending from its beginnings to the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in AD 70.
      

      Part of the tale is told by excavations, which reveal many aspects of the material culture and everyday life of those times,
         but by far the most significant evidence is provided by the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament of the Christians. This unparalleled
         compilation, which has inspired the literature and art and ethics of half the world, includes a great deal of historical writing,
         almost the first that the world had ever seen.
      

      But the purpose of the men who composed the Bible was not just to write a history. Their aim was to depict the glory of Yahweh,
         and to display his unceasing intervention in human affairs. This aim is of primary historical as well as religious importance
         because it guided the course which history took. That is to say, the ancient Israelites or Hebrews or Jews accepted the validity
         of this divine assessment of their destiny, and were conscious of it whatever actions they performed, so that their whole
         story adopted a shape it would not otherwise have possessed. However, the biblical writers, while rarely ceasing to emphasize
         this divine guidance, also allowed an enormous amount of ‘straight’ history to slip through – political and social as well
         as spiritual and intellectual – since all these various fields were seen as forming a single, indistinguishable unity. Thus
         the Bible is an overwhelmingly important source of information. Indeed, for the greater part of the period it is virtually
         the only source of information we possess, other than the discoveries of archaeologists.
      

      The Bible, of course, is an enormously voluminous, massively varied compendium of anonymous books, which constitutes an entire
         literature in itself. And it presents the historian with a formidable and perplexing problem, because of the composite, multiple
         authorship, editorship and conflation that almost every one of these writings, upon investigation, is found to reflect. The
         number of people in the world today who are intimately familiar with all this material is smaller than it was. I make no apology
         therefore (except to the cognizant minority) for including summaries of certain of the biblical narratives in the chapters
         which follow. I do, however, have another and more serious apology to offer. Any claim, on my part, to be capable of deploying all,
         or most, of the modern methods of textual, literary and historical criticism that are needed for this undertaking would be
         rash and unwarrantable. All that I can offer, with diffidence, is one man’s view of the historical situations which the Hebrew
         Bible, the Old Testament, illuminates.
      

      I have tried to describe these situations as objectively as possible. This, of course, is an aim which cannot be fully attained,
         since every writer, however much he hopes to take a balanced view, inevitably employs procedures of selection, arrangement
         and interpretation which are conditioned, often unconsciously, by his or her environment and background and epoch. Nevertheless,
         I have endeavoured, as well as I can, to apply the techniques of a historian to the story of the ancient Israelites. Whether
         the supernatural interventions, in which they believed, actually took place, is not, in my opinion, for the student of history
         to say: an attempt to recreate the course of events and development of thought is most likely to succeed if its author, for
         the time being, endeavours to forget whether he himself is a Jew, Christian, Moslem, Buddhist, Hindu, agnostic or atheist
         – if, that is to say, he avoids presuppositions or conclusions based upon his own beliefs or disbeliefs.
      

      Since this book is intended to present a general picture, it will not concentrate on any single theme to the exclusion of
         others. Yet one persistent theme does seem to emerge. This is the perpetual coexistence and confrontation, among the people
         of the Bible, of two diverse and apparently opposed points of view concerning foreigners. That is to say, Israel unceasingly
         harboured the simultaneous convictions, first, that it was an entirely unique and separate community, and, secondly, that
         it was a nation necessarily linked with other peoples as well, both outside its borders and within them. Israel had to be
         apart from the world and yet remain inside it, at one and the same time. Modern historians, noting this polarization, have
         either seen it as a hopeless dilemma between two contradictory opposites, or, instead, as the coexistence of two complementary,
         indissociable viewpoints which Judaism successfully harmonized and united. Let the argument continue. In any case, these two
         recurring approaches, whether compatible or contradictory, were both alike essential features of this nation’s peculiar character
         and greatness.
      

      And both features are still very prominent in Israel today. I did not write this book with any intention of ‘updating’ its
         contents to provide analogies with modern times, but the analogies are there, all the same. Modern Israel is only comprehensible
         in the light of how its inhabitants acted, and what happened to them, throughout all the centuries of the past, and particularly
         throughout the ancient world. Those dramatically veering fortunes and vicissitudes including repeated, almost incredible survivals in the face of crushing obstacles – will form the subject of the chapters that follow.
      

      This book would scarcely have been possible without Mayor Teddy Kollek’s generous invitation to Jerusalem, for which I am
         extremely grateful. I hope he and others will be indulgent to many failings. I also owe particular appreciation to Miss Linden
         Lawson of Messrs Weidenfeld and Nicolson for her careful editing of the text – a task which, since new materials and interpretations
         continually came to light, required exemplary patience. I want to thank Father Gregory Bainbridge for offering many perceptive
         comments, and Mr Patrick Leeson for making the maps. For my wife’s advice and help any acknowledgement is entirely inadequate.
      

      Translations: I have for the most part employed translations, for which I am grateful, from the New English Bible (© 1970 by permission of Oxford and Cambridge University Presses), and the Bible in Today’s English Version (Good News Bible, O.T. and 4th ed. of N.T., 1976, © American Bible Society; British edition published by the Bible Societies/Collins). At times,
         however, it has seemed preferable to retain the cadences of the Authorized or King James Version (1611; a somewhat modernized version has now appeared). The Jewish Publication Society of America has completed its revised
         translation (1962-82).
      

      Gattaiola, 1983 Michael Grant

       
    Dates in this book, until Chapter 20, are BC (BCE) unless otherwise stated.

   
      
      
Part One


      THE LAND OF CANAAN

   




      CHAPTER 1

      
      FORERUNNERS AND ORIGINS


      

	
      
      i. The Land and its Beginnings

      
      A traveller moving in from the stiff, stormy line of the Mediterranean coast found the land stretching ahead of him in four
         successive strips. First came the coastal plains of Philistia and Sharon (less fertile then than they have been made now),
         terminated at the north by the promontory of Mount Carmel. Further inland, beyond the lowland moors of the She-phelah, rose
         the central rugged plateau (about the size of Kent or Long Island), dotted with unwelcoming thorns and scrub, seamed and broken
         by steep and narrow gorges, and occupied in historical times, from south to north, by the tribes of Judah, Ephraim and Manasseh
         (these last two forming the core of Samaria): northwards again was the land’s most important inland plain Jezreel (Esdraelon),
         flanked by Mounts Carmel and Gilboa and merging, on its northern side, into the slopes of Galilee. To the east, the country
         fell sharply into the Jordan Valley, which widened, at two points, into the Dead (or Salt) Sea and the Sea of Galilee (Lake
         of Chinnereth, Gennesaret). And finally, to the east, came the hilly or mountainous fringe tracts, not regarded, for millennia,
         as genuinely Israelite: Edom beyond Judah’s Negeb wilderness, and Moab and Ammon across the Jordan.
      

      
      The whole complex of small but varying and often mutually hostile territories extended for about a hundred and fifty miles
         from north to south, and less than seventy-five across. It was a land, whether we call it Canaan or Israel or Palestine (Appendix
       11), doomed by this lack of natural, geographical unity to be the land-bridge and meeting-place and battlefield of great empires
         –Egypt, Assyria, Babylonia, the Hellenistic kingdoms, and Rome. Their peoples and armies moved up and down the Way of the
         Sea which spanned the country from north to south, traversing the coastal plains and the plain of Jezreel, the site of many
         armed clashes. It was only, therefore, for brief periods, and in precarious fashion, that Israel became its own master, enjoying
         political independence and power.
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      Nor was it a very fertile land, or very rich in natural resources. True, it contained sufficient plantable areas to make two-thirds
         of its surface fit for human habitation, and the westerly winds of winter-time, coming in from the Mediterranean, brought
         rain which was caught up by the mountains and slopes, so that its crops did not need the artificial irrigation which was so
         indispensable in Egypt and Mesopotamia (Iraq). Yet, in comparison with other Mediterranean regions, the rain was unpredictable
         and could not be relied upon. It was withheld by Yahweh, concludes the Bible, when he felt displeased. To make this a land
         ‘flowing with milk and honey’, as he was said to have described it to Moses, was a challenge and a labour, like every other
         situation that confronted its people.
      

      
      Twelve miles north of the headwaters of the Dead Sea, and four and a half miles west of the River Jordan, the extremely ancient
         city of Jericho emerged from the plain, one mile from the modern town that bears the name. The lush, semi-tropical oasis surrounding
         the place provided the most abundant water-supply in the area. And Jericho controlled not only the north – south route along
         the Jordan but also the gorge which penetrated the hills from east to west and provided a major trade route linking the territories
         across the river to the Mediterranean coast.
      

      
      In what is described as the country’s Neolithic epoch (c. 8300–4000), Jericho already moved decisively to the fore. By 7000, or earlier, its economy had advanced to a transitional
         stage between the gathering and producing of food. Pottery began to be made in about 4500. The dwellings of the inhabitants
         were surrounded by fairly massive walls, and enclosed a population of perhaps two thousand. Even at this early date their
         racial composition is likely to have been thoroughly mixed.
      

      
      During the second half of the fourth millennium the first wave of Semitic-speaking peoples seems to have made its appearance.
         Coming from the extremities of the Arabian desert, they spread into Mesopotamia and Egypt, and then joined or displaced the
         Neolithic peoples of Jericho and other parts of Palestine as well. Because of the violence and destruction that these movements
         involved, the region suffered a material decline until about 3500 or a little later. But then many new villages came into
         existence, making use of copper, and displaying technical and artistic advances. An almost inaccessible cave at Nahal Mishmar,
         near the west bank of the Dead Sea (beside the later Masada), has yielded the finest hoard of copper objects ever found in
         the Near East. These objects were imported from Mesopotamia or Iran, and had perhaps, in the first instance, been brought
         to Engedi (not far from the cave), where a substantial stone-built shrine dates from c. 3300–3200. Meanwhile, a well-planned and strongly fortified little town had also been established at Jawa across the Jordan, upon a basalt outcrop in the middle of the desert. This settlement housed between five and six thousand
         persons, who had access to a seasonal watercourse.
      

      
      What is described as the Early Canaanite (or Early Bronze) Age in Syria and Palestine can be dated between c. 3150 and c. 2200. Its four successive phases formed an epoch of active trading, culture, religion and art. Population considerably increased;
         and city-states began to take shape, independent urban centres in control of surrounding strips of land. At Jericho, solid
         and substantial houses were built, including a sanctuary (others were at Megiddo and Ai). And other towns sprang up as well,
         constructed on defensible rock-spurs, and never far from a reliable water supply. By this time the people of the country,
         it would appear, predominantly spoke a Semitic tongue, one of the ancestors of the northwestern branches of this group of
         languages (Eblaic, Canaanite, Phoenician, Moabite, Hebrew, Aramaic).
      

      
      Meanwhile in Mesopotamia the city-states of the Sumerians, a non-Semitic people, had achieved a standard of civilization unequalled
         in all the world except Egypt and China. The city of Kish, which has provided what may be the world’s oldest inscribed tablet
         (c. 3500) displaying pictorial symbols or pictographs, yielded the supremacy to Ur in c. 2600. Ur’s Great Palace, datable to the twenty-fourth century, is the earliest known residence set apart for the use of a
         king. But then in c. 2370 Mesopotamia was invaded by the Akkadians, speakers of a Semitic tongue (the only representative of its north-eastern
         group, later divided into Assyrian and Babylonian). These Akkadians overwhelmed the Sumerian communities, and under Sargon
         (Sharrum-kin) of Agade, an unidentified city somewhere near Babylon, welded the surrounding region into an empire, possibly
         the first in human history. Sargon even claimed to have conquered ‘the territory of the sunset and the cedar forest and the
         silver mountains’, meaning Syria and Palestine. And then another invader of those vulnerable lands came from the opposite
         direction; that is to say, from the ancient, elaborately civilized kingdom of Egypt, whose VIth Dynasty pharaoh Pepi I (c. 2325-2275) conducted campaigns against the ‘sand-dwellers’ beyond his Sinai borders.
      

      
      Our knowledge of northern Syria during this epoch has been revolutionized by recent discoveries at Ebla (Tell-Mardikh), south-west
         of Aleppo. This locality, rising above the surrounding plateau and covering an area of 140 acres, was easily accessible to
         the fertile Idlib region which provided it with natural produce. At first under Mesopotamian influence, the place was already
         prospering in the earliest years of the third millennium, and then during its heyday (c. 2300) became a handsome town of towered, three-storeyed buildings. Trading extensively in timber and copper and precious stones, Ebla attained the status of a political superpower, controlling substantial tracts of Syria and
         Palestine and even reducing large regions of Mesopotamia to vassalage.
      

      
      Excavations at this site throw back our knowledge of Semitic origins and of Palestinian civilization by a thousand years.
         In particular the fifteen hundred tablets that have so far come to light, inscribed with cuneiform (wedge-shaped) pictographs
         or pictorial symbols, provide an exceptionally rich store of information. The language they employ, provisionally described
         as Early (or Palaeo – or Proto-) Canaanite, must be added to the north-western Semitic tongues of which we have hitherto known.
         It may even be the ancestor of Hebrew (with Canaanite as intermediary, Ch.1,ii). This remains uncertain: but it does seem
         that the third and greatest of Ebla’s kings was called Ebrum or Ebrium, akin to Eber who was reputed to have been one of Abraham’s
         ancestors. And the Ebla tablets include specific references to place-names including Sinai, Jerusalem, Hazor, Lachish, Megiddo
         and Acco, and personal names including Esau, Ishmael, David, Saul and Israel (though none of these are identifiable with the
         later biblical personages). The unidentified place-name Yahweh has also been detected in these documents, but that is unconfirmed.
         In any case, it is evident that these Hebrew traditions go back a great deal farther than had hitherto been supposed.
      

      
      
      
      ii. The Amorites and Egypt

      
      During the last centuries of the third millennium the end of the Early Canaanite (Early Bronze) Age came upon the Syrian and
         Palestinian sites with devastating completeness. During the fourth and last phase of that Age (c. 2400–2000) almost every site in Palestine was either completely abandoned or settled on a greatly reduced scale. For, in
         the first place, a marked climatic change had produced far drier conditions, resulting in a large-scale supersession of productive
         agriculture and commercial activities by dry-farming and herding at bare subsistence level. And then, in c. 2200-2000, there arrived waves of invaders, pastoral semi-nomads who, while destroying such settled, urban ways of life as
         still survived at that time, employed shaft graves and tumulus burials in a manner reminiscent of the Kurgan (tumulus or barrow)
         culture on the south Russian steppes.
      

      
      What followed was the age of the Amorites, the Amurru or ‘Westerners’ as the Akkadians of Mesopotamia called them (the Sumerians
         had known them as Martu). ‘Amorite’ bears a variety of different and loose and blurred meanings, particularly in the Bible,
         but the term may be applied particularly to the Semitic-speaking groups of invaders and immigrants who began to break in from
         the semi-arid Arabian fringes of the Fertile Crescent shortly before the end of the second millennium. By the nineteenth or
         eighteenth century they had subjugated the whole of upper Mesopotamia, founding Babylon as the capital of a new and powerful
         dynasty, of which the most famous and dynamic monarch was the lawgiver Hammurabi (1728–1687).
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      The Amorites had made their appearance in Syria and Palestine as well during the first two centuries of the second millennium.
         This period of their settlement is described by archaeologists as Middle Canaanite (Middle Bronze) Age II A; and in the epoch
         that followed (IIB, c. 1800–1550), when climatic conditions had greatly improved, they launched major economic and cultural advances. Indeed, this
         was an unprecedentedly flourishing period in the history of the two countries. It was also the first for which written documents
         exist; they were written in Canaanite, a north-western Semitic tongue related to, and perhaps originating from, the language
         already found at Ebla (and developing subsequently into Phoenician, Hebrew and Moabite). During this period Canaan, as a recognizable
         entity, can be said to have come truly into existence.
      

      
      Particularly notable, early in this period, was the Mediterranean port of Byblus (Jebeil), on the strip of the Syrian coast
         later known as Phoenicia. This was already an ancient foundation, but had fallen into decline. At the beginning of the second
         millennium, however, the place began to recover, becoming a centre for the manufacture of quite elegant pottery, evidently
         made on the wheel. Ebla, too, which had been destroyed by fire in c. 2250, was reborn as an impressive city containing a substantial royal palace (c. 1900), strong fortifications, and a large tripartite temple. Once again Syria had become an important centre of material,
         spiritual and cultural developments.
      

      
      Far inland in the same country lay the equally powerful city-state of Mari (Tell el-Harari), situated on the middle Euphrates
         at the intersection of major caravan routes from all points of the compass. Mari had already flourished in the third millennium,
         but after a period of eclipse began to rise again, like Ebla, attaining a new Golden Age in the eighteenth century under the
         last of its three known kings, Zimri-Lim. In his very large palace, more than 25, 000 cuneiform tablets have been found. They
         are written in Akkadian, the Semitic language which now provided the medium of international diplomacy for many of the nearer
         regions of Asia, but the kings of Mari possessed a north-western Semitic (Amorite) nomenclature, and the bulk of the population,
         too, evidently spoke the same language. Like those found earlier at Ebla, its names display a close relation to the speech
         of the Israelites’ ancestors: thus Mari texts speak of Abram-ram, Jacob-el, Levi and Israel, and refer to an Amorite tribe
         of Bene-iamina (although, as at Ebla, without any apparent connexion with the biblical stories). The same texts provide our first precise evidence for the dual society of the
         time, in which pastoral nomads or semi-nomads existed alongside a sedentary population, in conflict or uneasy peace. Indeed,
         some groups of the people living at Mari belonged to an intermediate category known as ‘integrated tribes’, of which one branch
         remained static all the year round while the other moved into the steppes or hills according to the seasons.
      

      
      In Palestine, too, development became apparent as the second millennium proceeded on its way, though progress was slower and
         on a smaller scale. The local situation was recorded by Sinuhe, a refugee from Egypt who visited the country during the reign
         of the XIIth Dynasty pharaoh Senusret (Sesostris) II (c. 1897–1878). This phase is illustrated by two sets of Execration Texts (1925–1875, and second half of nineteenth century)
         inscribed in hieratic (stylized hieroglyphic) pictorial symbols or pictographs on broken pottery bowls, as part of a ritual
         designed to curse Egypt’s enemies. For at this time most of Palestine’s local Canaanite rulers were dependants, sometimes
         rebellious, of the rich and powerful Egyptian pharaohs of the Middle Kingdom (XIth and XIIth Dynasties, c. 2080–1640). This Palestinian dependence upon Egypt was not, it appears, an altogether new phenomenon, but now the Egyptians
         felt more than ever conscious that domination over Palestine was not only convenient for access to the timber of Phoenicia
         (Lebanon), but also, as Napoleon pointed out, indispensable for the safe protection of the valley of the Nile itself. Thus
         the coastal highway which linked the two countries, the Way of the Sea – known to the Egyptians as the Ways of Horus – was
         protected by their fortresses, for example at Sharuhen (probably to be identified with Tell el-Farah) and El-Arish.
      

      
      The earlier group of Execration Texts shows that, during this phase, there were several chiefs or elders in each Palestinian
         community, at a time when the new, semi-nomadic tribal immigrants were first beginning to make contact with the settled life
         of their areas. The later series of texts, on the other hand, reflects a period in which each locality had come to have a
         single chief, indicating a fuller assimilation to sedentary life and centralized urban rule. By 1800 these Canaanite leaders
         were fortifying their small capitals, recreating the city-states of the previous millennium, and beginning to enlarge their
         dominions into minor kingdoms, increasingly capable of looking after themselves.
      

      
      In the later eighteenth century, a considerable number of immigrants, traders and infiltrators moved through Canaan and gradually
         gained control of Lower Egypt, establishing a fortress capital at Avaris (Tell el-Debaa) in the eastern portion of the Nile
         delta. These new rulers of the two countries were a warrior aristocracy known as the Hyksos (hyk khwsht, ‘rulers of the desert uplands’ or ‘of foreign lands’). They and their followers were of mixed stock but preponderantly used
         a north-western Semitic tongue, resembling the Canaanite speech.
      

      
      The Hyksos (XVth –XVIIth Dynasties), from the time of their arrival in Canaan (c. 1720), controlled its city-states pretty tightly. They did not, it is true, effectively dominate the whole land, but their
         fortresses at Tell el-Ajjul (Beth-eglaim, the predecessor of Gaza) and Joppa (Jaffa) enabled them to control the coastline
         – which provided their major route to the north – and kept intruders out of the plains of Sharon and Jezreel; while Lachish
         (Tell ed-Duweir) in the interior also received impressive fortifications. In general, recent excavations at Palestinian sites
         of this period suggest that the Hyksos rule conferred greater and more widespread prosperity than later Egyptian tradition
         wished to suggest.
      

      
      The Hyksos remained in power from c. 1720 until c. 1580 (or c. 1567), when they were driven out of Egypt by Ahmose, founder of the XVIIIth Dynasty and brilliant New Kingdom. On expulsion
         from the country, the Hyksos managed to retain their stronghold at Sharuhen, but were driven out of it after about three years.
         It has been conjectured that the destruction of many important Palestinian cities dates from this troubled time. However,
         within a century or two (in the Late Canaanite period, c. 1550-1200), most of these places had recovered. Their recovery was, once again, the work of the Egyptians, whose XVIIIth
         Dynasty pharaoh Thothmes (Tuthmosis) III (1504-1450), the most imposing ruler they ever possessed, asserted full control of
         Palestine and Syria in the course of no less than seventeen campaigns, starting with the battle of Kadesh on the River Orontes
         against 330 Canaanite chiefs (c.1479) and continuing for over thirty years. Amenhotep II (1450–1424) sent punitive forces
         not only to north Syria but also to Palestine, with the Jezreel plain as one of his principal objectives.
      

      
      Light is thrown on subsequent developments by a series of more than three hundred and fifty cuneiform tablets from Tell el-Amarna
         in Upper Egypt, written in a Semitic jargon of a scholastic or diplomatic nature – bad Akkadian with a strong Canaanite admixture.
         These tablets, archives from the Foreign Office of the pharaohs, date from the reigns of Amenhotep (Amenophis) III (c. 1417–1379) and his son Amenhotep IV(c. 1379–1362), the religious revolutionary who renamed himself Akhenaten, after the sun-god
         Aten. The Amarna letters include numerous reports from local rulers in Canaan. They reveal a marked weakening of Egyptian
         control, manifested in local revolts and intrigues, incursions of nomads and seminomads from the fringes, and pressures and
         subversive actions from other imperial powers. Amid widespread recrimination, corruption and rapacity, complaints and appeals
         to Egypt went unanswered.
      

      
   
      




      CHAPTER 2

      
      THE CANAANITES


      
      

      i. Canaanite Civilization

      
      Canaan was indeed in a ferment, but by this time its city-states had built up a strong enough civilization to survive the
         successive storms. As we have seen, the middle years of the millennium, before the troubles recorded in the Amarna letters,
         had witnessed a gradual revival of town life at many sites. Admittedly, the population was mostly concentrated on the plains
         and in the valleys: the hill-country on either side of the Jordan was still very sparsely settled. Nevertheless, a way of
         life had now developed which, although the country was still a poor relation of Egypt, was distinctively Canaanite and indigenous,
         reflected in a language which formed one of the main north-west Semitic tongues.
      

      
      The cities of Canaan, each ruled by a king, were fortified by a new kind of massive rampart, surmounting a bank of earth (glacis)
         and adjoining an exterior ditch or fosse. This technique, designed to resist attacks by battering-rams and horse-drawn chariots,
         was probably brought to Palestine in Hyksos times (late eighteenth century) from north Syria, where Ebla and Carchemish provided
         conspicuous examples of similar defences. They had learnt about fortifications of this kind, and about the chariots that necessitated
         their construction, from the kingdom of Mitanni, north of Assyria, upon what are now the frontiers of Turkey and Syria. This
         powerful imperial state was ruled, between the eighteenth and sixteenth centuries, by an invading caste known as the Hurrians,
         who were migrants of Indo-European speech from the highlands of Armenia; one of their cities is now being excavated, at Kahat
         (Tell Barri). Their development of the chariot created a feudal society consisting of a hereditary nobility and military élite
         (the maryannu), and a half-free, Semitic-speaking class of dependants (khupshu) – excavations suggest that there was no middle class in between.
      

      
      Mitanni, at its height, extended downwards at least as far as the fringes of the city-states of Canaanite Palestine, and influenced
         their social structure and legal institutions (as well as those of the Hyksos in Egypt). For, in this period, Canaan, as the Amarna letters make clear, likewise possessed a class of graded feudal barons, probably for
         the most part of non-Semitic stock, ruling over a much larger population of oppressed Semitic speakers, often employed in
         the forced labour (corvée) which David and Solomon subsequently imitated. Documents indicate that the local kings settled privileges and fiefs on this
         warrior aristocracy.
      

      
      It appears from our sources, and excavations confirm, that the most powerful city-states of the epoch included (from north
         to south) Hazor, Megiddo, Beth-shan, Shechem, Gezer and Jerusalem.
      

      
      Hazor (Tell el-Kedah), in Upper Galilee, stood on a small hill rising above the river route between the Sea of Galilee and
         the Waters of Merom (Lake Huleh), at a point where trade routes from many points come together so that the town spanned and
         controlled the highways from Damascus to the Syrian ports, whose culture and religion it shared. Mentioned in Mari texts of
         the eighteenth and seventeenth centuries as an important commercial centre (the recipient, it is recorded, of three successive
         consignments of tin), Hazor became the largest city in the whole country, with a uniquely extensive urban area capable of
         housing 30, 000 or 40, 000 inhabitants. Its monarchs were the overlords of a substantial part of northern Canaan, and are
         rightly described in the Bible as heads of a number of kingdoms1 Their power was evidently on a par with that of important contemporary rulers at places such as Ebla and Carchemish in northern
         Syria. Although they were granted a title of exceptional esteem in Egyptian sources, the Amarna letters portray them emancipating
         themselves from Egyptian suzerainty.
      

      
      Megiddo (Tell el-Mutesellim), south-west of Hazor and not far from the modern Haifa, rose upon a spur of the ridge of Mount
         Carmel. Commanding a view of almost the whole Jezreel valley, the place presided over the vital north-south Megiddo Pass,
         where the Way of the Sea, the coastal route from the Sharon plain, penetrated the neck of the Carmel range. This strategic
         location meant that Megiddo was fated to witness frequent clashes of armies (under the name of ‘Armageddon’ it was thought
         of as the scene of the final great conflict on the Day of Judgement). The town was surrounded by a massive wall, originally
         thirteen feet thick and later strengthened to twice that width; so that the XVIIIth Dynasty pharaoh Thothmes III, despite
         his victory over the Canaanite coalition at Kadesh (c. 1479, Ch.1,ii), was unable to capture the fortress.
      

      
      Megiddo possessed an efficient water supply which testified to its rulers’ authority, persistence and skill. They were also
         able to profit from the trade and culture of the maritime colony of Tell Abu Hawam, a settlement of the proto-Greek Mycenaeans,
         whose imposing civilization dominated the Greek mainland. Megiddo was only ten miles away from this port, and the rectangular, Egyptian appearance of
         some of its houses reflects international contacts. The fifteenth-century palace presiding over the city, constructed round
         several courtyards, was found to contain a rich hoard of gold, lapis lazuli, and over two hundred carved and incised ivory
         objects. On one of these ivory reliefs, dating from the close of the Late Canaanite epoch (c. 1200), a king is shown sitting on a richly sculptured throne, reviewing prisoners of war to the accompaniment of music and
         dancing.
      

      
      East of Megiddo, at the far end of the Jezreel plain, rose the stark, steep, imposing eminence of Beth-shan or Beth-shean
         (Tell el-Husn), visible for many miles around. The place was located in a weli-watered, fertile area with good rainfall, near
         a perennial tributary of the Jordan – which could easily be crossed at a point not far away. The conspicuous natural advantages
         of this site had been exploited for centuries: its great mound of rubble was found to contain no less than eighteen levels
         of successive habitation, going back to the fourth millennium. The Canaanite city which constituted several of these levels
         was fortified with an inner and an outer wall, linked with cross-walls forming small rooms. The position of Beth-shan earned
         it the role of the Egyptians’ principal base in the interior of the country, probably from the time of Thothmes III onwards.
      

      
      To the south-west of Beth-shan stood Shechem (Nablus), below Mount Gerizim. Not far off, between Gerizim and Ebal, was the
         pass through which ran the longitudinal thoroughfare along the central highlands of Samaria: an east-west route is also readily
         accessible. This crossroads location, with its international potentialities, explains why cylinder seals with Mesopotamian
         (Akkadian) motifs and inscriptions have been found at the place. Shechem became a city soon after 2000, and acquired formidable
         walls. It was destroyed (by unknown attackers) in the midsixteenth century, but soon rose to importance again. We learn from
         the Amarna letters2 (Ch.1,ii) that in the fourteenth century a chieftain named Labaya or Labayu, the ‘Lion Man’, gained control over Shechem,
         and built up a kingdom extending as far as the Mediterranean coast. Labaya, who, although his name was Hurrian, fostered a
         network of Canaanite allies and clients, refrained from grovelling to the Egyptians like many other local chiefs, but did
         not, on the other hand, openly secede from them like his fellow monarch at Hazor. That is to say, he alternated between conciliation
         and truculence, encouraging nomad raiders to encroach on Egyptian possessions when he felt so inclined. He died a violent
         death; but thereafter his sons played an equally active part.
      

      
      Gezer was further south, upon one of the few bastions the hill country of Ephraim throws out towards the west. Although not
         standing very high, it enjoys an unimpeded view in all directions, and presides over the junction of two ancient trade routes, the coastal highway and the road leading inland from the sea up to Jerusalem. The place,
         which enjoyed fertile, well-watered surroundings, had been occupied since before 3000. In Canaanite times its twenty-seven-acre
         site was enclosed by a wall thirteen feet broad, followed after destruction by another of even larger dimensions.
      

      
      Up the pass eastwards from Gezer lies Jerusalem, which like Shechem was not only situated on the central ridge and the north-south
         route, but also formed a staging point on the road running eastwards from the Mediterranean towards the Jordan. The town,
         inhabited in the later second millennium by Jebusites (a people of uncertain origin), stood on the rocky plateau of Ophel,
         protected by deep valleys, with access to the adjacent Gihon spring. ‘Salem’ (meaning ‘peace’ – or the name of a Canaanite
         deity) was the city of Melchizedek (‘monarch of righteousness’) in the early second millennium, later honoured as the ideal
         priest-king. Jerusalem is also mentioned in the Execration Texts; and the Amarna letters show Abdi-Hiba, the governor of ‘Urusalim’,
         writing repeatedly to the pharaoh Akhenaten asking for Egyptian troops.
      

      
      The road eastwards from the city towards the Jordan led to Jericho, which gained a fresh and novel lease of life during this
         period. In the south (Judah), the only important town to survive the disturbances accompanying the expulsion of the Hyksos
         was Beth-eglaim (Tell el-Ajjul, near Gaza), which became a rich and important place, and was selected, in the time of Thothmes
         III, to become the capital of the entire Egyptian province. The slightly later Amarna letters also mention Gath, Ashkelon
         and Lachish in this region, cities subsequently occupied by the Philistines (Ch.6,i).
      

      
      Basing their military power on the employment of chariots, the Canaanite rulers relied increasingly on bronze tools and weapons.
         Much of their copper came, by courtesy of the Egyptians, from an exceptionally large mining complex in the Timna valley, eighteen
         miles north of the Gulf of Elath (Eilat) or Akaba. There the pharaohs employed not only casual Negeb labour but also skilled
         metallurgists (itinerant Kenites, related to the Midianites) to obtain the copper that was to be found in abundance. Because of these mines, the inscriptions of Rameses III show a new interest
         in the adjoining regions of Edom and Moab. Additional copper came to Canaan from the island of Cyprus, which was only sixty
         miles from the Syrian coast. And it is possible that they obtained further supplies of the metal, together with the tin with
         which it was alloyed, from Khurasan in Iran. In return they were able to offer purple dye (murex), oil and wine, ivory, and
         woods for construction and ornament. They also made use of a new range of pots, well turned on a flat wheel; sixteenth-century examples, suggestive of Greek wares, were inspired by Mycenaean settlements at Syrian ports such as Tell
         Abu Hawam. As their geographical situation suggested, the Canaanites played an important part as commercial, diplomatic and
         cultural middlemen between Mesopotamia and Egypt.
      

      
      It was in aid of this function that they devised the alphabet. Already by c. 1800 (?) a simpler script than the old Egyptian hieroglyphic (pictorial) had appeared at Byblus in Phoenicia. This script
         consisted of eighty signs, each probably representing a syllable, and it interlarded characters derived from the hieroglyphic
         symbols with others of a linear, geometric appearance which still seem to be depicting natural objects, but in an increasingly
         stylized fashion. A more completely abstract linear script of about the same date, once again likely to be syllabic, has been
         found on a piece of pottery at El-Jisr in the Bekaa valley of Lebanon. Then at Serabit el-Khadem, in the western part of the
         Sinai peninsula, Semitic-speaking (Canaanite) labourers working in turquoise mines under Egyptian control made use of what
         has been called a ‘Proto-Sinaitic’ script, at some date between 1600 and 1450. Here only thirty signs, or fewer, are to be
         seen. Once again Egyptian pictographs are combined with conventional linear symbols. The latter (including most of the characters
         subsequently found in Hebrew writings) may still represent a syllabary, in reduced and streamlined form, but they have, alternatively,
         been interpreted as ‘acrophonic’, i.e. representing the initial sound of a syllable or word, and if that is correct, this
         script has achieved the status of a purely alphabetic medium.
      

      
      More definite evidence of the same phenomenon soon becomes apparent at Ugarit (Ras Shamra) on the north Syrian coast. Equipped
         with a harbour (Minet el-Beida) which, like Tell Abu Hawam, possessed a Mycenaean quarter – it was the main port of entry
         for copper ore from Cyprus –Ugarit stood at the crossroads of many trading routes and was courted by great powers to north
         and south, whom its rulers played off against one another with skill. Forty seasons of excavations have yielded our most revealing
         glimpse of Canaanite culture and prosperity at its height. A royal palace of over sixty rooms, disposed around five courtyards,
         includes four separate quarters reserved for business and governmental archives. The inscribed tablets that have emerged from
         this site mainly belong to the fourteenth and thirteenth centuries. Their signs are wedge-shaped (cuneiform), as in ancient
         Mesopotamia. Yet here, whether by descent from the ‘Proto-Sinaitic’ script or through another channel, we seem to have arrived
         at a fully developed alphabet, like that of the later Hebrew language (Ch.8,ii). Displaying two versions, one a contraction
         of the other, twenty-seven of the thirty Canaanite characters represented consonants (the Semitic vocabulary is built up of
         regular sets of consonants, very often three in a word; its three primary vowel-sounds were not thought to need inclusion).
         The remaining three Canaanite letters stood for glottal stops (the sounds produced by the closure of the glottis, the opening
         between the vocal chords).
      

      
      This extraordinary feat of dissecting the sounds of human speech into so few and convenient elementary constituents was the
         crowning contribution of the Canaanites to the world’s culture. Writing, now infinitely more accessible, enabled Ugarit not
         only to amass archives but also to create an entire literature. This was composed partly in a Hurrian dialect and partly in
         Ugaritic, a north-western Semitic tongue related to (or possibly a dialect of) Canaanite. It was a language which lent itself
         to a splendid poetic style, foreshadowing early Hebrew verse, and was readily set to music, which apparently became the other
         major Canaanite art – though we cannot judge its quality, since it is all lost.
      

      
      
      
      ii. Canaanite Religion

      
      What has survived of the literature of the Canaanites is rich in myth, epic, saga and ritual, and provides an arresting picture
         of their religion, which so enormously influenced the faith of the Hebrews, both by direct derivation and by hostile reaction.3

      
      These Canaanite documents make it clear that their authors were religious people who believed in the existence of deity, a
         belief concerned, in origin, with coercing and enlisting divine favour, to get it on one’s own side. Most other ancient peoples,
         too, believed, like the Canaanites, that a supernatural power or powers, which could somehow be approached, presided over
         the world. Fools say to themselves, “There is no God”,’ declares a Psalmist.4 But this scepticism was evidently rare: beliefs in the existence of a divinity guided the history of the ancient Canaanites,
         and then of the Israelites too, with overwhelming force.
      

      
      The Canaanite version of this conviction, emanating from Mesopotamia, was polytheistic, in contrast to the strict monotheism
         of later Israelite theologians. The monotheist finds that the universe is inexplicable (and its guarantee of our own security
         imperfect) unless regarded as the product of a single, all-creating, all-controlling deity. The polytheist notes the diversity
         of phenomena, and frequently the conflict, between them (including, as sophistication grew, the conflict between good and
         evil) and is unable to conceive that such diversity could have been created, or could be controlled, by any one single power.
      

      
      In polytheistic Canaan, as in many other countries, each locality and settlement and craft and aspect of life had its own
         deities. They included minor gods, to whom ordinary men and women liked to attach themselves, as protectors of their interests.
         But there were also high gods, with universal aspects, although their omnipotence and domination over humankind seemed diminished by the rival existence of their
         fellow divinities. This was a doctrine which mirrored the inter-state and intercity wars people saw raging around them. It
         scarcely made for psychological security. Yet it did satisfactorily account for the diversity of phenomena. Moreover, the
         essentially agricultural basis of Canaanite life, as of the life of Mesopotamia and Egypt, involved a close view of nature’s
         manifold, varied expressions, which prompted the assumption of a divine division of labour.
      

      
      A comprehensive account of religion in the cities of the Canaanite-Phoenician coast, attributed to a certain Sanchuniathon
         who supposedly lived in the eleventh century, has only survived in some fragments of a work by Philo of Byblus (1st century
         AD);5 but what he reports is now regarded as fairly reliable. Canaanite religious practices also receive abundant mention in the
         Bible, though these are often fragmentary, hostile and biased, but the voluminous second millennium archives of Ugarit and
         elsewhere enable the balance to be redressed.
      

      
      The beliefs of Ugarit envisaged a pantheon of more than thirty gods and goddesses, anthropomorphically conceived and endowed
         with human passions and weaknesses. Assessments of their personalities, relationships and functions seem to have been curiously
         fluctuating and fluid. The leading deities, however, are of great relevance to this study, since their influence subsequently
         appears in Israel again and again. This applied particularly to El, the Mighty One, the head of the Canaanite pantheon, the
         final authority in all human and divine affairs. He is the ‘Creator of Created Things’ (bny bnwt), the majestic Father and King of Gods and of Men. ‘El’ meant ‘god’ in almost every Semitic tongue, and in Canaan, as elsewhere,
         became the generic term for a super-god, for the Canaanites had borrowed from earlier civilizations, and considerably sharpened,
         the concept of a supreme, living God who had made the world, and embodies the ultimate explanation of the universe beyond
         human life.
      

      
      In the Ugaritic epics, El sat in royal state amid a cosmic paradise, ‘at the confluence of the two streams’ (where the upper
         and lower waters meet and mingle), beyond the menace of any evil power. He is the Bull, because of his mighty strength. But
         he is also, like Yahweh after him, all-powerful – and wise, beneficent, kindly and merciful. He is the supreme judge, and
         stresses justice, charity, hospitality and decency as qualities human beings must endeavour to possess, so that the Canaanite
         kings, presiding over the rituals of their city-states, were in duty bound, as representatives of the divine will on earth,
         to show fairness and charity to the underprivileged and defenceless. Moreover, the monarchs performed rites with the specific
         aim of securing forgiveness for their sins and offences. These religious and moral concepts of kingship were destined to provide Israel with one of its most substantial
         Canaanite heritages.
      

      
      Such insistence upon moral rectitude among men and women came about as a result of the attribution of the same qualities to El himself. Thus, the Canaanites belonged to that section of humanity which considers
         morality to be directly derived from religion, and only able to exist at all because of religious sanctions. Despite opposition,
         this remained the general inheritance of the Jews and Christians, and the whole nonpagan and post-pagan west.
      

      
      Among the Canaanites, however, this potentially monotheistic aspect of El was blurred and clouded by the localizations of
         his cult. As the Bible, much later, had still not forgotten, he was worshipped in or near Hebron (at Mamre?) as El Shaddai
         (‘of the plains, fields, steppe’; mainly poetical, perhaps of Akkadian origin); and he was venerated, also, at Bethel (‘House
         of God’) as El Bethel (likewise perhaps Akkadian), at Beersheba as El Olam (the Eternal One), at Kadesh-barnea as El Roi (‘El
         sees me’), and at Jerusalem as El Elyon (the Most High). It is true that El Elyon could be described, in universal terms,
         as ‘creator [or owner] of heaven and earth’,6 but it was only to be expected that popular, polytheistic belief should, by way of contrast, tend to regard these regional
         cults as representing local deities (which, indeed, they had once perhaps been) rather than as manifestations of a single
         all-powerful god.
      

      
      Besides, El’s omnipotence was further qualified by the Canaanites’ acceptance of other powerful gods within their pantheon.
         His son Baal is the deity of whom, eventually, we hear most. He is youthful and vigorous, the Mighty, Mightiest Hero, Prince,
         Lord of Heaven. His name Hadad – to whom Hazor’s most important temple was dedicated – expresses the clash of thunder that
         accompanies the winter rain. Assuming El’s role, he is god of the mountains where the storms build up; he is the terrible,
         raging Rider of the Clouds. These flashing tempests echoed the wilderness round about; but Baal’s worship also became adjusted
         and assimilated to the sedentary agricultural life adopted by the Canaanites, so that he next became the god of the vegetation
         promoted by the tempests over which he presided.
      

      
      Taking his name from a common noun meaning owner, master, or husband, Baal was originally, it appears, associated with specific
         places and sanctuaries; in an Ugarit temple he is linked or equated with Dagon, who had been the high god of Ebla. But his
         cult became widespread throughout Canaan, where one could talk of a Baal in every field or ford or spring. That was befitting
         to the Lord of the Land’s fertility cult, the master and dispenser of the land’s earth and water.
      

      
      This role explained the mighty battles he was believed to be incessantly fighting, incessantly engaged in conflict with the
         forces of disorder and chaos against whom he emerges triumphant – monsters like the Leviathan and Behemoth of later biblical literature. But
         his principal enemy is Mot or Death, the god of the dried-up summer soil. In this annual struggle Baal, like so many of his
         counterparts in other near eastern regions, met his death when the vegetation perished every year, descended into the underworld,
         and rose to life again when the winter was over. This constant struggle between life and death was a dramatic myth by which
         the emotions of the people were profoundly excited and purged. Baal’s enemies had done their worse – and their power was exhausted.
      

      
      Thus the religion of Canaan was anchored in the annual, cyclical, movements of nature, overridingly preoccupied with the productiveness
         of flock and field, upon which the lives of the people depended. This productiveness could be secured and maintained by sympathetic,
         imitative magic, designed to attract the goodwill of Baal and his fellow deities, seen as unpredictable outsiders who needed
         to be appeased, rather than as the protective power by whom the Israelites later believed they had been specially chosen and
         singled out. Moreover, the Israelite prophets savagely attacked the cyclical nature cults of Canaan, since their own Yahwist
         religion was not so much rooted in nature as in the alleged events of their national history, directed towards a determined
         end (Ch.4,ii; 5,ii). Yet the faith of the Canaanites lived on and on – as long as the prophets themselves – because it was
         so securely anchored to their own daily existence, binding gods, human beings and nature in a stable order of security, procreation
         and unity in this life upon earth (like the Hebrews, they saw the afterlife as wholly insubstantial). It was to maintain this
         indispensable unity – to control the natural forces that shape people’s lives – that the colourful, dramatic myths and rituals
         and festivals of Canaan were evolved, passionately plunging its whole people into these annual, life-giving, elaborately orchestrated
         dramas.
      

      
      We have news of such Canaanite forms of worship as late as in the sixth century; and it happens to come from a group of women.7 Fertility rites were obviously of special importance to their sex, and there were deeply revered female divinities. These
         sixth-century women had been worshippers of the ‘Queen of Heaven’, Ashtoreth or Anath or a blend of the two. Ashtoreth, Asherah
         and Anath – not always distinguishable one from the other – were all mother figures, goddesses of sexual intercourse. But
         at the same time, they were also bloodthirsty patrons of the wars that were needed to preserve all this fertility for the
         faithful. Asherah was known to the Bible as Baal’s consort, though at Ugarit she had been El’s, the mother of seventy sons.
         Her name means ‘upright’, for she was a tree goddess, represented either by a tree or by a sacred wooden pole or pillar, that
         was called asherah after her (mistranslated ‘grove’ in the Authorized Version of the Bible). But Asherah was duplicated (and eclipsed) at Ugarit, in her capacity as Baal’s lover and sister, by the young, beautiful, desirable, life-giving Anath, upholder of justice
         and law, who annually rescued Baal from his enemy Mot, and was therefore especially revered at the annual fertility rites.
         And the Canaanites’ worship of the just and kindly sun-god Shemesh and the moon-god Yerah was once again founded on a total
         preoccupation with the powers that give fruitfulness to earth, trees, and flocks.
      

      
      Tablets found at Taanach, near Megiddo, read ‘if the finger of Ashirat points’,8 suggesting that she was believed to give forth oracles; and the other divinities, too, were oracular. There were prophets
         at Ugarit, as there had been at Mari, for the Canaanites, like the Israelites after them, sought to learn the will of their
         deities through the voice of prophets or seers citing inspired, ecstatic visions and voices, in contrast to the ‘technical’
         methods of diviners gazing at entrails, flights and stars. And another means of seeking unification with the supernatural
         powers, much favoured by Canaanite religious authorities and devotees, was the ritual performance of the sexual act. Guilds
         of consecrated female and male prostitutes (Qedeshoth and Qedeshim) were appointed to the holy places, in order to carry out this intercourse with worshippers as a form of sympathetic magic,
         to imitate and stimulate the processes of natural fertility. These practices, which persisted for as long as the cults themselves
         lasted, were seized upon by biblical writers as an exceptionally scandalous proof of the essential, disgusting error of the
         entire Canaanite religious system, and a striking demonstration that its claims to moral standards were false.
      

      
      When the monarchs of the Canaanites sought to get in touch with their deities, they did so, like the Israelites of later days,
         not only by the methods that have just been described but by offering sacrifices, often accompanied by ritual ablutions. The
         gods lived off the smell of the offerings, and these also helped to unify the people who performed the sacrificial acts, since
         by partaking together of one and the same animal the community was reintegrated, one member with another. In grave corporate
         emergencies, or to accompany the foundation of important temples or cities, the surest way of all to appease the divine power
         was to sacrifice a human being, especially a son or a daughter – and best of all a first-born. Babies’ skeletons found at
         Tirzah and Shechem, and infants buried in jars in the subsoil of Gezer, evidently testify to this custom. A ninth-century
         king of Moab, Mesha, was still offering sacrifices of a similar kind. And the ostensibly Yahwist kings of Judah, two hundred
         years later, were accused of doing the same.
      

      
      Such were the rites performed at Canaanite temples of the second millennium. Places where the remains of such shrines have
         been found include Hazor (no less than six!), Beth-shan (two?), Shechem, and the southern fortress of Lachish, at which the discovery of many precious objects testifies to a variety of cult practices. But
         the characteristic Canaanite places of worship were what the Bible, speaking of them with horror, has accustomed us to describe
         as ‘high places’ (bamoth), not necessarily on hill-tops – they could even be in a valley – but artificial or natural mounds or knolls or raised platforms
         standing above the levels of their surroundings. One great stone mound was at Megiddo (c. 1900); on another high platform at Gezer stood nearly a dozen monoliths (masseboth), the standing stones or ‘sacred pillars’ denounced by Israelite prophets, symbols of the male deity as the pillars of Asherah
         stood for his female counterpart.
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      CHAPTER 3

      
      THE PATRIARCHS


      

      
      i. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob

      
      Throughout the greater part of the second millennium, many nomadic or semi-nomadic bands of refugees, brigands and rebels
         were continually drifting out of the eastern steppes into the hilly fringes of the settled Canaanite states and neighbouring
         kingdoms. Some of the immigrants served these established communities as mercenaries, others were forced into slavery, others
         again remained free, raiding and destroying wherever they could. Such landless, stateless individuals or groups, who stood
         outside the recognized social system for one reason or another, were known to the local officials and populations as apiru, hapiru, habiru; the term appears in Egyptian, Canaanite, and other texts. Sometimes, evidently, this shifting population became important
         enough to fulfil a political role. For example, Labaya, ‘the Lion Man’ who seized Shechem (Ch.2,i), is reported to have handed
         the place over to the habiru; and he may even have been one of their number himself.
      

      
      They were probably not a homogeneous group, but of extremely mixed race. Their name has been identified, with some probability,
         as Hurrian (Ch.2,i), but many of them must have spoken Semitic languages and dialects, and etymological and historical links
         between habiru and ‘Hebrew’ have been claimed. Indeed it may well be that the Israelites, who made their first appearance in Palestine during
         this period – the people represented in the biblical story by the patriarchs Abraham, Isaac and Jacob – were habiru, not by any means the whole of the habiru, however, but part of a much wider socio-economic class of ‘sojourners’ bearing that name. It was perhaps because they belonged
         to this class that all the references to ‘Hebrews’ in the Jewish Bible (except one) allude to events before 1000. Abraham
       himself is singled out as ‘the Hebrew’,1 while the name of one of his supposed ancestors, Eber, seems to be linked philologically with the same root (ibri) (cf. Appendix 11).
      

      
      When these Israelites of the patriarchal age first made their appearance in the country is disputed. Abraham, Isaac and Jacob
         are ancient names, transmitted by an early tradition; and some believe they were immigrants who arrived before the third millennium was
         over. But their coming is more generally ascribed to some date, still uncertain, between the nineteenth and sixteenth centuries.
         In this case they are to be seen as a second or later wave of north-western-Semitic-speaking peoples, invaders or infiltrators,
         following after the Amorites (Ch.1,ii), or even forming part of the same movement; Jacob, and perhaps Abraham and Isaac too,
         were Amorite as well as Israelite names. Moreover, later biblical compilers were well aware that their patriarchs had been
         gerim (aliens) in Canaan. They and their dependants can be thought of as semi-nomadic groups with small herds of sheep and goats
         coming in from the desert in search of summer pasture, penetrating farther and farther through the peripheral zones year by
         year, and finally, despite the opposition which strangers would inevitably encounter, settling down into groups based on the
         beth-ab, the father’s house – in which the head of the extended family had undivided authority – and partially fusing with the local
         population and its language.
      

      
      So anachronistic and inconsistent and aetiological (seeking to explain names or phenomena) are the profuse legends that have
         gathered round the figures of the patriarchs that it cannot even be stated for certain that they ever existed at all – just
         as Agamemnon and Menelaus, of Greek mythology, may never have existed. Perhaps their names are those of families or clans
         or tribes, or of groups or sections of tribes, or even of Canaanite gods, rather than of individual persons. Nevertheless,
         the unanimous weight of tradition still makes it more reasonable to suppose that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were real individuals
         – the chiefs or ancestors or founders of tribal units of some sort – and that these men, with their followers, dwelt in Canaan
         for a longer or shorter time before the final Israelite settlement of the country.
      

      
      At some early stage, the names of each of them have been associated with a specific sanctuary of pre-Israelite origin: Abraham
         with Mamre (beside Hebron, in Judah, the southern region of the country), Isaac with Beersheba (farther still towards the
         south), and Jacob originally with Shechem (in the central highlands). In any case, the existences and traditions of these
         patriarchs and their adherents seem to have been originally quite separate from one another and unrelated. It was only much
         later that the compilers of the Bible wove their stories and genealogies together into a single theological construction,
         the ‘patriarchal period’, which was usually understood as including Jacob’s sons as well, and was hailed as marking the true
         beginnings of Israel’s salvation history.
      

      
      By the time it reached the Bible (Ch.9,i; 11,iii, 14,iii), the tale of Abraham went as follows. Originally known as Abram,
         he was said to have come originally from ‘Ur of the Chaldaeans’, a Sumerian city of Mesopotamia near the head of the Persian Gulf. With his
         father Terah, his wife Sarai and his nephew Lot, he moved up the Euphrates valley until they came to Haran, a trading centre
         in northern Aram (Syria). Terah died there, and God, it was said, appeared to Abram and called upon him to move to Canaan,
         where he would found a great nation, and so, with Sarai and Lot, he journeyed to Canaan, and built altars at Shechem and Bethel.
         But then famine drove him onwards to Egypt. There, according to the story, the pharaoh of the time admired Sarai and brought
         her to his court, but later, afflicted by God with plagues, requested the party to leave the country. Returning from Egypt
         to Canaan, Abram and Lot agreed to part because the grazing was insufficient. Abram settled in the plain beside Hebron, and
         Lot moved away to Sodom near the southern extremity of the Dead Sea, where his uncle rescued him from marauding local chieftains
         or kings.
      

      
      As Sarai had given him no children, Abram took her servant-girl Hagar to his bed, and she bore him a son, Ishmael. But when
         Abram was ninety-nine and Sarai ninety, God granted them a son, Isaac. It was now that Abraham was given his new name Abraham,
         meaning – as ‘Abram’ had, in fact, already meant –‘the father [the deity] is exalted’; but according to popular etymology
         ‘father of a multitude’ –‘for I make you the father of a multitude of nations’.2 And Sarai was renamed Sarah (princess). When the child was born, at Sarah’s insistence Abraham sent Hagar and Ishmael away
         (they are revered as the ancestors of the Arab race). God made a covenant with Abraham and (according to a story to which
         we shall come later, Ch.11,iii) tested his obedience by ordering him to sacrifice Isaac, only bidding him to desist when the
         knife was ready to strike. After Sarah’s death at Hebron, Abraham bought the cave of Machpelah as a burial place and interred
         her there; and he himself was later buried beside her, when he died at the age of a hundred and seventy-five.
      

      
      Abraham came to be regarded as a figure of overwhelming religious significance, the recipient of God’s call, who responded
         to it with total submission, and received the divine promise of Israel’s future destiny. It was claimed, therefore, that his
         life was a supreme embodiment of the principles by which God’s people should live – faith and obedience. This enormous significance
         encrusted his career with countless folklore motifs and legendary, miraculous stories, and Jews in their daily prayers still
         refer to him as ‘Father’, the first man to renounce idolatry and recognize one God, just as to Islam he is the most revered
         biblical personage, God’s friend, El Khalil.

      
      But saga, like history, often starts off with an event, and the historian has to give due weight to the tradition that Abraham
         – viewed as leader of a party of Semitic-speaking men and women who subsequently became known as the Israelites – came originally from Mesopotamia.
         His reported places of origin are two, ‘Ur of the Chaldaeans’ in the extreme south of the country and Haran in the extreme
         north, Lower and Upper Mesopotamia respectively. The introduction of the Chaldaeans or Chaldees was a later anachronism, since
         Ur was Sumerian and had no connexion with the people known as the Chaldaeans until a thousand years after any possible date
         to which Abraham can be attributed. Yet Ur itself deserves more careful consideration, for it had been reduced to insignificance
         long before the Bible was written; and if it had nothing to do with the original events, it is difficult to see why such an
         unexpected place-name should have been introduced into the story. Besides, certain names in the tale can be paralleled at
         a suitably early date in Lower Mesopotamia – notably names from the moon cult (Terah = Yerah, the moon), which was Ur’s principal
         worship (and it was by night and moonlight that Abraham must have travelled with his flocks). As for Haran, the place does
         not seem to have become an important caravan centre until towards the end of the second millennium, long after the presumed
         date of Abraham. Yet the nomenclature ascribed to Abraham’s ancestors significantly corresponds with the names of towns in
         its neighbourhood. Indeed, it is not impossible that the entire patriarchal tradition originated there. Others would prefer
         to believe that it took shape on the semi-desert fringes of north Syria or Transjordan, which are known to have been frequented
         by quasi-nomad groups resembling Abraham’s supposed following.
      

      
      Hebron, the Palestinian sanctuary-town with which his sagas had the closest associations, stood upon the major route commanding
         the approaches from the Dead Sea and Jordan valley into the central hills. The valleys around are fertile and fruitful, and
         Hebron’s market was within hail of the desert and its trade. After arriving in this southern area, a group such as Abraham’s
         would be very likely to have made forays into Egypt in search of better grazing grounds, and it was probable enough that some
         of his followers would have remained in that country once they had reached it.
      

      
      The biblical account of Abraham’s son Isaac proceeds as follows. Abraham sent a servant to his kinsmen in Haran to find a
         wife for Isaac, and the messenger returned with Rebecca. After many years God answered Isaac’s prayer for a son, and she gave
         birth to twins, Esau and Jacob. God bestowed upon Isaac the same blessing that he had given to his father Abraham, but when
         Isaac, living in the region of Beersheba, had become old and nearly blind, he was tricked into passing the blessing on to
         Jacob instead of to Esau, his elder brother. Esau settled in the land known as Seir or Mount Seir and founded the nation of
         Edom, while Jacob, in order to escape his vengeance, moved on towards the north.
      

      
      The story of Isaac’s deception by Jacob is a relatively late part of the narrative. In general, the traditions concerning
         this second patriarch do not leave the impression of a personage to whom very deep or widespread reverence was accorded. Such
         traditions, however, as existed were attached, as we saw, to a sanctuary at Beersheba, the capital of a highly strategic southern
         border area of Canaan. Its massive, sandy-coloured mound rose above a fertile oasis, famous for its wells, including especially
         the Well of the Oath or Seven (from which the place was said to have taken its name), adjoining a major Canaanite shrine.
      

      
      The Bible goes on to tell the story of Isaac’s son Jacob. On his way northwards to Haran to escape the anger of his brother
         Esau, Jacob dreamt he saw a ladder rising to heaven (Jacob’s ladder), and heard God speak to him and promise he would bring
         him back to Canaan. First, however, he worked for twenty years as shepherd for his uncle Laban (meaning ‘white’= moon) at
         Haran. There he married Laban’s two daughters, Rachel and Leah, and they and their maids Bilhah and Zilpah (both of mixed
         race) gave him twelve sons (described in a poem, the Blessing of Jacob3) and a daughter Dinah. While finally returning home, Jacob wrestled with a mysterious stranger in the deep gorge of the Jabbok
         River, a tributary of the Jordan, and God bestowed upon him the new name of Israel. He was welcomed by Esau in Edom with unexpected
         warmth, but then the brothers parted company, and Jacob lived in Canaan until Joseph, one of his two sons by Rachel, invited
         him and his family to settle in Egypt, to which he moved, dying at the age of a hundred and forty-seven.
      

      
      The Jacob traditions that originated at the sanctuary of Shechem were augmented both in the Transjordanian lands and at the
         shrine of Bethel, where he was said to have built an altar and offered sacrifice (as he had also done previously at Shechem).
         Bethel, ten miles north of Jerusalem, stands 2, 900 feet above sea-level on the watershed of the hill country, with many springs
         round about. As its name (‘House of God’) suggests, it was already – like Shechem – a Canaanite sanctuary. Jacob’s actions
         seem to reflect traditions relating to the earliest Israelite settlement of the central massif.
      

      
      His struggle with a stranger beside the River Jabbok may be connected with legends of river gods who accost strangers but
       must vanish by dawn. But somehow the struggle came to be linked with the name ‘Israel’ (Appendix 11) which Jacob was said
         to have been given by God, as symbol of a new covenant between him and his people. ‘Israel’ was interpreted as meaning ‘the
         man who prevails with God [and men],4 but its original significance is lost. It was probably a local name indigenous to the north-central hill country of Canaan
         and especially related to the inhabitants of the Shechem area, but soon it became regarded as the alternative name of Jacob, from whom all the tribes were supposed to have been descended, the ‘children of Israel’ (Bene Yisrail).

      
      The religion brought into Canaan by the group represented by the patriarchs was based on the ‘God of the Fathers’ – ‘my’,
         ‘your’, ‘his’ etc. father – originally the deity of one’s immediate father and then extended to more remote forebears. This
         was a different sort of faith from the religion of nature which these people found among the Canaanites with whom they settled
         (Ch.2,ii) because it was tied to people rather than places, being based on the divinity’s protective relationship with persons,
         the clan-father and other members of the tribes, rather than with the soil or any fixed point within its borders. Each Israelite
         clan, it would appear, originally had its own family divinity: the God of Abraham, the ‘Fear’ or ‘Kinsman’ of Isaac, the ‘Mighty
         One’ or ‘Bull’ of Jacob, the ‘Shepherd’ of Israel: all these deities later merged, more or less, with one another.5

      
      The introduction of a religion of this kind was appropriate to the mobile patriarchal groups, in contrast to the settled character
         of the Canaanite population which they joined. Or, perhaps one should say, the patriarchal immigrants reintroduced this kind
         of faith. For it is likely enough that earlier waves of Semitic speakers from the fringes, such as the Amorites, had cherished
         similar beliefs, but that these had become absorbed within the Canaanite nature worship, and had vanished or become dimmed.
         Indeed this is what nearly happened to the religion of the patriarchs as well, for the continuing recollection, in much later
         biblical times, of the Canaanite supreme god El, and his local manifestations El Shaddai, El Bethel, El Olam, El Roi and El
         Elyon (ch.2,ii), shows that the patriarchal worship became substantially assimilated to the cults and local sanctuaries of
         Canaan. It is symbolic of this situation that King Melchizedek of Jerusalem, we are told, called down the blessing of El Elyon
         upon Abraham. Yet the basic conc说 of the patriarchal God of the Fathers, linked to people rather than places – and unconnected
         with any polytheistic pantheon – did not die, and was destined to bear mighty fruit in the religion later developed by the
         Israelite people.
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