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I have always found the beginnings of Israel harder to approach than the later kingdom, not because the later evidence is simple, but because the earliest material refuses the comfort of a single doorway. One can begin with Abraham leaving Mesopotamia, with Moses and Egypt, with the hill settlements of Canaan, with the Merneptah inscription, with the fall of Late Bronze Age cities, with the poetry of old Israel, or with the scribes who later gathered inherited memories into books. Each beginning changes the shape of the story. If I start with scripture alone, the land can become too smooth, as if the people entered a world already prepared for them by memory. If I start with archaeology alone, the inner force of Israel’s own account can be flattened into pottery, settlement charts, ruined walls, and demographic movement. Neither approach is enough. The earliest Israel stands between text and terrain, between remembered promise and external inscription, between ancestral story and the rough political world of Canaan. The land was not remote, sealed, or protected from surrounding powers. Egypt pressed from the southwest with armies, garrisons, tribute demands, and royal records. Syria and Mesopotamia pressed from the north and east with older traditions of kingship, scribal training, law, diplomacy, and empire. Between them lay a narrow and varied country of plains, ridges, valleys, roads, towns, shrines, wells, farms, and unsettled margins. That geography is not decoration. It is one of the first facts any honest account has to face.

The world where Israel became visible was already crowded with names, rulers, roads, and older claims. Hazor, Megiddo, Gezer, Lachish, Shechem, Bethel, Jerusalem, and other sites had histories before they became part of Israel’s remembered landscape. Some were fortified cities, some were cult places, some watched roads and passes, some gathered agricultural surplus from surrounding lands, and some appear in letters, royal inscriptions, or later biblical memory in ways that do not always line up neatly. The older Canaanite city-state system was not a blank stage waiting for a new people. It was a political field of rival rulers, Egyptian oversight, local disputes, tribute, diplomatic anxiety, and rural populations who rarely entered written records under their own names. I find that silence as revealing as many inscriptions. Palace archives preserve the speech of men who had scribes, seals, messengers, and patrons. They do not easily preserve the life of a family on a hillside, a herder moving between pastures, a debtor fleeing a town, or a small group learning to survive outside the firm reach of a city ruler. The Amarna letters, with their anxious Canaanite rulers writing to Egypt, show a land under pressure, but they do not give us the whole society beneath those rulers. They do not mention Israel. That absence matters, but it does not end the matter. A people may exist socially before it becomes visible politically. A name may take shape only after scattered households, clans, fugitives, farmers, and worshipping groups begin to see themselves as something more than the sum of their local arrangements.

The first external mention of Israel is therefore both precious and unsatisfying. The Merneptah inscription gives us the name from an Egyptian viewpoint, in the language of victory, as one defeated people among others in Canaan near the end of the thirteenth century before the common era. That is a hard piece of evidence, but it is a narrow one. It tells us that Israel was visible enough to be named by Egypt. It leaves unsaid how Israel began, how long the name had been in use, whether the people were unified, what memories they carried, or what kind of religious life already bound them together. The inscription sees from above and from outside. Biblical memory, by contrast, speaks from within, but from within a tradition shaped by centuries of telling, writing, editing, worship, crisis, and loss. That difference is easy to state and difficult to handle. Egyptian royal writing was not designed to preserve the self-understanding of small peoples. Biblical writing was not designed to satisfy modern historical method. The two bodies of evidence meet awkwardly, and the awkwardness should not be disguised. I do not want to force the inscription into the Bible, or the Bible into the inscription. The more useful task is to let each source keep its own limits. A royal boast can fix a name in time. A remembered tradition can preserve meanings, anxieties, claims, and patterns of identity that no enemy inscription cared to record.

The land helps explain why such an identity could form before it became a kingdom. The central highlands did not possess the same easy wealth as the coastal plain or the great river valleys. They demanded terraces, cisterns, stored grain, local cooperation, careful use of rainfall, and a different relation to power. Chariot forces moved more readily through plains and valleys than through broken hill country. City rulers could dominate villages near major routes more easily than households tucked into ridges and upland basins. This does not prove the hills were free, pure, or isolated. They were connected to wider systems through trade, kinship, seasonal movement, taxation, and conflict. Still, they offered room for looser forms of settlement. Archaeological surveys of the highlands have shown the growth of small Iron Age villages, many of them modest, practical, and unspectacular. The word matters. The emergence of Israel was not first announced by grand monuments, carved royal victories, or great palace archives of its own. It appears through settlement, naming, memory, and later writing. The houses, storage jars, animal bones, terraces, and village plans do not speak in theological language. They do, however, place limits on fantasy. They show the scale of life from which early Israelite society was able to grow: small, rural, vulnerable, adaptive, and never far from stronger powers.

I have attempted to write this book from inside that pressure rather than from above it. Too many accounts of ancient Israel become arguments with predetermined endings. Some treat archaeology as if every spadeful of soil should defend the biblical text. Others treat the biblical tradition as if it were valuable only when confirmed by external evidence. Both approaches leave something important behind. The Bible is not a modern archive, but it is not empty invention. Archaeology is not a court of final appeal, but it is not mute scenery either. The best work begins when each kind of evidence is asked the right question. A destruction layer may tell us that a city burned, but not always who burned it or how the event was remembered. A seal may give us a name, but not the full life of the person who bore it. A law may reveal household fears, debt, labor, purity, food, inheritance, and dependence on land, even if its final form belongs to a later scribal setting. A poem may preserve older religious language long after its first setting has changed. A royal inscription may give a date and a campaign while hiding defeat, exaggerating victory, or reducing human suffering to tribute and submission. These are not reasons to distrust everything. They are reasons to read more carefully. The history of ancient Israel lives in the difference between what survives and what must have existed without surviving.

The surrounding cultures cannot be treated as background noise. Egypt mattered, not only because of the Exodus tradition, but because Egyptian power had long touched Canaan through garrisons, diplomacy, tribute, prestige goods, military routes, and political fear. Mesopotamia mattered, not because it secretly explains everything in the Hebrew Bible, but because its cities, scribes, law collections, myths, and imperial habits formed part of the larger world in which Israelite tradition eventually took written shape. Syria and the coast mattered because places such as Ugarit reveal a religious and poetic environment close enough to the language of biblical poetry to make isolation impossible. The divine council, storm imagery, sacred mountains, conflict with waters, royal ideology, blessing formulas, treaty forms, and law traditions all belonged to a shared Near Eastern storehouse of expression. Yet resemblance is different from dependence. A phrase can be inherited and turned. A religious image can survive after its meaning has changed. A legal form can be taken from the world of kings and made to serve a covenantal memory. Israel was not pure in the sense of being untouched. No people living in that corridor could have been. Its distinctiveness, where it appears, lies not in absence of contact but in the way inherited forms were argued over, resisted, redirected, and placed under the claims of one God, one people, one law, one land remembered as gift and loss.

The biblical writers themselves seem aware that identity is not simple possession. The ancestral traditions begin outside the land. Abraham is remembered as coming from Mesopotamia, passing through Haran, entering Canaan as a stranger, building altars, moving through places already inhabited, and buying only a burial plot. That is a strange memory for a people later attached so strongly to land. It does not say, in the simplest way, “we were always here.” It says something more difficult. It says that belonging began with promise before ownership, with movement before settlement, and with kinship ties extending beyond the land itself. The Exodus tradition sharpens the pattern by placing the making of a people under the memory of bondage, departure, wilderness, law, and dependence on divine command rather than royal strength. Whether every stage can be recovered historically is not the only question. The persistence of the memory itself requires attention. A people does not preserve slavery, wandering, complaint, hunger, fear, and delayed possession as its foundational language unless those themes have done serious work in its understanding of itself. Later writers shaped those memories, of course. They arranged, interpreted, judged, and transmitted them. But shaping is not identical with inventing from nothing. Memory can be worked on for centuries and still carry older strain within it.

This book begins, then, with a people not yet easy to define. Israel appears first as a name in an enemy inscription, then as a remembered community with ancestors, laws, songs, defeats, kings, prophets, exiles, and returns. Between those points stands the hard labor of historical reading. I have not tried to smooth the gaps. Some gaps are part of the evidence. The early villages do not tell us everything we want to know. The biblical text will not behave like a single voice from a single century. The great sites of Canaan do not always match the sequence expected by older readings of conquest. The terminology around Israel, Hebrew, and the wider groups known from Near Eastern records resists easy equation. The religion of Israel cannot be separated cleanly from Canaanite language, yet it is more than Canaanite religion without remainder. The monarchy is visible in some ways and disputed in others. The exile is both political catastrophe and literary furnace. What survives is uneven, but the unevenness is not a defect to be hidden. It is the actual condition of the subject. My aim has been to keep the broken surfaces in view: the ruined city, the copied line, the scarred landscape, the outsider’s name, the remembered promise, the law preserved after crisis, and the small village standing where no royal scribe thought to look.

The more I worked through the material, the more the old divide between “biblical history” and “ancient Near Eastern history” seemed too blunt for the task. Israel did not grow in a sealed religious chamber, and the biblical books did not come out of a world without scribes, treaties, royal boasts, household law, ritual practice, farming pressure, and imperial violence. At the same time, it is too easy to dissolve Israel into its surroundings until nothing specific remains. Similarities are real, but they do not do all the work. A law about debt can resemble other Near Eastern law and still carry a different remembered past when placed beside the story of slaves brought out of Egypt. A storm image can belong to a wider poetic language and still be turned toward a God who is not only another local weather deity. A treaty form can be borrowed from political life and changed when loyalty is directed not to a human king but to divine command. I wanted to keep that double movement alive. Contact is not equal to surrender. Borrowing is different from emptiness. Israelite tradition was formed in argument with its setting, not outside it, and that argument left marks in the stories, laws, songs, warnings, reforms, and laments that later became scripture.

The sites themselves have a way of correcting the imagination. Hazor cannot be narrowed to a name in Joshua. Megiddo does not end with a battlefield in later memory. Lachish is more than one Assyrian siege, however vivid that siege became in palace reliefs and historical writing. Gezer is not only a place in a list. These towns belonged to older systems of power, labor, agriculture, ritual, and exchange before Israel and Judah rose into recognisable kingdoms. Their gates, walls, storage areas, temples, imported goods, scarabs, and destruction layers belong to histories that do not always fit the needs of later storytelling. I do not mean that the biblical writers invented the landscape. Quite the opposite. The mounds were real, the roads were real, and the names had weight because people had lived with them for generations. But memory does not preserve a place in the same way that excavation exposes it. A later writer may remember a city as an enemy stronghold, a royal prize, a cultic danger, or a sign of judgment. Archaeology may show rebuilding, fire, administrative change, or abandonment without telling us which memory attached itself to the ruin. The work begins when those two forms of survival are held near each other without being forced into one voice.

Jericho is a useful warning because famous ruins are rarely allowed to remain quiet. The site has carried expectations far heavier than its stones. Earlier excavators and readers wanted its collapsed walls to line up with the conquest account, while later work complicated that desire and forced the chronology into dispute. I find the lesson less dramatic than either side sometimes makes it. A mound does not become useless because it refuses a simple identification, and a biblical account does not become meaningless because the archaeology will not behave as an illustration. The problem is in the demand we place on the evidence. We ask soil to answer literary questions, and then we blame the soil when it answers in its own way. We ask a theological memory to behave like a dig report, and then we blame the text when it speaks as record. The ancient world left us mixed materials: walls burned at one date, stories shaped at another, poems preserving older language, scribes copying damaged traditions, and readers centuries later trying to make a continuous history from fragments. That is not failure. It is the condition under which ancient history is usually written. The difference with Israel is that the stakes have remained unusually high.

The highlands drew my attention because they shift the scale of the story away from courts and battles. In the open plains and along major roads, power announces itself more easily. Armies move there. Cities grow there. Empires care about those routes because tribute, horses, timber, metals, grain, and messages pass through them. The hills do not remove people from history, but they make history harder to see from the viewpoint of imperial archives. Small settlements in the uplands do not have the same sound as a royal inscription. They leave houses, silos, pottery, terraces, animal bones, and traces of daily survival. The temptation is to make such villages innocent, as if poverty and smallness automatically produce moral clarity. I have tried not to do that. These communities would have known conflict, hierarchy, scarcity, fear, and dependence like any other human society. Still, their modest remains matter because they place early Israel in a world of households before monuments, kinship before bureaucracy, and subsistence before royal display. When later traditions remember tents, wells, famine, pasture, small towns, clan tension, and movement between settled and marginal zones, those details cannot be treated as mere colour. They belong to the lived scale from which the larger memory grew.

The problem of religion is even more delicate. It is easy to write as though Israelite religion began in a finished form and then suffered contamination from outside practice. It is just as easy, from the opposite direction, to write as though Israelite faith was only a local variation of Canaanite religion with later editing. Neither account is careful enough. The evidence points to a harder and more interesting history. The language of biblical poetry shares forms and images with the wider religious world of Syria and Canaan. Ugaritic texts from Ras Shamra make that impossible to ignore. The divine council, storm language, conflict with sea or deathly forces, sacred kingship, and mountain imagery all show that Israelite writers inherited a store of sacred expression already alive in the region. Yet the biblical texts do not just repeat that inheritance. They dispute it, narrow it, redirect it, and sometimes attack the very practices whose language they partly share. The prophets’ anger against Baal worship makes sense only in a world where such worship was near, persuasive, socially rooted, and difficult to erase. I do not see that as an embarrassment to be hidden. It is one of the places where the history becomes most human. Religious identity is rarely born as a clean statement; it is hammered out through worship, rivalry, reform, habit, fear, memory, and resistance.

The inscriptions from places such as Kuntillet Ajrud and Khirbet el-Qom complicate the picture further because they show that official theology and lived religion were not always the same thing. A blessing formula scratched or written in a local setting may preserve a habit that later editors would have found uncomfortable. A shrine condemned in a reform account may have been cherished by ordinary people for generations. A sacred pole, a standing stone, a high place, or a local altar may appear in biblical polemic as a problem, but that problem had a social life before it became a condemned practice in writing. I have attempted to imagine those places without romanticising them. A farmer praying for rain, a family seeking protection, a woman carrying grief to a local shrine, a ruler supporting a cult site for political reasons, and a reforming priest trying to centralise worship are all part of the same historical field. The texts preserve the argument more clearly than they preserve the ordinary participants. Archaeology gives us hints, not full scenes. It is enough, though, to prevent a neat line between pure doctrine and foreign corruption. Israel’s religious history was worked out in the same land where Canaanite names, stories, shrines, and symbols had already lived.

The monarchy brings another kind of tension because kingship changes the evidence. Once Israel and Judah develop capitals, dynasties, administrative habits, scribes, fortifications, storage systems, seals, and diplomatic choices, the past becomes easier to see and harder to interpret at the same time. Easier, because names begin to appear in inscriptions, buildings grow larger, and foreign empires take notice. Harder, because royal power produces its own distortions. A king wants memory arranged around legitimacy, victory, building, reform, or divine favour. An enemy king wants the defeated reduced to tribute, submission, and fear. A later biblical writer wants monarchy judged by obedience, worship, justice, and failure. The same ruler may therefore appear in several lights, none of them neutral. David and Solomon stand near the centre of this problem. Older confidence made them rulers of a large and splendid kingdom; later scepticism reduced the picture sharply; more moderate readings try to hold the evidence between those extremes. I am less interested in rescuing grandeur than in understanding scale. What can be said from the ground? What belongs to later royal memory? What has been magnified by national longing or reduced by suspicion? These questions matter because ancient states often began unevenly, with authority stronger in some places than others and inheritance running ahead of administration.

The divided kingdoms of Israel and Judah also resist the habit of treating “Israel” as one continuous and simple body. The northern kingdom was not a failed footnote to Judah. It had cities, shrines, rulers, alliances, enemies, economic systems, and a political life that was often stronger than Judah’s. Samaria mattered. Megiddo mattered again under new conditions. The Omride dynasty mattered enough for foreign powers to notice. Yet later biblical memory, preserved largely through Judahite and post-destruction lenses, often judges the north through the problem of worship and illegitimate sanctuaries. That does not make the judgment false in its own terms, but it does mean the historian must listen for what the account is doing. Political success and theological condemnation can occupy the same page. A king may build, trade, fight, and survive with skill, while later tradition remembers him chiefly as disobedient. That tension is not a flaw in the material. It tells us how memory was governed. The past was not preserved simply because it happened. It was preserved because later communities believed it revealed something about loyalty, danger, judgment, and survival.

Assyria changed the scale of everything. Earlier imperial pressure had shaped Canaan, but the Neo-Assyrian empire brought a colder machinery of conquest, tribute, deportation, provincial control, siege warfare, and public terror. The smaller kingdoms of the Levant had to live under the shadow of a state that knew how to turn fear into policy. Assyrian inscriptions and reliefs can be magnificent as objects and brutal as documents. They list tribute with a clerk’s precision and depict conquest with a confidence that leaves little room for the defeated except as bodies, captives, or bowed rulers. Israel and Judah were drawn into that world not as abstractions, but as small monarchies making dangerous choices. Pay tribute, rebel, seek Egypt, trust walls, trust diplomacy, trust God, or misread the moment. These were not academic questions. They determined whether towns burned, families were deported, crops were seized, and names vanished from local memory. The biblical prophets speak into that force with a severity that can sound excessive until the political world is restored around them. Their warnings belong to a landscape where empire was not a metaphor. It arrived with roads, soldiers, siege ramps, tribute lists, and the power to move populations from one end of the imperial map to another.

Babylon did more than continue the Assyrian story under another name. It inherited part of the imperial region Assyria had made, but its place in Judah’s memory became different because Jerusalem fell, the temple burned, the monarchy ended, and the old relation between land, king, worship, and promise could no longer be assumed. My aim has been to keep the physical event in view before turning too quickly to theology. A city under siege is not an idea. It is hunger, disease, fear, broken walls, smoke, soldiers, collapsed authority, families making choices too late, and sacred objects suddenly unable to protect the place where they stood. The destruction of Jerusalem in the early sixth century before the common era did more than add another defeat to Judah’s history. It broke the visible structures through which identity had been held together. The king was removed. The temple was gone. The land remained, but it was no longer held in the old way. Some people were deported, some remained, some fled, some negotiated survival under new authorities, and some later tried to explain disaster without letting disaster have the last word. That effort left marks all over the biblical tradition. Exile was not only a political condition. It became a way of reading the past.

I am wary of making the exile too tidy, because the word can sound cleaner than the experience. It can make displacement seem like a single event when it was also a set of broken households, changed careers, lost fields, interrupted rituals, new languages, altered habits, and memories carried under foreign rule. The deported elites in Babylon did not represent every Judean life, yet their experience mattered because scribes, priests, and educated families had the means to preserve, gather, and rethink tradition. Those who remained in the land also mattered, even when later texts do not give them the same dignity or clarity. The old city was not emptied of all human life. Fields still had to be worked. Ruins stood where people could see them. Local loyalties did not vanish simply because the royal house had fallen. I have tried not to let one group’s recollection swallow all the others. The biblical books themselves contain hints of argument over who counted, who had authority, who could claim continuity, and what restoration should mean. Exile sharpened identity, but it also exposed fractures. A people can become more conscious of itself when deprived of the structures that once made consciousness unnecessary.

The return under Persian rule introduces another difficulty, because restoration was not a simple return to what had existed before. Cyrus could be remembered as a liberator, even as he remained an imperial ruler with his own policy, administration, and interests. Persian permission allowed rebuilding, but permission is not sovereignty. Jerusalem’s walls, temple service, public reading, genealogies, priestly claims, land disputes, and community boundaries all belonged to a world in which Judah had to survive without becoming what it once had been. That is one reason the books associated with return feel so administrative and strained at times. Lists matter there. Names matter. Marriages matter. Walls matter. Written law matters. The question of who belongs can become urgent after catastrophe, and it is rarely gentle. I do not read those texts as simple triumph. I hear anxiety in them, and a need to define the community before it dissolves into the surrounding world or into its own unresolved past. The people had come through empire, destruction, deportation, and return, but they did not come back to a clean beginning. They came back to ruins, memories, permissions, arguments, and a landscape already carrying too many meanings.

The Hebrew Bible took shape across that long and uneven history, and I wanted to treat it as both literature and evidence without making either word too small. It is a religious collection, of course, but it is also a record of what later communities preserved because they believed the past still demanded obedience, grief, correction, hope, and public reading. Its books do not speak with one accent. Some passages carry the roughness of older poetry. Some move with the concerns of priests. Some judge kings with a severity that ignores the usual measures of political success. Some remember ancestors through wells, trees, altars, journeys, and family disputes. Some turn defeat into lament. Some turn law into memory. Some place court stories inside foreign empires, where survival depends on wisdom, restraint, courage, and the ability to live under rulers who do not share the God of Israel. This variety is not a weakness. It is exactly what one should expect from a people whose history passed through village life, monarchy, temple worship, prophetic accusation, imperial conquest, exile, and return. A smooth book would be less believable. The unevenness is part of its truth as a surviving body of tradition.

Textual transmission adds another layer of humility. The Bible did not arrive as a modern printed book, fixed from the first moment in the form familiar to later readers. It passed through copying, collecting, arranging, preserving, and sometimes revising. The Dead Sea Scrolls made that visible in a way that can unsettle both casual scepticism and careless certainty. Variation does not mean that scribes were inventing at will. Stability does not imply that no human hand ever shaped the material. The truth lies in the more demanding middle. A scribe could copy with reverence and still belong to a living textual world. A community could preserve a book because it was authoritative while also transmitting it through the ordinary risks of handwriting, local tradition, damaged exemplars, spelling habits, and marginal explanation. Some older words may have survived because they were too sacred or too familiar to discard, even when later readers no longer understood them fully. That kind of survival interests me. It means the text sometimes carries more past than its final editors may have intended. An old poem, a place name, a ritual phrase, or a strange doublet can sit inside a later composition like a stone reused in a wall.

I have also tried to keep ordinary life from disappearing beneath kings and texts. Ancient Israel was not made only by named rulers, prophets, priests, and scribes. It was made by farmers watching rainfall, women managing households, shepherds moving animals, craftsmen shaping metal or pottery, soldiers guarding gates, labourers building walls, debtors fearing loss of land, mourners carrying the dead, singers remembering older words, and children learning names of places before they knew why those places mattered. Much of this life survives only indirectly. A storage jar does not say the argument in the house where it stood. Animal bones do not explain the prayer said before a meal. A terrace wall does not name the family that repaired it after winter rain. Yet these remains keep the history from becoming too clean. Law makes more sense when one remembers hunger, inheritance, childbirth, disease, blood, harvest, debt, and fear of contamination. Prophecy makes more sense when one remembers markets, land seizures, corrupt courts, foreign alliances, and shrines that people did not abandon simply because a writer condemned them. Exile makes more sense when one remembers not only policy but houses left behind.

There is a danger in writing about ancient Israel as if every surviving detail must be bent toward a final lesson. I have attempted to avoid that. Some evidence remains stubbornly partial. Some debates are not settled because the material does not permit settlement. The scale of the early monarchy, the nature of the settlement in Canaan, the relationship between Israelite and Canaanite religion, the historical depth of the Exodus memory, the dating of certain archaeological layers, the growth of biblical law, and the composition of major books all remain open in different degrees. That openness cannot be handled as failure. Serious history often lives with probability rather than possession. I prefer that to false confidence. A scholar may argue for one chronology and another for a different one; both may be dealing honestly with pottery, radiocarbon dates, architecture, and inscriptions that do not align as neatly as anyone would like. A reader may want the Bible either vindicated or dismissed at every turn, but the evidence often refuses that kind of service. It asks for a slower reading. My aim has been to give it one.

What matters to me in this book is not the defence of a simple position, but the recovery of pressure: geographical pressure, imperial weight, social pressure, religious pressure, and the danger of memory after loss. Israel’s story is not intelligible without Egypt, Canaan, Syria, Mesopotamia, Assyria, Babylon, and Persia. It is not intelligible without roads, fields, shrines, letters, tablets, walls, seals, graves, and villages. It is not intelligible without the biblical texts, either, because without them we would have only outside names, administrative traces, ruined sites, and foreign boasts. Those texts are difficult witnesses, but they are witnesses all the same. They remember in ways that have to be questioned, but they also preserve what no external archive cared to preserve: grief, command, shame, hope, accusation, praise, and the stubborn insistence that disaster did not erase obligation. The historian has to move between these things without pretending that movement is easy. I have written from that unease deliberately. It seems more honest than a clean march from origin to destiny.

The book that follows is therefore not a search for a pure beginning. I do not think such a beginning can be recovered, and I am not sure ancient Israel itself remembered one. Its earliest traditions are already filled with movement, outside lands, rival peoples, divine promises, disputed places, hunger, fear, and delayed possession. Its later history is filled with kings who fail, prophets who accuse, empires that invade, cities that burn, exiles who preserve, and returnees who rebuild under foreign permission. That is not a weakness in the story. It is the story’s historical condition. Israel became visible in a corridor where larger powers passed through, where small communities learned to endure pressure, and where memory itself became a form of survival. The evidence is broken, not empty. The texts were shaped; they are not weightless. The land is old, and it keeps interrupting easy answers. I wanted to keep all three in conversation without making any one of them master of the rest, because ancient Israel can only be approached honestly when the shard, the inscription, the ruin, and the remembered word are allowed to trouble one another.
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CHAPTER 1 — THE CORRIDOR WHERE MEMORY BECAME HISTORY
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The land in which Israel first becomes visible to history was never a closed country, though later tradition often made it sound like one. It lay exposed between larger powers, crossed by armies, traders, herdsmen, fugitives, envoys, tax collectors, scribes, and pilgrims who rarely had reason to respect the boundaries imagined by later nations. To the southwest stood Egypt, whose Nile wealth allowed it to reach repeatedly into Canaan whenever the pharaohs wished to secure roads, copper, timber, ports, or tribute. To the northeast lay Syria and Mesopotamia, with their river kingdoms, palace archives, clay tablets, imperial roads, and older habits of statecraft. Between them stretched the long western arc that scholars have called the Fertile Crescent, a term that has sometimes made the region sound more orderly than it was. The crescent was not one world but a chain of zones: river valleys, steppe edges, coastal plains, mountain ridges, inland valleys, desert margins, and exposed passes where political control weakened as soon as distance, drought, or rebellion began to work against the ruler. Israel’s earliest recoverable setting belongs to this corridor rather than to a single sealed homeland. The Jordan Rift cut the land from north to south like a geological wound, dropping from the upper Jordan toward the Dead Sea and the Arabah. West of it the hill country rose in broken ridges, harder to govern than the plains and easier for small groups to occupy without immediate notice from imperial centers. Northward, the Jezreel Valley opened as a military and commercial passage, drawing movement from the coast toward the Jordan and from there toward Damascus. Along the Mediterranean side ran the coastal road that later writers would associate with the great highway between Egypt and Syria, while east of the Jordan another route passed through the plateau lands of Edom, Moab, Ammon, and Gilead. On the surface, the detail seems almost trivial. Roads, valleys, ridges, and water sources can seem like scenery beneath the story. Yet in this region geography did not sit beneath history; it pressed upon it, narrowed it, exposed it, and at times made it possible.

Harry M. Orlinsky, the twentieth-century biblical scholar whose short account of ancient Israel was written for readers entering the subject without specialist training, began from this necessary breadth. He did not treat Israel as a people who could be understood apart from the wider Near Eastern world, nor did he reduce their record to an isolated religious document floating above soil and politics. His concern was the relation between society and the biblical tradition, between the movements of a people and the writings through which that people remembered itself. That approach remains useful, though the evidence has grown more difficult since his time. Excavations, surveys, inscriptions, and debates over dating have made the older clean outlines harder to maintain. W. F. Albright, the American scholar who joined archaeology to biblical history with immense confidence in the early and middle twentieth century, often believed that the spade would confirm the broad historical reliability of the biblical account. Benjamin Mazar, the Israeli historian and archaeologist, likewise worked with the conviction that the land’s material remains could be placed in fruitful conversation with the text, though his work was tied to the building of Israeli archaeology in a newly formed state and must be read with that setting in mind. Later scholars have been less confident, not because the evidence has disappeared, but because it has multiplied in uneven ways. A destruction layer at one site may not correspond to a biblical episode. A pottery form may suggest date and contact without naming a people. A settlement pattern may indicate social change without declaring whether its inhabitants already called themselves Israel. The question follows: why was this remembered at all? If the biblical writers cared so much about origins outside the land, about movement from Mesopotamia, servitude in Egypt, wandering in wilderness, and entry into Canaan, then the memory itself requires explanation. A people securely rooted from time beyond recall usually tells its beginnings differently. Israel’s account repeatedly looks outward before it looks inward. It remembers ancestors coming from elsewhere, a liberating God encountered outside settled territory, and a homeland received rather than simply possessed. Whether every detail can be verified is not the first question. The first difficulty is that the tradition itself refuses to behave like the memory of a people who imagined itself as native in the simplest sense.

The older maps of the ancient Near East can mislead if they are read as though borders were fixed lines. Egypt’s control over Canaan, especially in the Late Bronze Age, was real but uneven, operating through garrisons, vassal rulers, tribute, diplomacy, and threat rather than through dense occupation everywhere. The Amarna letters, clay tablets from the fourteenth century before the common era discovered in Egypt at the site of Akhetaten, preserve the anxious voices of Canaanite rulers writing to the pharaoh in the diplomatic language of the age. These letters speak of cities, rival kings, disorder, accusations, pleas for troops, and the dangerous weakness of small rulers caught between local enemies and a distant great king. They do not mention Israel. That silence has to carry weight. Yet they show the political world into which later Israelite groups would emerge: a land of small centers, rival authorities, imperial oversight, and rural populations whose names were rarely recorded unless they became useful or troublesome to those who wrote. In such a setting, the absence of a people from palace tablets does not prove absence from the land. It may mean only that they had not yet taken the political shape that drew the attention of scribes. What survives is written by courts, temples, and administrations; it does not bend naturally toward hill villages, pastoral families, debt fugitives, marginal groups, or communities forming beyond the daily reach of city rulers. Slow down over the facts. When Israel appears unmistakably in an Egyptian inscription near the end of the thirteenth century before the common era, on the victory stele of Pharaoh Merneptah, the name is already attached to a people in Canaan rather than to a city-state. That single fact is often made to bear more weight than it should, but it cannot be ignored. It suggests that before Israel had kings, royal cities, a temple, or monumental inscriptions of its own, it was already visible enough to be named by Egypt. The name appears from outside, in the language of imperial triumph, not from within Israel’s own preserved memory. Here the material record and the biblical tradition do not simply agree or disagree. They stand at an angle to one another, and the space between them is where the historian has to work.

The physical shape of the land helps explain why such a people could form without first becoming a kingdom. The interior hill country, running through what later tradition would associate with Ephraim, Benjamin, and Judah, did not offer the same easy agricultural wealth as the coastal plain or the great river valleys. Its slopes demanded terraces, cisterns, local knowledge, and patient labor. Its settlements could remain small, dispersed, and relatively poor, yet also less exposed to chariot warfare and direct imperial management than the open routes. In the valleys and plains, the power of cities was stronger, and places such as Megiddo, Hazor, Gezer, and Lachish entered the record as fortified centers with strategic value. In the uplands, authority could be looser, kinship more visible, and survival tied to rainfall, storage, animal movement, and cooperation between households. The difference matters because biblical memory repeatedly places early Israel in a mixed age of tents, wells, altars, small towns, clan disputes, pasture, famine, and movement between zones. It is not a remembered past of one ecological setting. It knows settled fields and desert margins, city gates and open country, Egyptian granaries and hill shrines, river crossings and dry wadis. Some of this variety belongs to later literary shaping, no doubt, but literary shaping works with inherited materials, not with nothing. It helps to remember that silence can be as weighty as speech. The texts do not give us an excavation report, and archaeology withholds the inner speech of the tribes. Between them lies a body of evidence that has to be read carefully. The physical country becomes a witness of a particular kind: not a speaking witness, and not an innocent one, but a witness that limits what can be imagined. A nation formed in this corridor could hardly avoid becoming a people of crossings, border pressures, imperial memories, and disputed belonging. Its later literature would turn those conditions into stories of promise, bondage, covenant, entry, loss, and return. The historian must begin before those stories harden into doctrine, with ridges, roads, cities, tablets, broken walls, and names written by enemies. Only there does the problem of Israelite beginnings begin to take its proper shape.

Hazor stood in the north like a city too large for the later biblical imagination to pass over in silence. Its mound, rising above the Hula Valley and commanding the approaches between Syria and the inland routes of Canaan, preserves the scale of a world that existed before Israel had a monarchy, before Jerusalem became the fixed point of sacred memory, and before the tribes of the hill country entered the record as a people with a name. Archaeologists have long recognized Hazor as one of the great urban centers of the Late Bronze Age, and the site was excavated in the 1950s by Yigael Yadin, the Israeli soldier-scholar whose work gave the city a large place in discussions of conquest, destruction, and northern Canaanite power. Earlier still, John Garstang and other excavators had shown how difficult it was to move from spade to history without forcing the evidence into a preferred shape. Hazor had palaces, temples, gates, storage facilities, imported goods, and signs of a city whose rulers operated inside the diplomatic and commercial circuits of the eastern Mediterranean. It was not a village waiting for Israel to arrive. It was a political organism, fed by routes, guarded by walls, and tied to an older order of kingship. The biblical book of Joshua later remembers Hazor as “the head of all those kingdoms,” and even if that phrase belongs to a shaped literary account rather than a neutral archive entry, it preserves a memory of northern weight. Remember that this detail was not preserved by accident. A later writer working from Judah had no reason to exaggerate Hazor unless the name still carried the smell of older authority. The surviving levels at the site show destruction, rebuilding, and change, but the exact relation between these layers and the biblical account remains debated. The material will not bear a tidy answer, and it should not be made to. Hazor’s value lies partly in the way it forces the reader to begin Israel’s story before Israel itself becomes visible, in a Canaan ruled by city-kings who answered upward to Egypt, fought sideways against their neighbors, and governed downward over fields, craftsmen, herdsmen, and dependent villages.

Megiddo tells the same story from another angle, though its position gives it a sharper military sound. Set near the mouth of the pass that opens from the coastal plain into the Jezreel Valley, Megiddo controlled movement in a way that no abstract map can quite convey. Whoever held it watched the roads by which armies crossed from Egypt toward Syria and by which merchants, messengers, and envoys moved between larger courts. Clarence Fisher, P. L. O. Guy, and later Gordon Loud worked there under the University of Chicago’s Oriental Institute in the first half of the twentieth century, uncovering remains that fed several generations of debate over gates, palaces, stables, temples, destruction levels, and royal administration. Long before those modern trenches were opened, however, Megiddo had already entered Egyptian royal memory. Thutmose III, the eighteenth-dynasty pharaoh, fought a major campaign there in the fifteenth century before the common era, and Egyptian records describe the battle as a decisive act of imperial control over rebellious Canaanite rulers. The record is royal propaganda, not a diary. Still, it shows Canaan as Egypt saw it: a land of smaller rulers whose cities could resist, submit, conspire, and pay tribute. At first sight, the point may appear unimportant. Yet a closer reading suggests otherwise. The city-state world was not a loose collection of primitive settlements; it was a political field in which local kings acted under pressure from an empire that expected loyalty but could not be everywhere at once. Megiddo’s temples and administrative buildings suggest ritual and government joined in the usual way, with offerings, storage, rank, and labor held together by the authority of the city. Its location made it desirable, but also vulnerable. A city on such a road lives by movement and fears it. Later Israelite and Judahite writers would remember this valley as a place where armies gathered and kings died, but the older fact is simpler and harder: Canaan had its own strategic logic before Israel’s national memory claimed the land as inheritance.

Gezer, farther south near the Shephelah and the route between the coastal plain and the hill country, adds a third piece to the pattern. R. A. Stewart Macalister excavated there in the early twentieth century for the Palestine Exploration Fund, though his methods belonged to an earlier age of archaeology and cannot be treated with the confidence later fieldwork demands. Even so, Gezer remains a revealing site because its location placed it between lowland power and upland movement, between the world of chariot routes and the rougher approaches to the interior. Egyptian sources mention Gezer, and the site appears in the Amarna letters, the fourteenth-century diplomatic tablets found at Akhetaten in Egypt, where Canaanite rulers wrote to the pharaoh in the formal language of international correspondence. These letters, impressed on clay and preserved because a royal city was abandoned and later excavated, give us something rare: not later record, but anxious speech from within the Late Bronze system itself. The rulers complain of enemies, request archers, accuse rivals, protest loyalty, and sometimes sound less like kings than men trying to survive a world in which Egyptian favor could decide who remained in power. Abdi-Heba of Jerusalem, for example, writes as a local ruler desperate to defend his position, while other named figures such as Rib-Hadda of Byblos and the rulers of Shechem and Gezer reveal a region thick with rivalry and fear. Again, the record will not stay simple. The letters do not present Canaan as a unified nation, nor as empty territory, nor as a land peacefully awaiting a new people. They show a hierarchy of dependence, with the pharaoh at the top, city rulers beneath him, and unrecorded rural populations below the line where scribal attention usually stopped. The term often translated as bands of troublesome outsiders appears in the tablets, but it should not be carelessly equated with the later Hebrews. Similarity of sound and social setting can tempt the interpreter into conclusions the evidence does not support. The safer reading is more restrained and more useful: Late Bronze Canaan contained mobile, marginal, and sometimes violent groups who troubled city rulers and exposed the weakness of palace control. That matters because early Israel also appears, when it finally appears, outside the normal category of a city-state.

Lachish, too, has to be placed in this older Canaanite world, though many readers know it better from the later Assyrian siege. In the Late Bronze Age it was already a fortified and inhabited site in the southern lowlands, tied to trade, agriculture, and the shifting reach of Egyptian authority. James Leslie Starkey, the British archaeologist who excavated Lachish in the 1930s before his murder in 1938, helped make the mound one of the best-known sites in biblical archaeology, though later work has refined and corrected much that the early campaigns could only partially establish. The city’s deeper history matters because it prevents the southern story from beginning too late. Before Judah became a kingdom with scribes, seals, and fortified towns, the lowlands contained older centers whose political and economic habits had been formed within Canaanite and Egyptian systems. A city such as Lachish would have gathered grain, directed labor, negotiated power, received goods, and suffered whenever the larger order broke down. Its destruction levels and rebuilding phases are not self-explanatory. They require pottery, stratigraphy, scarabs, imported wares, architectural comparison, and a willingness to leave certain questions unsettled. The question is whether we are dealing with memory rather than invention when later texts describe strong Canaanite cities standing in contrast to incoming Israel. The accounts may compress events, arrange them theologically, and speak in the language of victory, but they did not invent urban Canaan out of emptiness. The ruined mounds were real. The older cities had stood there. Their names had weight because generations had seen their walls, fields, roads, and remains. Most telling is what the account does not say. It does not provide the voice of the ordinary Canaanite farmer, the woman grinding grain near a city gate, the palace servant, the potter, the hired fighter, or the displaced family moving toward the hills. For them we have shards, bones, houses, storage jars, and the occasional accident of written survival. Israel’s later memory rose in a land already crowded with authority, already marked by ruined cities, and already trained by centuries of negotiation with empire. To begin there is not to weaken the biblical story. It is to give it ground under its feet.

Egypt entered Canaan from the south with the weight of river wealth behind it. The Nile gave the pharaohs grain, labor, transport, taxation, and a habit of kingship in which order was imagined as something imposed against desert, foreigner, and rebellion. When Egyptian armies crossed Sinai and moved into southern Canaan, they did not come as wandering raiders. They came from a state that had already learned how to count fields, command labor gangs, carve victory scenes on temple walls, and make distant rulers speak the language of submission. Thutmose III, the eighteenth-dynasty pharaoh whose campaigns in the fifteenth century before the common era pushed Egyptian authority deep into the Levant, gives the clearest early example of this demand. His account of the campaign against Megiddo, preserved in royal inscriptions at Karnak, is full of the usual claims of royal daring, enemy confusion, and divine favor. Royal inscriptions are never innocent. They turn policy into triumph and victory into theology. Yet the text still preserves a fact that cannot be brushed aside: Canaan’s city rulers were already caught in a field of Egyptian force, and their cities mattered because roads, tribute, horses, grain, timber, and metals passed through them. Read too quickly, this can look reasonable, especially if one imagines Canaan as a set of small local kingdoms occasionally disturbed by Egypt. The evidence points elsewhere. Egyptian control was not a passing inconvenience; it was one of the conditions under which later peoples in the region learned to survive. Garrisons, envoys, tax demands, marriages, diplomatic gifts, and threats all entered the political air. A small ruler in Gaza, Ashkelon, Jerusalem, Gezer, or Megiddo did not govern as a free king in the later romantic sense. He watched the roads, feared rivals, negotiated with Egypt, and hoped that the pharaoh’s attention would arrive before his enemies did. Below him were populations whose speech rarely entered archives: farmers, herders, craftsmen, debtors, servants, fugitives, and armed men available to any power that could feed or protect them. Israel’s later memory of bondage in Egypt cannot be read straight back into this entire period, but it belongs in a land where Egyptian power was not theoretical. Egypt was present in names, roads, garrisons, prestige goods, military habits, and fear.

Mesopotamia pressed from a different direction and with a different sort of memory. Its river lands had produced cities, temples, kings, scribal schools, law collections, omen texts, epic poetry, and archives whose clay tablets outlived the palaces that ordered them. Mari on the Euphrates, excavated at Tell Hariri in Syria beginning in the 1930s under André Parrot, gives an unusually vivid view of palace administration, tribal groups, envoys, treaties, divination, women of the court, royal anxiety, and the movements of people along the river corridors. The Mari letters do not describe Israel. They belong many centuries before Israel’s monarchy and should not be read as a hidden biblical archive. Their value is more exact than that. They show how West Semitic names, pastoral groups, oath practices, royal messengers, and borderland politics moved through the larger world out of which later Israelite traditions would take shape. Hammurabi of Babylon, remembered today chiefly through the law collection inscribed on a dark stone monument now in the Louvre, also belongs to this wider comparison. He was not an Israelite lawgiver, and his collection should not be lined up mechanically beside the laws of Exodus or Deuteronomy as though one simply copied the other. Even so, the comparison matters because it shows that law in the Near East could be royal, public, moral, economic, and theological at once. Debt, injury, wages, slaves, fields, marriage, inheritance, and false accusation were not private issues floating outside political order. They belonged to the ruler’s claim to set the land right. Set the evidence side by side and the difference appears. In Mesopotamia the king receives authority from the gods and publishes justice as part of royal identity. In Israel’s later tradition, law is not finally grounded in the king but in a covenant mediated through Moses and attributed to the God who brought slaves out of Egypt. The contrast is sharp, yet the shared concerns are visible. Both worlds knew debt, land, household vulnerability, violence, and the need to bind society through words treated as more than advice. The difference lies not in whether law had sacred weight, but in how that weight was assigned.

Between Egypt and Mesopotamia stood Syria, Canaan, the coast, the steppe edges, and the hill country, where smaller peoples lived by adaptation. Ugarit, the coastal city at Ras Shamra discovered in 1928, shows this clearly. Its scribes wrote in several languages, handled trade and diplomacy, copied myths of the gods, kept palace accounts, and participated in an order tied to Cyprus, Anatolia, Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia. The city’s tablets, found in broken archives and written on clay by trained hands, preserve stories of Baal, El, Anat, Mot, and the divine assembly that later forced scholars to reread many biblical poems with greater caution. Ugarit was destroyed around the end of the Late Bronze Age, when wider systems of exchange and protection were failing across the eastern Mediterranean. The last letters from that era have the smell of emergency about them: ships absent, enemies near, rulers pleading, defenses uncertain. At that point, it becomes harder to deny that the explanation has been too narrow when the collapse is reduced to invasion alone. Drought, internal strain, disrupted trade, palace weakness, migrating groups, warfare, and the failure of older diplomatic ties all seem to have played their parts, though the balance differs from place to place. For the small peoples of the interior, imperial breakdown may have brought danger and opportunity in the same breath. A weakened city could no longer command its villages as before. A rural group might retreat into higher ground, join with others, raid, farm, or attach itself to a new patron. The Egyptian court might still claim victory, but claims on stone cannot always enforce obedience in distant hills. This is where the later appearance of Israel in Canaan becomes historically intelligible without requiring a single simple scenario. A people could emerge not by marching into an empty land, and not by continuing unchanged from an older city population, but through the hardening of identity among groups living in the spaces left exposed by failing powers. The record that remains cannot give us their first meeting, their first oath, or the first time the name Israel was spoken by those who bore it. It gives us the conditions under which such a name could begin to matter.

Assyria later changed the scale of the problem. Earlier empires demanded tribute and obedience, but the Neo-Assyrian kings made pressure systematic in a harsher way. Tiglath-pileser III, who ruled in the eighth century before the common era, reorganized conquest into provinces, deportations, direct administration, military roads, and a machinery of fear that left smaller kingdoms with fewer spaces in which to maneuver. By his time Israel and Judah were no longer emerging hill groups but kingdoms with capitals, dynasties, temples, scribes, taxes, and diplomatic choices. The old corridor had become more dangerous because imperial reach had become more exact.

Assyrian annals list tribute as though submission were the natural order of the earth: silver, gold, garments, horses, mules, cattle, weapons, daughters, hostages, and rulers bowing beneath the royal gaze. Babylon would later inherit and alter the pattern, and Nebuchadnezzar’s destruction of Jerusalem in the early sixth century before the common era would force Judahite inheritance into another form. Yet the deeper point had been present from the beginning. Small peoples between empires do not remember as comfortable peoples remember. They preserve escapes, defeats, promises, humiliations, law codes, songs of victory, laments over ruined walls, and stories in which the
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