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​The King Who Knelt: Hanunu of Gaza and the Making of an Assyrian Frontier 

In the eighth century BCE, the Philistine city of Gaza stood where the ancient world's richest trade routes converged, and where the newborn Assyrian Empire's ambitions ran headlong into Egypt's fading grandeur. King Hanunu inherited a city of extraordinary wealth and dangerously exposed geography, and spent his reign making the only choices such a position allowed: flight before an unstoppable army, submission dressed as divine mercy, and finally, when a contested Assyrian succession seemed to offer one last chance, a coalition and a gamble that would cost him everything. Drawing on Assyrian royal annals, biblical tradition, and the extraordinary surviving palace reliefs of Nimrud, including the haunting image of a kneeling king beneath an emperor's sandaled foot, this book reconstructs, with equal parts rigor and narrative drive, the two crises that defined Hanunu's reign and the empire that engineered his fall. It is also, in its final chapters, the story of a city that outlived him: how Gaza, rebuilt under new and more compliant rulers, became one of Assyria's most rewarded frontier allies. A gripping account of small-state survival at empire's edge, and a meditation on what history remembers, and what, and whom, it lets fall silent. 
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​Chapter 1: A City Between Deserts

[image: ]


There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a desert frontier in the hour before an army arrives, not the silence of emptiness, but the silence of waiting. In the last decades of the eighth century before the common era, that silence lay heavy over the strip of coastline where the fertile world of the Levant thins into sand and finally surrenders to the wastes of Sinai. It was here, on this narrow and much-contested threshold, that a city called Gaza had stood for centuries as the last substantial settlement before Africa began, the final gatehouse of a world that stretched northward through Canaan, Syria, and Anatolia into the heartlands of what we now call the ancient Near East. To understand what happened in Gaza during the reign of its king Hanunu is to understand something larger than the fate of one ruler or one city. It is to watch, in miniature and at unbearably close range, the process by which the world's first true empire, Assyria, reorganized the political map of the ancient world, and to see what that reorganization cost the small, wealthy, proud states that stood in its path.

The eighth century BCE was not a quiet century. It was a hinge point in human history, the moment when a series of loosely connected kingdoms, city-states, and tribal confederations across the Fertile Crescent were drawn, sometimes willingly and more often not, into the orbit of a single dominating power. Assyria had existed for centuries before this point as one regional player among several, a kingdom rooted in the upper Tigris valley that had known periods of expansion and periods of contraction, of imperial ambition and defensive retreat. But in the middle decades of the eighth century, under a sequence of remarkable and ruthless kings, something changed. Assyria stopped behaving like a regional power extending its influence and began behaving like something the ancient world had rarely seen before: a state organized, from its military structure to its administrative apparatus to its royal ideology, around the principle of continuous, systematic, and permanent expansion. This was not simply a matter of winning battles and collecting tribute, the pattern of imperial behavior familiar from earlier Near Eastern history. It was the construction of an entirely new kind of political order, one in which conquered territories were absorbed, administered, taxed, and where necessary repopulated, in a project that had no obvious terminus short of the edges of the known world itself.

Gaza lay near one of those edges. To understand why this mattered so profoundly to the city's fate, one must resist the temptation, so natural to readers encountering ancient Levantine history through the lens of biblical narrative or Assyriological footnote, to treat Gaza as a peripheral actor, a name that appears and disappears in the margins of grander stories about Israel, Judah, Egypt, and Assyria. This book takes a different view. It treats Gaza as a protagonist. It asks the reader to see the city not as a way station on someone else's itinerary but as a fully realized political and economic actor with its own interests, its own strategic logic, and its own tragic arc, a city whose choices, however constrained by the brutal mathematics of imperial power, were real choices, made by real people who could not have known, as they made them, how the story would end.

​The Last City Before the Desert

Consider the map. Running south from the Phoenician coast, down through the cities of Philistia, Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath, the traveler in the eighth century BCE would eventually arrive at Gaza, and upon leaving Gaza would find, for a considerable and forbidding distance, nothing resembling a city at all. The coastal road, the great artery later Roman geographers would call the Via Maris, continued southward from Gaza into a stretch of increasingly arid territory, skirting the edge of the Sinai Peninsula, before eventually reaching the eastern frontier zones of Egypt itself. This was not empty space in any absolute sense, nomadic and semi-nomadic populations moved through it, seasonal encampments dotted its margins, and a network of wells and oases made travel possible for those who knew the routes, but it was a different kind of space from the densely settled, agriculturally rich zones to the north. It was a threshold territory, a liminal zone between two very different worlds: the urbanized, literate, densely governed societies of the Fertile Crescent, and the fragmented, fluctuating political landscape of Egypt's eastern Delta and beyond it, the deeper reaches of Africa.

Gaza's position at this threshold was not incidental to its identity. It was constitutive of it. Every substantial fact about the city's economy, its politics, its relationship to its neighbors, and ultimately its fate under Assyrian pressure flows from this single geographic reality: Gaza was the place where the world of settled Levantine civilization met the world beyond it. Goods moving north from Arabia along the ancient incense routes, goods moving west and north out of Egypt, goods moving south along the coastal road from Phoenicia and inland Syria, all of it, if it was to move efficiently and safely, passed through or near Gaza. The city functioned as what economic historians of the ancient world sometimes call an entrepot: not simply a market but a node, a point of convergence and redistribution where the commercial logics of several distinct trading systems met, combined, and were transformed into onward trade. Caravans arriving from the Arabian interior, laden with frankincense, myrrh, and other aromatics whose value in the ancient Mediterranean world is difficult for a modern reader to overstate, found in Gaza both a market and a gateway, a place to sell, to restock, and to continue onward toward the ports and cities of the Mediterranean littoral.

This function did not arise by accident, nor was it simply a matter of favorable topography, though the topography helped: Gaza possessed reliable water sources in a region where water was scarce, and its position allowed it to control, or at least heavily influence, the final and most vulnerable stretch of any journey between Arabia, Egypt, and the Mediterranean world. The city's very name, most plausibly derived from a Semitic root meaning something like "strong" or "fortified," speaks to a civic identity built around the concept of controlled, defended passage, a place whose walls did not merely protect its inhabitants but protected the wealth that passed, however briefly, into its custody. A city that lives by trade lives also by the maintenance of order along its trade routes, by the negotiation of tolls and protections with the nomadic populations who might otherwise prey upon caravans, and by the careful cultivation of relationships with the political powers on either side of it. Gaza had been performing this balancing act for centuries before Hanunu ascended its throne, navigating relationships with Egyptian dynasts to the south, with Philistine sister-cities to the north, and with the shifting cast of regional powers, Israelite, Aramean, Phoenician, whose fortunes rose and fell across the wider Levant.

​The Wealth That Attracts the Storm

There is a bitter irony at the center of Gaza's history in this period, one this book will return to repeatedly because it is, in a sense, the central mechanism of the tragedy: the very qualities that made Gaza a rich and successful city were the qualities that made it an irresistible target for the rising power to its north and east. A poor, marginal settlement on the edge of the desert would have attracted little Assyrian interest beyond, perhaps, its usefulness as a staging point or a source of auxiliary manpower. But Gaza was not poor. Gaza was, by the standards of small Levantine states in this period, extraordinarily wealthy, its treasuries filled with the accumulated profits of generations of transit trade, its temples adorned with cult objects whose value was as much symbolic and religious as material, its royal house sustained by revenues that a resource-hungry, expansionist power like Assyria could not, in the end, ignore.

This is a pattern worth pausing on, because it recurs throughout the history of frontier cities in every period and every region: the wealth generated by controlling a strategic chokepoint is simultaneously a source of local strength and a magnet for external predation. A city's rulers, watching their coffers fill with the proceeds of caravan tolls and market taxes, might reasonably feel that this wealth translates into security, that a rich city can hire soldiers, build walls, buy allies, and purchase safety in ways a poor city cannot. And to some degree this is true. But wealth beyond a certain threshold, wealth visible enough to register in the calculations of a great power hundreds of miles away, becomes something else entirely: not a shield but a target. The Assyrian state, as this book will examine in detail in the chapters that follow, did not conquer indiscriminately. Its westward expansion followed the contours of value, control of trade routes, access to resources, strategic positioning relative to Egypt, and Gaza, by the very success of its commercial model, had made itself one of the most valuable prizes on the entire Levantine coast.

Hanunu inherited this position. He did not create it, and in an important sense he could not escape it. The strategic logic that made Gaza worth conquering had been building for generations before his birth, the product of centuries of accumulated trade relationships, urban development, and regional political maneuvering. What Hanunu inherited, in other words, was not merely a throne but a predicament, a city whose success had placed it directly in the path of a power whose appetite for control over precisely this kind of node was, by the time of his reign, essentially without limit. This book will argue that Hanunu's decisions, examined individually, were not the decisions of a foolish or reckless ruler. They were the decisions of a man attempting to navigate an impossible situation with the tools available to him: diplomacy, flight, alliance, and eventually, twice, rebellion. That these decisions ultimately failed to preserve Gaza's independence says less about Hanunu's judgment than about the nature of the forces arrayed against him.

​Assyria's Long Reach

It is worth pausing here to sketch, in preliminary terms, the nature of the power that would come to dominate Hanunu's political life, though later chapters will examine the Assyrian imperial project in far greater depth. The Neo-Assyrian Empire, as modern scholarship terms the phase of Assyrian history beginning roughly in the mid-eighth century BCE and continuing until the empire's collapse at the end of the seventh, was not simply a larger or more successful version of earlier Mesopotamian states. It represented a genuine transformation in the technology of political control. Where earlier Near Eastern empires, the empire of Sargon of Akkad, the various incarnations of Babylonian power, the Hittite realm at its height, had typically extended influence through networks of tribute-paying vassals with relatively loose central oversight, the Assyrian state that emerged under Tiglath-Pileser III and his successors developed increasingly sophisticated tools for direct administrative control: provincial governance staffed by imperial officials, systematic population transfer used both as punishment and as a tool of demographic engineering, standardized taxation and corvée labor obligations, and a communications and logistics infrastructure, including an extensive network of roads and relay stations, that allowed the center of the empire to project military and administrative power across enormous distances with a speed and reliability previous empires could not match.

This transformation did not happen instantly, and it did not happen uniformly. Different regions of the expanding Assyrian world experienced different degrees and different kinds of imperial control, and one of the central analytical threads of this book will be tracing exactly where Gaza fell along this spectrum at each stage of Hanunu's reign, from loose tributary vassalage, to closer commercial and administrative supervision, to eventual military catastrophe and, ultimately, a settlement that transformed the city into something like a permanent, loyal frontier garrison state under his successors. Gaza was never annexed outright as an Assyrian province in the way that some of its neighbors eventually were. This fact alone tells us something important, and this book will spend considerable time explaining why: Assyrian imperial strategy was not monolithic, and the decision of whether to preserve a local dynasty or replace it with direct provincial rule reflected careful, if often ruthless, calculations about cost, benefit, and the particular economic function a given territory served within the wider imperial system.

Gaza's continued function as a commercial hub, its access to Arabian and Egyptian trade, its position as a natural terminus for goods that Assyria itself wished to tax and control rather than disrupt, meant that even after catastrophic military defeat, even after the deportation of its king and the sack of its temples, the Assyrian state found it more useful to preserve Gaza as a functioning, if closely supervised, client kingdom than to reduce it to rubble or absorb it into direct provincial administration. This is one of the most important and counterintuitive threads running through Hanunu's story: that Gaza's economic value, the very thing that made it a target, ultimately also protected it from the harshest possible fate. The city was, in the coldest terms, too useful to destroy. Its king, unfortunately for him personally, enjoyed no such structural protection.

​A Note on Method

Before this book proceeds further into the narrative proper, it is worth being explicit about the method by which that narrative will be reconstructed, because the sources available to a historian of eighth-century Gaza present distinctive and serious challenges that shape everything that follows. Gaza itself has left us no substantial body of its own historical writing. No royal annals of Hanunu survive, no court records, no local chronicle written from a Gazan perspective. What we know of Hanunu and his city comes to us almost entirely refracted through the records of others: the royal inscriptions of the Assyrian kings who conquered and reconquered his city, brief and tantalizing references in the Hebrew Bible, the material and visual evidence of archaeology, and the occasional Egyptian source touching on the fringes of the story.

This evidentiary situation demands a particular kind of historical discipline, one this book will attempt to model throughout. Assyrian royal inscriptions are not neutral historical records in any modern sense. They are ideological documents, composed to glorify the reigning king, to demonstrate the favor of the gods, and to present Assyrian military and political action in the most flattering possible light. When an Assyrian inscription tells us that a rebellious vassal was "overwhelmed by the terrifying splendor" of the god Ashur and submitted willingly, the modern historian cannot simply take this at face value as a description of the vassal's psychological state. It is, rather, a formulaic piece of royal propaganda, and the historian's task is to read through and around such formulas to reconstruct the more mundane political and military realities they are designed to obscure or elevate. This does not mean dismissing the Assyrian inscriptions as useless, quite the opposite. Read carefully, and cross-referenced against other evidence, they remain our single richest source of information about events in Gaza during this period. But they must be read against their own ideological grain, with constant attention to what they are trying to persuade their audience to believe, and why.

Archaeology and art offer a partial corrective to the limitations of the textual record, though they bring their own interpretive challenges. The physical remains of Gaza itself from this period are frustratingly sparse, the ancient city having been built over and destroyed repeatedly across the subsequent millennia of continuous habitation. But the broader archaeological record of the Assyrian imperial project, inscribed monuments, palace reliefs, administrative documents from elsewhere in the empire, allows us to reconstruct the general patterns of Assyrian frontier policy into which Gaza's specific experience fits. And the visual record, above all the palace relief sculpture with which Assyrian kings decorated their capitals, offers something the texts alone cannot: a glimpse, however stylized and ideologically constructed in its own right, of how the Assyrian court imagined and depicted its interactions with vassal kings like Hanunu. This book will make extensive use of one such image in particular, and it is worth introducing it now, at the very outset, as a kind of promissory note to the reader, an image this narrative will circle back to repeatedly, and to which it will finally return, fully explained, in its closing pages.

​The Kneeling King

In the collections of the British Museum sits a carved stone slab, one panel among the many that once lined the interior walls of the Central Palace of Tiglath-Pileser III at the Assyrian city of Nimrud, ancient Kalhu. Catalogued as WA 118933, the relief is divided into two horizontal registers separated by a band of cuneiform inscription. In the upper register, Assyrian soldiers, slingers and archers among them, advance upon a besieged city, while in the distance a smaller figure performs some ritual gesture involving a tree, its precise meaning debated by generations of Assyriologists. It is the lower register, however, that commands the eye and that will command a considerable portion of this book's attention. There, rendered in the confident, hierarchically scaled style of Assyrian royal art, stands the Assyrian king himself, Tiglath-Pileser III, identifiable by his high, banded crown, his bracelets, and a heavy necklace bearing the symbols of the great gods of the Assyrian pantheon: the crescent of Sin, the star of Ishtar, the sun disc of Shamash, the horned cap of Anu, the trident of Adad. The king holds a bow in one hand. His other foot rests upon the neck of a kneeling foreign ruler, a man dressed in a long garment and a rounded cap, his beard closely trimmed, his face bent nearly to the ground in a posture of absolute submission. Behind the Assyrian king stand attendants, a fan-bearer, a vizier presenting the captive, the whole scene composed with the careful, deliberate symbolism of Assyrian court art, in which every gesture and every object carries meaning.

Who is this kneeling man? The cuneiform text carved across the center of the slab offers no direct answer, in one of the more striking features of Assyrian palace decoration, the inscription accompanying this scene describes not the events depicted immediately above and below it but an entirely different set of military campaigns, conducted by Tiglath-Pileser III against targets in Iran. This apparent disconnection between text and image is not, as later chapters of this book will explore in detail, a scribal error or an oversight. It reflects something important about how Assyrian palaces were decorated and how their inscriptions functioned: text and image did not always operate in a strict one-to-one correspondence, and a single inscribed panel might carry a narrative largely independent of the scenes carved above and below it. The identity of the kneeling king, then, must be established not from the accompanying text but from careful analysis of the image itself, from the specific details of dress, posture, and physiognomy that Assyrian sculptors used to distinguish one foreign people, and even one specific foreign ruler, from another.

This book will not resolve that question here, in its opening pages. It would be a disservice to the reader to do so before the fuller context, the historical circumstances, the arguments of the scholars who have studied this relief most closely, the specific chain of events that placed a king of Gaza in a posture of submission before an Assyrian emperor, has been properly established. For now, it is enough to leave the image standing, as it were, at the threshold of this narrative: a kneeling king, his identity a matter of careful scholarly reconstruction rather than simple inscription, frozen in a moment of imperial theater that this book will spend its coming chapters working to fully understand. The reader is asked to hold this image in mind. It will return, transformed by context, in a much later chapter, once the reader has walked the same long road Hanunu himself walked, from independent throne, to reluctant vassalage, to rebellion, to catastrophe, and finally to a silence in the historical record that is, in its own way, as eloquent as any inscription.

​The Argument of This Book

Every substantial work of narrative history makes an argument, whether or not that argument is stated explicitly, and this book's argument can be stated plainly here at the outset, so that the reader knows from the first page what larger claim the following chapters are building toward. The story of Hanunu of Gaza is not simply an obscure footnote in the history of the ancient Near East, interesting only to specialists in Assyriology or biblical archaeology. It is a case study, vivid, well-documented by the standards of the period, and unusually rich in surviving visual as well as textual evidence, in one of the recurring tragedies of political history: the fate of wealthy, strategically positioned small states caught in the path of expanding empires.

Such states, this book will argue, face a genuinely impossible strategic situation, one that no combination of wisdom, courage, or diplomatic skill can fully resolve. Their wealth makes them targets. Their strategic position makes them prizes too valuable for a great power to ignore, but also, paradoxically, sometimes too valuable to destroy outright. Their relationships with neighboring powers, in Gaza's case, above all with Egypt, offer the tantalizing possibility of external support, but such support, this book will show repeatedly, proves unreliable precisely when it is most needed, arriving too late, too weak, or not at all. And their rulers, men like Hanunu, are forced again and again to choose between submission, flight, and rebellion, each option carrying its own catastrophic risks, none of them offering any realistic prospect of the one thing such rulers actually want: genuine, lasting independence.

Hanunu's reign, spanning the transformative middle decades of Assyrian imperial expansion under three successive emperors, offers an unusually complete window into this dynamic. We will watch him flee before an advancing Assyrian army and lose his city to plunder in his absence. We will watch him accept reinstatement as a vassal king, his city transformed from an independent trading power into a closely supervised Assyrian commercial dependency. We will watch him gamble everything, a second time, on a coalition of fellow rebels and the promise of Egyptian military support, and we will watch that gamble fail catastrophically on the battlefield at Raphia. And we will watch, in the book's final chapters, what became of Gaza after Hanunu's own story reaches its uncertain, unrecorded end, how the very frontier city whose rebellion had twice drawn Assyrian armies south along the coastal road was transformed, under Hanunu's successors, into one of the empire's most reliable and rewarded client states, its earlier rebelliousness replaced by generations of loyal service.

This is, in other words, a story with a beginning, a catastrophe, and a resolution, but the resolution belongs not to Hanunu himself but to the city he ruled and, in the end, lost. That is perhaps the deepest irony of this history, and one this book will not let the reader forget: Gaza survived. Gaza, in fact, ultimately prospered under Assyrian rule, its trade routes secured, its territory expanded, its loyalty rewarded across the reigns of Sargon II's successors. It was Hanunu, the man who fought hardest and most persistently to preserve the city's independence, who did not survive to see any of it. His city outlived his throne. His name endures today largely in the ideologically charged language of the very inscriptions that recorded his defeat, and in the silent, kneeling posture of a carved stone figure in a museum thousands of miles and nearly three thousand years from the desert road where his story began.

It is to that beginning, to Gaza in the years immediately before Hanunu's crisis, to the deeper Philistine world that shaped his city's character long before any Assyrian army appeared on its horizon, that this book now turns.
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​Chapter 2: The Philistine Inheritance
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Every political crisis has a prehistory, and to understand why Hanunu ruled the kind of city he ruled, proud, wealthy, difficult to cow, and disastrously willing to gamble its independence not once but twice against the greatest military power of the age, one must look back several centuries before his birth, to the strange and violent circumstances in which Gaza and its sister cities first took shape. The Philistines who built Gaza did not emerge from the soil of Canaan. They arrived, and their arrival was part of one of the most disruptive and poorly understood episodes in the entire history of the ancient Mediterranean world: the collapse of the Bronze Age palace civilizations and the movement of peoples that both accompanied and accelerated that collapse. To understand Hanunu, in other words, one must first understand the inheritance he carried, a civic identity forged in migration, conquest, and slow cultural transformation long before any Assyrian army had reason to look south toward the edge of the Sinai.

​The World That Broke

In the closing decades of the thirteenth century and the opening decades of the twelfth century BCE, the interconnected palace civilizations of the eastern Mediterranean, the Hittite Empire in Anatolia, Mycenaean Greece, the great trading cities of Cyprus and the Syrian coast, and Egypt's own New Kingdom empire in the Levant, entered a period of catastrophic and, in several cases, terminal crisis. The precise causes of this collapse remain one of the most contested questions in ancient Mediterranean archaeology, and this book has no need to adjudicate fully among the competing explanations that scholars have proposed: climatic disruption and prolonged drought, systemic failures in the elaborate long-distance trade networks that had bound these civilizations together, internal social and economic strain within the palace-based redistributive economies themselves, and, tied into all of these, the movements of groups of people, sometimes displaced and sometimes predatory, who appear in the Egyptian record under the collective and deliberately vague label of the Sea Peoples.

The Egyptian sources, above all the great inscriptions of Ramesses III at Medinet Habu, describe these Sea Peoples in dramatic terms, as waves of seaborne and land-based migrants sweeping down through Anatolia and the Levant, destroying cities and confederacies as they came, before finally being turned back from the borders of Egypt itself in a series of land and naval battles the Egyptian king commemorated at length. Modern scholarship has grown considerably more cautious about taking this Egyptian narrative entirely at face value, it is, after all, a piece of royal propaganda not unlike the Assyrian inscriptions this book will scrutinize so carefully in later chapters, composed to magnify Ramesses III's own achievement in repelling a mortal threat to his kingdom. But beneath the propaganda lies a genuine and well-attested historical process: population groups of varied and not entirely certain origin, likely drawing significant elements from the Aegean world and western Anatolia, were on the move across the eastern Mediterranean in this period, and some of them, having been checked at Egypt's frontier, settled instead along the coastal strip of Canaan immediately to its north.

This is the setting in which the Philistines enter the historical record: not as an indigenous Canaanite population but as a group of settlers, likely composed of multiple originating populations fused together in the chaos of migration, who established themselves in the coastal lowlands of the southern Levant in the generations following the Bronze Age collapse. The material culture they brought with them, as revealed by decades of subsequent archaeological excavation at sites across the region, bears unmistakable Aegean and Cypriot signatures in its earliest phases: distinctive locally produced pottery styles derived from Mycenaean prototypes, new architectural forms, changes in diet and foodways including the introduction of pig husbandry at levels unusual for the region, and other material markers suggesting a population that had arrived from, or maintained close cultural ties to, the wider Aegean and eastern Mediterranean world rather than the Semitic-speaking societies of inland Canaan.

​Five Cities on a Coast

Out of this migration and settlement emerged, over the course of the twelfth and eleventh centuries BCE, the political configuration that would define the Philistine world for the remainder of its independent existence: five major cities, later remembered collectively as the Philistine pentapolis, spread along and just inland from the southern coastal strip of Canaan. Gaza, Ashkelon, and Ashdod occupied positions directly on or near the coast itself, each controlling access to the sea and to the maritime trade that connected the Levant to Cyprus, the Aegean, and beyond. Ekron and Gath lay somewhat further inland, positioned to control the fertile agricultural land of the Shephelah and to mediate contact and conflict with the highland populations of Canaan and, in time, early Israel.

This five-city structure was not, it is worth emphasizing, a unified Philistine state in any centralized sense. Each city maintained its own ruling elite, its own particular political character, and, as the historical record makes clear across the subsequent centuries, its own independent foreign policy, sometimes cooperating with its sister cities and sometimes competing or even warring with them. What bound the pentapolis together was not centralized political authority but a shared cultural inheritance, a family resemblance in material culture, religious practice, and probably language and dialect, together with a set of overlapping economic and strategic interests arising from their shared coastal position. This pattern, cultural kinship without political unity, would prove enormously consequential for the region's subsequent history, and it is a pattern this book will observe again and again in the specific case of Gaza's relationship with its Philistine neighbors during the Assyrian crisis: cities that shared deep cultural and historical ties nonetheless made independent, and sometimes divergent, political choices when confronted with existential imperial pressure, a divergence that would be starkly visible centuries later when Gaza, alone among its neighbors, refused to join the rebellion of Ashdod against Sargon II.

Among these five cities, Gaza occupied a distinctive position from the very beginning, one that shaped its political character in ways that would remain recognizable even after the Aegean-inflected culture of the earliest Philistine settlers had been transformed, over subsequent centuries, into something considerably more integrated with the wider Semitic-speaking world of the southern Levant. Gaza sat at the extreme southern edge of the pentapolis, the last of the five cities before the coastal road entered the sparsely settled buffer zone leading toward Egypt. This position gave Gaza a function subtly but importantly different from that of its sister cities further north. Where Ashkelon and Ashdod were oriented primarily toward maritime trade across the Mediterranean, and Ekron and Gath toward the agricultural and political dynamics of the Canaanite and, later, Israelite interior, Gaza was oriented, from its earliest history as a Philistine settlement, toward the overland routes running south and east, toward Egypt, and toward the deep desert corridors along which Arabian trade would eventually flow in ever-increasing volume. Gaza was, from the outset, a frontier city in a double sense: a Philistine outpost at the southern edge of Philistine territory, and a gateway city standing between the settled Levantine world and the very different political and ecological zones that lay beyond it.

​Becoming Semitic

The Philistines who settled Gaza and its sister cities in the twelfth century BCE did not remain culturally distinct from their Canaanite and Semitic-speaking neighbors indefinitely. Over the course of the following centuries, in a process archaeologists and historians describe, with appropriate caution about the term's implications, as Semiticization, the material culture, language, and religious practice of the Philistine cities underwent a gradual but thorough transformation, absorbing and eventually being substantially absorbed into the broader Semitic linguistic and cultural world of the southern Levant. By the time Hanunu ruled Gaza in the eighth century BCE, some four centuries after the initial Philistine settlement, the distinctively Aegean character of the earliest material culture had long since faded into a hybrid civilization whose language, as reflected in the personal and place names that survive in Assyrian and biblical sources, was substantially West Semitic in character, and whose religious pantheon, while retaining some elements that may trace back to earlier Aegean or Anatolian antecedents, had come to closely resemble that of neighboring Canaanite, Phoenician, and Israelite societies.

This process of cultural absorption should not be mistaken for a simple story of assimilation or loss of identity, however. The Philistine cities of Hanunu's era, and Gaza in particular, retained a strong and distinctive civic identity, a sense of historical continuity and political independence that set them apart from their neighbors even as their language and material culture converged with the broader Semitic world around them. This is a pattern familiar from many other instances of cultural contact and transformation across ancient history: a population can absorb the language, religious vocabulary, and material practices of its neighbors while retaining, and even intensifying, its sense of itself as a distinct political community with its own history, its own traditions of rule, and its own claims to legitimate authority over its own affairs. Gaza in the eighth century BCE was, in this sense, a thoroughly Semiticized city that nonetheless remembered, and to some degree still embodied, its distinctive origins as a settlement of migrants who had carved out a coastal foothold in the chaotic aftermath of the Bronze Age collapse.

It is worth pausing here on the question of Gaza's own local deities, imperfectly attested as they are in the surviving sources, because the Assyrian seizure of Gaza's cult images during Tiglath-Pileser III's campaign, examined in detail in a later chapter, only makes full sense against the background of a city with its own established, locally rooted religious tradition, gods whose images had presumably stood in Gazan temples for generations, objects of civic as well as purely religious significance, embodiments of the city's own claim to divine favor and protection. The relative sparseness of direct evidence for Gaza's specific pantheon in this period, a limitation imposed by the same evidentiary poverty this book's first chapter acknowledged regarding Gaza's political history more broadly, should not be mistaken for evidence of religious insignificance. A city as old, as wealthy, and as politically self-confident as eighth-century Gaza would certainly have possessed an elaborate civic religious apparatus, temples maintained by royal patronage, priesthoods with their own institutional interests, and cult images whose capture by a conquering power carried real ideological weight precisely because those images mattered so deeply to the city's own sense of itself.

​The Character of a Trading City

If the deep prehistory of Philistine migration and settlement explains Gaza's origins as a distinct political community, it is the city's geographic position, discussed already in the previous chapter and worth returning to here in a somewhat different light, that explains the particular civic character Gaza developed over the centuries between its founding and Hanunu's reign. A city positioned at the terminus of major trade routes develops, almost inevitably, a particular kind of political culture: cosmopolitan in its outlook, pragmatic in its diplomacy, and acutely, continuously attentive to the shifting balance of power among its neighbors, because that balance directly determines the security of the trade on which the city's prosperity depends.

Gaza's rulers across the centuries preceding Hanunu's reign had needed to manage relationships simultaneously with the Egyptian dynasts to the south, whose goodwill or hostility could open or close the crucial overland connection to the Nile Delta; with nomadic and semi-nomadic populations controlling the desert routes to the east and south, whose cooperation was essential for the safe passage of Arabian caravan trade; with the other cities of the Philistine pentapolis, sometimes partners and sometimes rivals; and, as the centuries progressed, with the emerging Israelite and later Judahite kingdoms to the northeast, whose territorial ambitions periodically brought them into direct conflict with Philistine interests. This was not a political environment that rewarded rigid ideological commitment or unwavering alliance. It rewarded flexibility, a capacity to read shifting circumstances accurately and to adjust policy accordingly, and a fundamentally mercantile calculation of interest that placed the preservation of trade and civic prosperity above more abstract considerations of honor or consistency.

This mercantile pragmatism would become, centuries later, one of the defining features of Hanunu's own political conduct, and readers should bear this deep civic inheritance in mind when they encounter, in later chapters, his flight to Egypt in the face of Tiglath-Pileser III's advance, his acceptance of vassal status once flight and Egyptian support proved unavailing, and his subsequent willingness to gamble everything on rebellion when the opportunity seemed to present itself. These were not the actions of a uniquely erratic or strategically incoherent individual. They were the actions of a ruler operating within a long-established Gazan political tradition that valued survival and prosperity over abstract consistency, a tradition of reading the balance of regional power with cold clarity and acting, sometimes boldly and sometimes cautiously, according to that reading.

​Philistines and Israelites

No account of the deeper history that shaped Gaza's identity before Hanunu's reign can avoid the long and often violent relationship between the Philistine cities and their Israelite, and later Judahite, neighbors to the northeast, a relationship whose echoes would still be audible in the political landscape Hanunu himself navigated. The biblical tradition, our single richest, if also most ideologically complex, source for the earlier centuries of Philistine-Israelite interaction, preserves an extensive body of narrative material depicting the Philistines as Israel's principal early adversary, a technologically sophisticated and militarily formidable rival contesting control of the hill country and lowlands of Canaan in the period before the establishment of a unified Israelite monarchy.

Whatever one makes of the specific historicity of individual episodes in this tradition, and the biblical narratives of this period present notoriously difficult problems of source criticism and historical reconstruction that lie beyond this book's scope, the broader pattern they preserve is consistent with and corroborated by the wider archaeological and historical evidence: a genuine, sustained, and often intense rivalry between the Philistine coastal cities and the emerging highland societies of early Israel, rooted in competition for control of the agriculturally valuable Shephelah lowlands that lay between them, and in the broader strategic question of which power would dominate the southern Levant's internal trade routes and political alignments. This rivalry reached its most dramatic and consequential phase under the early Israelite monarchy, in the traditions surrounding Saul and David, before gradually settling, across the following centuries of the divided Israelite and Judahite kingdoms, into a more variable pattern of periodic conflict, periodic cooperation, and extended periods of watchful coexistence.

By Hanunu's own era, this long history of Philistine-Israelite and Philistine-Judahite interaction had produced a regional political landscape that was, in certain crucial respects, already familiar with the dynamics that would define the Assyrian crisis to come: a landscape of multiple small, culturally distinct states, none powerful enough to dominate the region outright, bound together by overlapping ties of trade, periodic conflict, and shifting alliance, and increasingly vulnerable, as this book's first chapter established, to the attention of larger external powers capable of exploiting precisely this fragmentation. The Syro-Ephraimite crisis that would first draw Tiglath-Pileser III's armies south toward Philistia, examined in detail in later chapters, was itself only the latest episode in this much longer pattern of regional small-state rivalry and alliance-seeking, a pattern in which the Philistine cities, and Gaza specifically, had already been active participants for generations before Assyrian power made its presence directly felt on Gaza's own doorstep.

It is worth noting, too, that this long relationship with Israel and Judah had given Gaza's rulers a particular, hard-won familiarity with the political behavior of the highland kingdoms to their northeast, a familiarity that would prove relevant when, in the crisis of 734 BCE examined in the previous chapter, it was precisely the alliance between Israel and Aram-Damascus, and Judah's desperate response to that alliance, that first drew Assyrian military attention southward into Gaza's own sphere. Gaza did not experience the Syro-Ephraimite crisis as a distant and unrelated northern affair. It experienced it as the latest, and ultimately most consequential, chapter in a regional political drama in which Philistine cities, Israelite and Judahite kingdoms, and Aramean states had been entangled with one another for centuries, their fates increasingly, and finally catastrophically, bound together by the attention of an external power capable of exploiting every fracture line the region's long history of rivalry and alliance had produced.

​An Old City's Pride

What, then, did Hanunu inherit, in the fullest sense, when he ascended Gaza's throne sometime in the middle decades of the eighth century BCE? He inherited a city with a genuinely ancient pedigree, its origins reaching back some four centuries to the tumultuous aftermath of the Bronze Age collapse, a city whose founding population had arrived as migrants and conquerors in a world remade by catastrophe, and who had, over subsequent generations, built one of the most prosperous and strategically important urban centers on the entire eastern Mediterranean coast. He inherited a civic identity thoroughly Semiticized in language and much of its religious vocabulary, yet still marked by a distinctive historical memory of separate origin and long independence, embodied in local cult traditions, dynastic structures, and a political culture shaped by centuries of practiced diplomatic maneuvering among more powerful neighbors. He inherited a geographic position at the terminus of the world's most valuable long-distance trade networks, a position that had made Gaza wealthy across many generations and had shaped its rulers' political instincts toward pragmatism, flexibility, and the cold calculation of interest over rigid ideological commitment. And he inherited, finally, a long and complicated relationship with the Israelite and Judahite kingdoms to the northeast, a relationship of periodic conflict and periodic accommodation that had already, by the time of his own reign, become entangled with the wider regional crisis that would soon bring Assyrian power crashing down upon his city.

None of this inheritance made Hanunu's eventual confrontation with Assyria inevitable in its specific outcome. But it shaped, in profound and lasting ways, the character of the city he ruled and the instincts he brought to the crisis that would define his reign. Gaza was not a young or a naive polity encountering imperial power for the first time when Tiglath-Pileser III's armies appeared on the coastal road in 734 BCE. It was an old city, proud of its long independence, practiced in the arts of small-state diplomacy, and possessed of a civic self-confidence built on centuries of successful navigation between larger and more powerful neighbors. That this deep well of experience and self-confidence ultimately proved insufficient against the qualitatively different kind of power Assyria represented, a power organized, as the previous chapter began to establish, around principles of systematic and permanent expansion rather than the more traditional patterns of regional dominance and periodic tribute-taking that Gaza's earlier history had prepared it to navigate, is itself one of the central tragedies this book will trace across the chapters that follow.

It is to that qualitatively new kind of power, and to the specific historical moment in which it first turned its full attention toward the Philistine coast, that this book now returns, examining in closer detail the economic foundations that made Gaza so valuable a prize, and the deeper structure of the trade empire upon which the city's wealth, and ultimately its vulnerability, had come to rest.
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​Chapter 3: The Anatomy of a Trade Empire
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To walk into eighth-century Gaza through its southern gate, had a traveler of that era left any record of doing so, would have been to walk into a city organized, in nearly every visible particular, around the business of moving valuable things from one place to another. The warehouses clustered near the gate. The measured, careful traffic of pack animals moving through narrow streets toward the market quarter. The presence, audible in the babble of the marketplace, of languages and dialects from far beyond the immediate region, Arabian traders speaking dialects unfamiliar to the local Semitic ear, Egyptian merchants and officials, Phoenician sailors down from the northern coast. Gaza in this period was not merely a city that happened to engage in trade. It was a city whose entire civic structure, whose wealth, whose social hierarchy, and ultimately whose political fate had been organized around a single geographic fact: it sat at the point where several of the ancient world's most valuable trade networks converged and, for a brief and commercially decisive moment, became a single system before dispersing again toward their separate Mediterranean and African destinations. This chapter examines that system in close detail, because without understanding precisely what Gaza traded, how that trade functioned, and why it made the city so extraordinarily wealthy, it is impossible to understand why Assyria found the city so impossible to ignore.

​The Incense Roads

The single most important commodity flowing through Gaza in this period, and the one whose trade did more than any other to shape the city's economic character, was aromatic resin, above all frankincense and myrrh, harvested from trees native to the southern Arabian Peninsula and the Horn of Africa, and transported northward across some of the most forbidding terrain on earth to reach the markets of the Mediterranean world. It is difficult for a modern reader, accustomed to a world in which fragrance is a minor luxury good produced through industrial chemistry, to fully grasp the economic and cultural significance frankincense and myrrh held in the ancient Near East. These resins were burned in temple ritual across the entire ancient Mediterranean and Near Eastern world, used in elaborate embalming practices, incorporated into medicinal preparations, and consumed as a marker of elite status and religious devotion on a scale that made them, by weight, among the most valuable commodities moving through any ancient trade network. A kingdom or a city that controlled a critical junction on the routes carrying these resins northward controlled access to an almost inexhaustible source of wealth, because demand for frankincense and myrrh across the temples, palaces, and elite households of the Levant, Mesopotamia, Egypt, and eventually the wider Mediterranean world showed no sign of diminishing across the centuries in which this trade flourished.

The logistics of this trade were formidable, and understanding them helps explain why certain cities, Gaza chief among them, occupied such a privileged position within the system. Frankincense and myrrh originated in the interior and southern reaches of the Arabian Peninsula, in regions whose own political organization remains only partially understood from surviving evidence but which clearly involved, by the first millennium BCE, increasingly sophisticated kingdoms and confederations capable of organizing and protecting long-distance caravan trade. From these southern production zones, the resin moved northward along a network of routes that hugged the western edge of the Arabian desert, following a chain of oases and wells that made travel possible across otherwise impassable terrain, a journey of well over a thousand miles requiring weeks of careful logistical planning, provisioning, and negotiation with the various tribal and political authorities whose territory the caravans crossed. Camel caravans, the domesticated dromedary having transformed the economic feasibility of exactly this kind of long-distance desert trade in the centuries before Hanunu's reign, carried the resin northward in a journey punctuated by a series of caravan cities and way stations, each extracting tolls, providing services, and taking its own commercial cut of the enormous value accumulating in the resin as it moved closer to its final Mediterranean markets.

Gaza's position at the effective terminus of this northern route gave the city a unique and immensely profitable role within this system. By the time Arabian caravans reached the southern Levant, they had already traveled the most dangerous and difficult portion of their journey, and Gaza functioned as the final major redistribution point before the resin, along with the other goods the same caravans typically carried, entered the denser network of markets, ports, and onward trade routes that would carry it to its ultimate destinations across the Mediterranean world and beyond. This was not merely a matter of passive geographic advantage. Gaza's merchants and its royal administration had, across generations, developed the specific commercial infrastructure necessary to exploit this position fully: warehousing capacity sufficient to handle large caravan loads, established relationships with Arabian trading partners that allowed for reliable and predictable exchange, weighing and measuring systems trusted by traders from multiple different commercial traditions, and a market structure sophisticated enough to convert bulk caravan goods into the smaller, more specialized transactions that onward Mediterranean trade required.

​Textiles, Perfume, and the Manufacture of Luxury

Gaza's commercial importance did not rest on the incense trade alone, though that trade provides the clearest and most dramatic illustration of the city's economic logic. The city also supported, by the eighth century BCE, a developed textile industry, producing woven goods that drew on wool from regional flocks and, quite plausibly, on imported fibers arriving via the same trade networks that brought aromatic resins from the south. Textile production in the ancient Near East was rarely a matter of simple subsistence weaving; in commercially sophisticated cities, it developed into a genuine manufacturing sector, with specialized dyeing techniques, quality gradations aimed at different market segments, and finished goods that themselves became valuable export commodities carried onward by the same merchant networks handling the incense trade.

Closely related to this textile production, and directly connected to the aromatic trade discussed above, was a perfume and unguent industry that transformed raw frankincense, myrrh, and other imported aromatic materials into finished luxury products: scented oils, compounded incense blends, and cosmetic preparations that commanded even higher values than the raw resins from which they were made. This kind of value-added manufacturing is a crucial and often underappreciated feature of successful entrepot economies in the ancient world. A city that merely allowed goods to pass through its territory, extracting only transit tolls, captured only a fraction of the wealth such trade could generate. A city like Gaza, which had developed the craft expertise to transform raw imported materials into finished luxury goods, captured considerably more of that value, embedding itself not merely as a waypoint in the trade network but as a genuine center of production whose finished goods carried their own commercial reputation across the wider Mediterranean and Near Eastern markets.

This manufacturing capacity also had important social and political implications for the city Hanunu would eventually rule. A trading city that only moved goods through its territory develops a merchant elite whose interests are oriented primarily toward the safe and efficient conduct of transit trade. A trading city that also manufactures finished luxury goods develops, in addition, a class of skilled craftspeople, workshop owners, and the complex urban economic infrastructure, from raw material storage to specialized labor to quality control, that such manufacturing requires. Gaza in the eighth century BCE was, in other words, a considerably more economically complex and socially stratified urban center than a simple caravan waystation, its wealth generated not merely by the passive advantage of geographic position but by generations of accumulated craft knowledge, commercial infrastructure, and manufacturing capacity that together constituted a genuine urban economic system of real sophistication.

​The Egyptian Connection

If the incense trade connected Gaza southward and eastward toward Arabia, the city's position also gave it a crucial function as the last significant urban center before the coastal road entered Egyptian-controlled or Egyptian-influenced territory to the southwest. This dual orientation, toward Arabia on one axis, toward Egypt on another, was, in fact, central to Gaza's particular economic character, because it meant the city functioned not merely as a terminus for a single trade network but as a genuine junction point where Arabian, Egyptian, and wider Mediterranean commercial systems intersected and exchanged goods.

Egypt's own economic relationship with the Levant in this period was extensive and of very long standing, reaching back through the centuries of the New Kingdom empire and beyond, and encompassing the exchange of a wide range of goods: Egyptian grain, papyrus, and finished craft goods moving northward and eastward, in exchange for timber, wine, oil, and the aromatic and luxury goods arriving via the Arabian trade that Egypt's own territory could not produce. Gaza's position as the final major settlement before this Egyptian trade zone meant that a significant proportion of goods moving in either direction passed through, or at minimum near, Gazan territory, giving the city's rulers and merchants a further layer of commercial leverage and, as this book's opening chapter already noted, a natural inclination to maintain careful diplomatic and commercial relationships with whatever Egyptian authority currently held power in the Delta, however politically fragmented that authority might be during the specific decades of Hanunu's own reign.

This Egyptian connection would prove, as later chapters will examine in detail, one of the more tragic elements of Hanunu's political story, the recurring hope, twice disappointed in dramatically different ways, that Egyptian commercial partnership could be translated into Egyptian military support when Assyrian pressure became existential. But it is worth establishing here, in purely economic terms, why that hope was not simply naive wishful thinking on Hanunu's part. Gaza and Egypt had genuine, long-standing, mutually profitable commercial ties, the kind of relationship that might reasonably be expected, under different political circumstances, to translate into meaningful strategic partnership. That it repeatedly failed to do so reflects less on the fundamental logic of Hanunu's diplomatic calculations than on the specific and severe political weaknesses of Egypt during precisely this period, weaknesses the next chapter will examine in considerably greater detail.

​A Name That Means Strength

It is worth pausing, at this point in the chapter, to consider more closely a detail introduced briefly in this book's opening pages: the etymology of the city's own name. Gaza, in its West Semitic form, derives most plausibly from a root, עזז, carrying the core meaning of strength, might, or fortification, a name that might be rendered, in reasonably idiomatic English, as "the strong place" or "the fortified city." This is not, on its face, a remarkable or unusual choice of city name; fortification and defensive strength were natural and common sources of civic nomenclature across the ancient Near East, where the ability to withstand siege and assault was, for any substantial settlement, a basic precondition of continued existence. But in Gaza's specific case, this etymology carries a resonance that deserves closer attention, because it points directly to the underlying economic logic this chapter has been tracing: Gaza was not simply a fortified city in the generic sense that many ancient cities were fortified. It was a city whose fortifications existed specifically to protect an unusually concentrated accumulation of transportable, high-value mercantile wealth.

Consider what, precisely, sat behind Gaza's walls in the middle decades of the eighth century BCE: warehouses filled with aromatic resins whose value, ounce for ounce, rivaled that of precious metals; textile stores representing months or years of accumulated skilled labor; the accumulated profits of generations of transit tolls and market taxes, presumably held in the royal treasury in the form of silver, gold, and other portable valuables; and the temple treasuries housing the city's cult images and their associated ritual furnishings, objects whose value was religious and symbolic as much as material but which nonetheless represented genuine, tangible wealth in the metals, and fine materials from which such images and furnishings were typically fashioned. A city holding this concentration of movable wealth needed walls not merely as a general precaution against the ordinary hazards of ancient warfare but as an absolutely essential precondition of its continued economic function. Without secure fortification, Gaza's entire commercial model, the willingness of Arabian traders to bring their valuable caravan goods into the city, the confidence of merchants and craftspeople to invest in workshops and inventory, the basic trust that underpinned every transaction conducted within the city's markets, would have been impossible to sustain.

This connection between fortification and mercantile function helps explain, in turn, why the Assyrian sack of Gaza in 734 BCE, examined in detail in a later chapter, carried such devastating economic as well as political weight. When Tiglath-Pileser III's forces breached Gaza's defenses in Hanunu's absence, they were not merely inflicting a military and symbolic defeat upon an already-fled king. They were seizing direct physical control of one of the most concentrated accumulations of portable wealth anywhere on the Levantine coast, wealth that had taken generations of careful commercial development to accumulate and that could be, and evidently was, extracted and carried off by a conquering army within the span of a single campaign season. The strength implied by the city's own name had proven, in the end, insufficient against a power of Assyria's particular character, but the very existence of that name, and the walls it described, testifies to just how seriously, and for how long, Gaza's own rulers had understood the fundamental vulnerability at the heart of their city's prosperity.

​The Frontier Entrepot: A Structural Vulnerability

This brings the discussion to a concept this book will invoke repeatedly across the chapters that follow, and which deserves careful definition here, at the point in the narrative where its relevance to Gaza's specific situation has been most fully established: the frontier entrepot. An entrepot, in the general economic sense, is a settlement whose primary function is not production for its own consumption but the reception, storage, and onward redistribution of goods moving between two or more distinct economic or political zones. Such settlements exist throughout economic history, from the ancient world to the present day, and they characteristically develop, as Gaza had by Hanunu's era, sophisticated commercial infrastructure, cosmopolitan populations, and considerable accumulated wealth relative to their size, because they capture value at every stage of the transit and redistribution process rather than depending on the comparatively modest returns of primary agricultural or craft production alone.

A frontier entrepot is a specific and particularly precarious variant of this general type: an entrepot situated not merely between two economic zones but at the literal political frontier between two or more competing spheres of power, a settlement whose commercial function depends precisely on its position at the edge of, or between, larger political systems. Gaza's position at the threshold between the Levantine world and Egypt, described in this book's opening chapter, made it a frontier entrepot in exactly this sense: its wealth derived directly from its location at a political and geographic margin, a location that simultaneously generated its prosperity and rendered it acutely vulnerable to whichever larger power currently possessed the military capacity to project force into that margin.

This structural vulnerability is worth stating as a general principle, because it illuminates not only Gaza's specific fate but a recurring pattern visible across many periods and regions of world history: frontier entrepots are, almost by definition, simultaneously among the richest and among the most vulnerable settlements within any given regional political system. Their wealth is real, often exceeding that of considerably larger territorial states whose economies rest on the comparatively modest returns of agricultural production. But that wealth is also, in a crucial sense, exposed, concentrated within fortifications that, however formidable by regional standards, cannot indefinitely withstand the sustained attention of a truly dominant military power, and dependent on trade routes and commercial relationships that a determined external power can disrupt, redirect, or seize outright. A frontier entrepot's prosperity is, in other words, always somewhat borrowed against the continued absence of exactly the kind of overwhelming external power that Assyria, by the middle of the eighth century BCE, had become.

Gaza's rulers across the generations preceding Hanunu's own reign had managed this structural vulnerability with considerable success, navigating the shifting balance of regional power well enough to preserve the city's independence and commercial function across many decades of change. But the vulnerability itself never disappeared; it was, this book will argue, an inescapable and permanent feature of the specific kind of prosperity Gaza had built for itself, a feature that no diplomatic skill or defensive preparation, however sophisticated, could ultimately eliminate. What changed, in the specific historical moment this book examines, was not Gaza's fundamental structural position but the nature of the external power now capable of exploiting it, the shift, traced in the book's opening chapter, from a regional political environment of competing middle powers, none individually capable of permanently subjugating a well-defended frontier entrepot like Gaza, to an imperial system organized, as Assyria's was by Tiglath-Pileser III's reign, around the systematic, permanent absorption of exactly this kind of strategically valuable frontier territory.

​The Economic Logic of Conquest

It is worth closing this chapter by drawing together the threads it has traced into the specific economic logic that would, in the chapters that follow, drive Assyrian policy toward Gaza across three successive reigns. Assyria did not conquer Gaza, and did not maintain sustained interest in Gaza's political fate across decades of otherwise shifting imperial priorities, out of simple territorial ambition or an abstract desire for regional dominance. Assyria wanted, specifically and concretely, what this chapter has described: access to and control over the flow of Arabian aromatic resins, the finished textile and perfume goods Gaza's own craftspeople produced, and the broader commercial traffic connecting the Levant to Egypt and to the deep trade networks of the Arabian Peninsula. This was, in the most literal sense, an economic war, fought over control of one of the ancient world's most valuable trade corridors, and Gaza's fate across the following chapters of this book cannot be fully understood except as a function of this underlying economic reality.

This is why, as later chapters will show in detail, Assyrian policy toward Gaza consistently favored preservation and controlled exploitation over outright destruction or annexation, even after repeated rebellion had given Assyria ample pretext for harsher measures. A conquered and depopulated Gaza, its merchant networks scattered and its commercial infrastructure destroyed, would have been of little value to an Assyrian imperial system that wanted, above all, continued and even intensified access to exactly the trade flows this chapter has described. A Gaza preserved as a functioning commercial center, but brought under direct Assyrian commercial supervision, the specific settlement Tiglath-Pileser III would impose after the events of 734 BCE, examined in detail in later chapters, offered Assyria the best of both outcomes: continued access to Gaza's trade wealth, now directed substantially toward Assyrian rather than purely local benefit, without the disruption and loss of accumulated commercial expertise that outright destruction would have entailed.

Hanunu, in other words, ruled a city whose very prosperity had made its ultimate political subordination to a power like Assyria all but inevitable, whatever specific choices he himself might make in response to that pressure. The economic anatomy this chapter has traced, the incense trade, the textile and perfume manufacturing, the Egyptian commercial connection, the concentrated portable wealth that Gaza's fortifications existed to protect, constituted, taken together, an economic prize that no expanding imperial power organized around the systematic absorption of valuable frontier territory could plausibly have left untouched indefinitely. It is to that expanding imperial power, and to the specific historical process by which it transformed itself, across the middle decades of the eighth century BCE, into precisely this kind of systematic, all-absorbing imperial machine, that this book now turns its full attention.
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