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CANAAN – “A LAND FLOWING WITH MILK AND HONEY”

The land of Canaan, where the biblical patriarch Abraham settled, was relatively small – in size, it was only slightly larger than the Nile Delta. However, in terms of its diversity of natural conditions, climate, and flora, it had no equal in the entire Fertile Crescent. Its northern border was marked by the snow-capped peak of Mount Hermon, while its southern border reached the hot sands of Sinai. To the west, the land descended to the Mediterranean Sea, and to the east, it bordered the desert that separated it from Mesopotamia.

The regional contrasts were stark: while water was abundant in the northern region of Galilee, the southern Negev desert suffered from chronic drought. The only river that did not dry up during the summer was the Jordan, which flowed from north to south and divided the country into two parts: Transjordan (east) and Cisjordan (west). The eastern part was much drier and less populated, and for a long time was dominated by semi-nomadic groups. The western part was more favorable for agriculture and was home to a predominantly settled population. Originally, the name “Canaan” applied only to the areas west of the Jordan; only later did it come to encompass Transjordan as well.

Canaan has always occupied a special place in the geopolitics of the ancient Near East. It was the only land bridge between Africa and Asia – between Egypt on the one hand and Syria, Mesopotamia, and Asia Minor on the other. The most important trade routes passed through Canaan, linking the civilizations of the Near East with Egypt. No conquering power could achieve true hegemony in the ancient Near East without gaining control of Canaan’s territory.

This land was destined to become unique not only in political terms, but also in the cultural and spiritual history of the world. It was in Canaan, rather than in Mesopotamia or the Nile Valley, that the earliest Neolithic civilization and the first Neolithic cities emerged. Here, for the first time, the so-called “Neolithic Revolution” took place – the decisive transition from gathering to agriculture and from hunting to animal husbandry. The peoples of Canaan made an invaluable contribution to the treasury of world culture. It was here that the world’s first alphabet was created – an invention that became the foundation for all subsequent alphabetic writing systems. The first monotheistic religion, Judaism, arose in this land, and Canaan also became the cradle of another monotheistic faith, Christianity. The most influential and widely read book in human history, the Bible, was written here.

But what was this land like in ancient times, when all the great empires and powers of the Near East fought relentlessly for its possession? What kind of country was it that, according to the Bible, God promised exclusively to the descendants of the patriarch Abraham – despite the fact that many peoples already lived on it and even more laid claim to it?

Fragmentary accounts from the works of ancient Near Eastern and Hellenistic authors have come down to us, offering glimpses of this land and its natural wealth. One of the earliest such descriptions belongs to the ancient Egyptian nobleman Sinuhe, who wrote about Canaan nearly four thousand years ago. This is how he described it: “It was a good land… Figs were in it, and grapes. It had more wine than water. Plentiful was its honey, abundant its olives. Every (kind of) fruit was on its trees. Barley was there, and emmer. There was no limit to any (kind of) cattle” (Pritchard J. Ancient Near Eastern Texts, p.19).

According to the biblical Book of Numbers, the spies sent by Moses to explore the land of Canaan described it as a land that “flows with milk and honey.” As tangible proof of its fertility, they brought back “a branch with a single cluster of grapes, and they carried it on a pole between two of them” (Num. 13:23, 27). The Bible explicitly names seven species of plants and fruits for which this land was renowned: wheat, barley, grapes, figs, pomegranates, olives, and dates. The Book of Deuteronomy places particular emphasis on Moses’ final instructions to the people on the eve of their entry into the land of Canaan, underscoring not only its agricultural abundance but also its distinctiveness among the lands of the ancient Near East: “For the Lord your God is bringing you into a good land, a land with flowing streams, with springs and underground waters welling up in valleys and hills, a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees and pomegranates, a land of olive oil and honey, a land where you may eat bread without scarcity, where you will lack nothing, a land whose stones are iron and from whose hills you may mine copper” (Deut. 8:7-9).

The most detailed description of this land in antiquity was left to us by the Roman-Jewish historian Flavius Josephus. He knew it better than anyone else, for it was his homeland – Judea. Writing in the first century CE, Josephus described the northern part of the country, Galilee, in the following terms:

“This country is exceedingly fertile and rich in pastures, and it is planted with trees of every kind. Its abundance is such that it invites even the laziest to cultivate it. It is therefore no wonder that the entire land is densely populated: not a single part lies uncultivated or uninhabited. On the contrary, it is thickly studded with cities, and the villages, owing to the extraordinary fertility of the soil, are everywhere so populous that even the smallest of them contains more than fifteen thousand inhabitants. In short, although Galilee is smaller in extent than Perea (Transjordan), it surpasses it in strength and importance, for the whole of Galilee is cultivated and has the appearance of one vast, continuous garden” (Jewish War, 3.3.2–3).

No less interesting are Josephus’ remarks about the Jewish population of Galilee in his own time. Despite living on the frontier and being surrounded on all sides by foreign peoples – Phoenicians to the west and Syrians to the north and east – the Galileans, according to Josephus, possessed exceptional resilience and military preparedness. He writes: “Despite the foreign population surrounding them on all sides, the inhabitants nevertheless always steadfastly withstood any enemy attack. From their earliest youth they prepared themselves for war, and they were always numerous. These fighters could never be reproached for a lack of courage, nor the country for a lack of men” (Jewish War, 3.3.2–3).

When speaking of Galilee, no ancient author could bypass Lake Kinneret (the Sea of Galilee), known in the Greco-Roman world as Lake Gennesaret. Flavius Josephus left the most detailed and vivid description of this remarkable body of water:

“Lake Gennesaret received its name from the region that lies along its shores. Its waters are sweet and very pleasant for drinking, for they are finer than the thick waters of marshes and clear to the eye. The lake is surrounded on all sides by gently sloping shores, so that the water may easily be drawn. It is cooler than one would expect from so large a body of water. If it is exposed to the open air, it becomes cold, almost like snow; therefore, in summer the inhabitants commonly leave it outside overnight. Various kinds of fish live in the lake, differing in form and taste from those found elsewhere. The river Jordan flows through the middle of the lake… Along Lake Gennesaret stretches a region of the same name, remarkable for the richness of its nature and its extraordinary beauty. The soil here, owing to its exceptional fertility, is receptive to every kind of vegetation, and the inhabitants have cultivated it with astonishing diversity. The mildness of the climate further contributes to the growth of the most varied plants. Nut trees, which require a cooler environment, flourish in abundance alongside palm trees, which usually grow only in hot countries. Fig and olive trees, which prefer a more temperate climate, also thrive nearby.

Here, nature seems deliberately to have brought together opposites; here, too, unfolds a marvelous contest of the seasons, each striving to assert its dominance in this single region. The land produces its fruits not once a year, but continuously, without interruption. The most prized fruits – grapes and figs – ripen for ten months of the year, while other fruits succeed one another in unbroken sequence throughout all seasons.

In addition to the gentle climate, this extraordinary fertility is further sustained by irrigation from a powerful spring, called by the inhabitants Kfar Nahum. Some even suppose it to be a branch of the Nile, since the same species of fish are found in it as in the lake near Alexandria. Such, then, is the nature of that region” (Jewish War 3.10.7–8).

Samaria lay to the south of Galilee and constituted the historical inheritance of the “house of Joseph,” belonging to two of the most prominent Israelite tribes – Ephraim and Manasseh. This region formed the political and administrative heart of the Kingdom of Israel. Its capital, Shomron (Samaria), was founded here, and from it the entire territory took its name. Josephus describes Samaria in the following terms:

“The country of the Samaritans lies midway between Galilee and Judea. Its nature closely resembles that of Judea. Both regions are rich in mountains and plains; they are easily cultivated, fertile, planted with trees, and abundant in fruits, both wild and cultivated. They are not particularly well supplied with natural irrigation, but they receive plentiful rainfall. All their waters are exceptionally fresh, and thanks to the abundance of excellent pasture, the cattle produce more milk here than anywhere else. The strongest proof of the excellence and fertility of both countries – Samaria and Judea – is the density of their population” (Jewish War, 3.3.4).

Josephus speaks in a markedly different tone when describing Perea, that is, central Transjordan – the ancestral territory of the Israelite tribes of Reuben and Gad. In contrast to Galilee and Samaria, he emphasizes its harsher natural conditions:

“Perea, though much larger in extent than Galilee, is for the most part wild, uncultivated, and too rugged for the production of delicate fruits. Those areas that are not entirely deserted and possess a certain degree of fertility, together with the plains that are under cultivation, are used chiefly for olive trees, vineyards, and palm groves. These lands are abundantly watered by mountain streams, and when these dry up during the hot winds, by ever-flowing springs. Perea extends in length from the fortress of Machaerus to the city of Pella, and in breadth from Philadelphia (Rabbath-Ammon) to the Jordan River” (Jewish War, 3.3.3).

All ancient authors – and Josephus in particular – paid special attention to the Jordan River Valley and the Dead Sea basin, through which the river flows. From a geological and natural perspective, this region is truly unique and has no equal anywhere else on Earth: it represents the lowest area on the planet’s land surface. The entire Jordan Valley, beginning at Lake Hula in the north, continuing through Lake Kinneret, and extending southward to the southern extremity of the Dead Sea, lies within the deepest tectonic depression on Earth, known in antiquity as the Ghor. From north to south, this depression stretches for nearly 250 kilometers. The floor of the Ghor Depression lies approximately 395 meters below sea level, while in the area of the Dead Sea basin it reaches a depth of about 751 meters below sea level. This makes it the lowest exposed land surface on Earth. According to some geologists, tectonic processes in this region have not ceased, and the depression may still be slowly subsiding.

This extraordinary geological formation – encompassing both the Jordan River Valley and the Dead Sea – never failed to impress ancient observers. As a result, classical, biblical, and Near Eastern authors left us numerous descriptions of how this region appeared two thousand years ago, often emphasizing its otherworldly character, extreme climate, and striking contrasts with the surrounding lands. Josephus describes the Jordan Valley in the following terms:

“Through the middle of this land flows the Jordan, which divides it between two lakes of entirely opposite nature: Asphaltitis (Dead Sea) and Tiberias (Kinneret). The first is salty and barren, the second fresh and life-giving. In summer, the whole valley appears scorched, and the air, because of the excessive heat, is harmful to health. Apart from the Jordan, the valley has no sources of water. For this reason, palm trees grow especially luxuriantly and bear abundant fruit along the river-banks, while those farther away flourish much less. Above the valley rise mountain ranges, completely devoid of vegetation and stretching over a great distance – northward as far as the outskirts of Scythopolis (Beth She’an), and southward to the place where Sodom once stood, reaching the shore of the Asphalt Lake. Along their entire length these mountains are barren and uninhabited, for their sterility allows no plant life to grow” (Jewish War, 3. 8. 2).

The most favorable part of the Jordan Valley was considered to be the region of Jericho, which lay within its own enclosed oasis-like basin. This valley attracted human attention from the earliest times. Fertile alluvial soil, a warm and stable climate, abundant springs suitable for irrigation, and rich – sometimes unique – vegetation turned this area into the true pearl of Canaan. Human settlement here began as early as the Mesolithic period, and Jericho is rightly regarded as the oldest city in the world. The first urban settlement arose here approximately 11–12 thousand years ago, making Jericho the site of the earliest known human civilization – one that emerged in Canaan, not in Sumer or the Nile Valley. However, this blessed land also bore a fatal flaw: powerful and recurrent earthquakes. Located directly on the Syrian–African tectonic fault, Jericho was repeatedly destroyed by seismic catastrophes. For this reason, its inhabitants were periodically forced to abandon this earthly paradise and resettle in less fertile, but more geologically stable, regions.

Jericho was the first city conquered by the Israelites under the leadership of Joshua. However, its walls fell not as the result of a conventional military assault, but due to a catastrophic earthquake, which claimed the lives of most of its inhabitants. This natural disaster left such a deep impression on collective memory that Joshua issued a solemn warning against rebuilding the city: “Cursed before the Lord be anyone who tries to build this city, Jericho! At the cost of his firstborn, he shall lay its foundation, and at the cost of his youngest he shall set up its gates!” (Josh. 6:26).

The warning was not merely symbolic. Centuries later, during the reign of King Ahab of Israel, a man named Hiel of Bethel rebuilt Jericho – and, as the Bible notes with grim precision, he lost his sons in accordance with Joshua’s curse (1 Kings 16:34). Thus, in biblical consciousness, Jericho became not only a symbol of ancient prosperity and human beginnings, but also a reminder of the destructive forces hidden beneath the most fertile and alluring landscapes.

Throughout ancient history powerful earthquakes repeatedly destroyed Jericho, claiming lives and forcing its inhabitants to abandon the city. Yet people returned here again and again, even after losing their loved ones, drawn by the irresistible attraction of this earthly paradise – fertile soil, abundant springs, and a climate unmatched elsewhere in Canaan. One such catastrophe appears to have caused the pollution and poisoning of the main water source of the Jericho Valley. Eventually, the water was restored, and life once again flourished in the Jericho Valley. According to the Bible, this recovery was brought about by the prophet Elisha, who healed the polluted spring and removed its curse (2 Kings 2:19–22).

Josephus describes it as follows: “Near Jericho there is an exceptionally abundant spring, highly suitable for irrigation, rising close to the ancient city – the first in the land of Canaan to be captured by force of arms by Joshua, the leader of the Jews. In former times, this spring, it is said, was destructive: it damaged crops and trees, harmed women, and was generally deadly to all living things. But the prophet Elisha, the disciple and successor of Elijah, purified it and rendered it completely wholesome and life-giving… He utterly transformed the spring, so that the water which had once caused sterility and famine thereafter produced abundant and prosperous offspring.

The spring irrigates a greater area than any other and nourishes magnificent gardens planted close together. The soil yields many varieties of palm trees, irrigated by the spring’s waters and differing in name and flavor. The juiciest fruits are pressed to produce a honey so fine that it scarcely falls short of true honey; nevertheless, bees also thrive in the region. Trees producing balsam – the most precious of substances – grow here as well, along with henna and myrobalan. This land, which yields rare and valuable products in remarkable abundance, may justly be called an earthly paradise. Few regions can rival it in fertility, so generously does the soil repay cultivation… Even in winter the climate is so mild that the inhabitants wear linen garments, while snow falls elsewhere in Judea” (Jewish War, 4. 8. 3).

Jericho – or, more precisely, the valley in which it lies – was also described by the ancient Greek geographer Strabo (64 BCE-24 CE). He writes: “Hiericunt (Jericho) is a valley enclosed by a ring of mountains, which slope downward toward it and form a kind of natural amphitheater. Within it lies a palm grove; although other fruit-bearing and garden trees grow there as well, palms predominate. Here too are located the royal palace and the balsam garden. Balsam is a fragrant shrub whose bark is cut in order to collect its sap, which resembles thick milk. This sap is gathered in vessels and, when poured into shells, gradually hardens. The juice possesses remarkable healing properties: it alleviates headaches, cures incipient cataracts, and improves poor eyesight. For this reason, balsam is highly prized, especially since it grows nowhere else but here” (Geographica XVI, 2, 34–46).

The healing properties of Judean balsam were admired by many ancient authors, among them the Greek historian Diodorus Siculus, the Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder, and the Greek physicians Dioscorides and Nicander of Colophon. Pliny the Elder, in particular, speaks of balsam with unmistakable admiration: “All perfumes are inferior to the fragrance of balsam, which has been granted to Judea alone among all lands… Today balsam is a subject of Rome and pays tribute together with its people.” Pliny, who devoted an entire section of his Natural History to palm trees in different countries, likewise considered the Judean palms to be unrivaled:

“Judea is most renowned for its palms. The palms of Judea are not only abundant and productive, but also the most celebrated – not those found everywhere, but above all those of Hiericunt (Jericho). Their distinctive quality lies in the thick juice they exude, whose taste resembles wine blended with the sweetest honey” (Naturalis Historia, XIII, 26–45).

Yet it was the Dead Sea that impressed ancient authors more than anything else. Like the Ghor tectonic depression in which it lies, it had no equal in the ancient world. It was the saltiest lake known to Hellenistic geographers, with a concentration of salt eight to nine times higher than that of the Mediterranean Sea – so great that it rendered the water utterly hostile to life. For this reason, Greek and Roman writers commonly referred to it as the Dead Sea or the Asphalt Lake. The Judeans themselves, however, used a different name. In biblical and Jewish tradition, it was called the Salt Sea, a designation that emphasized not death, but its defining natural characteristic and its economic value rather than its sterility.

This is how Josephus described the Dead Sea:

“Its water is bitter and sterile, yet so light that it supports even the heaviest objects cast upon it. It is difficult for a person to sink into it, even with the most strenuous effort. Vespasian, who once visited the lake and examined its properties, ordered that several men who could not swim be thrown into it with their hands bound behind their backs; yet all of them, as if lifted by a gust of wind, immediately rose to the surface and remained floating. The lake also exhibits a remarkable changeability of color: three times a day its surface alters its hue, reflecting the sun’s rays in a shifting play of colors. In many places, black lumps of asphalt rise from its depths and float upon the water, resembling in shape and size headless oxen. The inhabitants collect these masses from boats, using them as a means of livelihood… This asphalt is employed not only in shipbuilding, but also for medicinal purposes, as it is mixed into various remedies” (Jewish War, 4.8.4).

It is noteworthy that Scribonius Largus, the personal physician of the Roman emperor Claudius, referred to the asphalt of the Dead Sea as Judean resin and actively employed it in the preparation of his medicinal remedies. This testimony confirms that the products of the Dead Sea were not merely objects of curiosity, but also valued components of Roman pharmacology. Josephus Flavius, in turn, connects the geological peculiarities of the region with its biblical past and offers the following description of Sodom and Gomorrah:

“The territory of Sodom borders upon this lake. It was once a land remarkable for its fertility and the prosperity of its cities, but it is now entirely scorched. According to tradition, because of the impiety of its inhabitants, it was destroyed by divine lightning. Even now there remain visible traces of the fire sent by God, and the shadows of five cities may still be discerned” (Jewish War, 4.8.4).

The ancient geographer Strabo, referring to accounts current among the local inhabitants, records a widespread legend according to which “thirteen cities, the chief among them Sodom, were destroyed by an earthquake and by fires; as a result, the lake overflowed its banks, and the surrounding rocks were set ablaze.” At the same time, Strabo also cites the opinion of the earlier Greek geographer Eratosthenes of Cyrene (276-194 BCE), who proposed a more strictly geological interpretation. According to Eratosthenes, “the whole of this region was originally the bed of the lake and later emerged as a result of an earthquake and the upheaval of deeper strata to the surface” (Geographica, XVI, 2, 34–46).

According to the biblical tradition, four thousand years ago the region of the Dead Sea presented a far more favorable and fertile landscape than it does today. The Book of Genesis describes the area as exceptionally well-watered: “It was well watered everywhere, like the garden of the Lord, like the land of Egypt, in the direction of Zoar; this was before the Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah” (Gen. 13:10). What is now the Dead Sea was not a salty lake at that time, but a large freshwater lake. The Jordan River flowed into it from the north, while several smaller streams – which often dried up in the summer – fed it from the east. A dozen prosperous Canaanite cities lined the shores of this lake, and the irrigated coastal lands were famous for their fertility. The Book of Genesis identifies this area as “the Valley of Siddim, that is the Dead Sea” (Gen. 14:3). In the Valley of Siddim, there were not only Sodom and Gomorrah but also the Canaanite cities of Admah, Zeboiim, and Bela (Zoar). The biblical patriarch Abraham found this area to be prosperous and densely populated. The Bible testifies that Abraham and his allies helped these local cities resist a raid by a coalition of Syrian rulers. However, even during Abraham’s time, alarming seismic activity was evident: “The Valley of Siddim was full of bitumen pits, and as the kings of Sodom and Gomorrah fled, some fell into them” (Gen. 14:10). Following a powerful earthquake and the eruption of subterranean layers into the freshwater lake, the valley was transformed into the hypersaline, lifeless Dead Sea, while the coastal cities were completely destroyed and potentially submerged.

The ancient Greek geographer Eratosthenes was remarkably accurate when he attributed the origin of the Dead Sea to tectonic processes. These forces persist today, though they are largely limited to the periodic discharge of asphalt (bitumen) masses. This ancient ecological catastrophe led to the flooding of the fertile Siddim Valley and transformed southeastern Canaan into a semi-desert. It is plausible that a portion of the displaced Canaanite population migrated to the Nile Delta, drawn by available land and familiar environmental conditions. If so, the unprecedented growth of the Hyksos capital, Avaris, may be explained not only by the influx of Amorite semi-nomadic tribes but also by the exodus of sedentary Canaanites fleeing the devastation of the Dead Sea region.

This region attracted the ancestors of modern humans even in prehistoric times; one of the most advanced Epipaleolithic cultures, the Natufians, established their home here. Flourishing in Canaan during the Mesolithic period (approximately 12,000–9,500 BCE), the Natufians were among the first to adopt a sedentary lifestyle and construct permanent dwellings. They pioneered the transition from nomadic foraging to proto-agriculture and, subsequently, from hunting to animal husbandry. Notably, they were among the first to domesticate the dog. The Natufians also demonstrated early artistic sophistication, creating some of the oldest known musical instruments and achieving remarkable skill in the production of jewelry and pigments. While the Natufian culture extended into Lebanon and parts of Syria, its heartland remained centered in Canaan. This culture was named after the Wadi Natuf, a dry riverbed located 27 km northwest of Jerusalem, where archaeologists first discovered one of their settlements.
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1. Region of the Natufian culture

The Natufians were relatively short in stature; even the tallest among them did not exceed 165 cm. They possessed slender limbs and thin bones, yet their elongated heads had a cranial capacity that was often greater than that of many modern humans. Notably, genomic analysis of their remains has revealed very little Neanderthal admixture, suggesting a lineage rooted in early modern humans (Cro-Magnons). Anthropologists classify the Natufians as ancient representatives of the Indo-Mediterranean race. Their culture persisted for approximately three millennia, marking a gradual transition from the Mesolithic to the Neolithic period. Over time, the late Natufian culture diverged into two distinct groups: the Khiamite, which predominated in northern Canaan, and the Harifian, which was concentrated in the south. Despite their differences, both cultures remained linked by their shared Natufian heritage.

[image: image]

2. The 12,000-year-old Natufian clay figurine from Nahal Ein Gev, depicting a woman leaning forward and a goose

During the later Neolithic period, around 8,000 BCE, new groups of people arrived in Canaan, bringing with them the Tahunian culture. Originating from southern Asia Minor, these people shared cultural roots with the inhabitants of famous sites like Çatalhöyük and Hacilar. The culture takes its name from Wadi Tahun near Bethlehem, where its distinct characteristics were first identified. The Tahunian culture gradually displaced the two late Natufian cultures (the Khiamite and Harifian). It became most widespread in the Jordan Valley and is closely linked to the rise of Jericho as a major Neolithic center. Archaeologists believe that the people of Pre-Pottery Neolithic B Jericho were culturally and genetically related to the inhabitants of Çatalhöyük, which was established around 7,500 BCE in the Konya region of modern-day Turkey.

The people of the Tahunian culture arrived from Anatolia, but they did not settle in a vacuum. In the Jericho area, a Neolithic city – Pre-Pottery Neolithic A – already existed, built by the Natufians. The Tahunian culture was distinguished from the Natufian by a completely different stone-processing technique, a new style of dwelling, and the definitive transition to full-scale agriculture and animal husbandry. It is highly probable that these two groups gradually intermixed, particularly as they shared similar physical characteristics. This integration is supported by the burial findings in Jericho from that period. Archaeologists discovered skulls where the facial features had been meticulously reconstructed with clay and shells had been placed in the eye sockets. These artifacts provide a unique glimpse into the appearance of the people of the Tahunian culture who inhabited Jericho around 7000 BCE. Both the Natufian and Tahunian populations represented early modern humans (Cro-Magnons) of the Indo-Mediterranean type, and neither was related to the later Semitic groups.
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3. Jericho skull reconstruction. 7000 BCE

Tahunian culture dominated Canaan for two to three thousand years; however, beginning in the 7th to 6th millennia BCE, it was superseded by a fundamentally different Neolithic culture: the Yarmukian. This archaeological culture takes its name from the Yarmuk River, a tributary of the Jordan, where its remains were first identified. Unlike the Natufians and Tahunians, the Yarmukian people utilized handmade ceramics fired in open pits, though the potter’s wheel had not yet been invented. At Sha’ar HaGolan, the largest known settlement of this period, archaeologists have unearthed hundreds of art objects. Most notable among these are fired clay figurines depicting women. Consequently, the Yarmukian culture represents a major historical milestone – the onset of the Pottery Neolithic.

The newcomers represented not only a fresh culture but a new ethnic group as well. Anthropologically, they differed significantly from the Natufians and Tahunians; they were considerably taller, with medium-long (mesocephalic) skulls and very prominent noses. These physical characteristics align them with the Near-Eastern (Armenoid) type of Europeans, and they likely represented the first proto-Semitic groups to arrive in Canaan. While the Yarmukians also originated from the north, they did not come from southwestern Anatolia like their predecessors, but rather from southeastern Anatolia – the upper reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Their persistent connection to Anatolia is evidenced by the abundance of obsidian artifacts, a material sourced exclusively from that region. Naturally, the distribution of the Yarmukian culture was not limited to Canaan; it extended across Lebanon and Syria as well.

In the 5th millennium BCE, the Yarmukian culture was succeeded – or perhaps merely supplemented – by another Pottery Neolithic group: the Wadi Rabah culture. Its people were of the same proto-Semitic stock as the Yarmukians, sharing a similar anthropological profile. The most significant distinction between the two lay in their architecture; while Yarmukian settlements featured varied or rounded designs, the Wadi Rabah culture showed a strict preference for rectangular dwellings.

The 4th millennium BCE brought yet another distinct archaeological culture to Canaan: the Ghassulian. This culture represented Canaan’s transition from the Stone Age to the Bronze Age, a period commonly known as the Copper Age, or the Chalcolithic (Eneolithic). As is standard in archaeology, the culture was named after the site where it was first identified – Tulaylat al-Ghassul, located in the Jordan Valley, east of Jericho. Archaeologists and anthropologists generally agree that the bearers of this culture were definitively Semitic. While the Ghassulians were accomplished farmers and livestock breeders, they were distinguished from all preceding cultures by their mastery of metallurgy. They were the first to mine copper and craft it into tools and weapons, establishing the earliest mines at Timna in southeastern Canaan. Furthermore, Ghassulian pottery was noted for its sophistication, characterized by graceful forms, skillful coloring, and technical perfection.

Many archaeologists view the bearers of the Ghassulian culture as the vanguard of the Western Semites. Over time, as they merged with the populations of preceding archaeological cultures, they became known as the “Canaanites.” The Ghassulian culture was concentrated primarily in southern Canaan and flourished for roughly five hundred years, from 3800 to 3300 BCE. However, some scholars argue for an earlier arrival, placing their emergence at the end or even the middle of the 5th millennium BCE. Regardless of their exact start date, the Ghassulian period was eventually succeeded by a new wave of Western Semites. This new group established the “Canaanite civilization” – a society characterized by the development of fortified, walled cities, marking the definitive start of the Early Bronze Age (2900–2300 BCE).

In the 23rd century BCE, the urban Canaanite culture also came to an end, superseded by the semi-nomadic culture of the Amorites. This new wave of Western Semites originated from the upper reaches of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. At the conclusion of this migratory wave, around the 20th century BCE, the final group of Amorite semi-nomads arrived in Canaan, led by the biblical patriarch Abraham. His descendants were destined to eventually conquer the land and, by fully integrating with the local population, provide the region with its enduring name, history, and religion.

The land where the patriarch Abraham arrived has been known by several names throughout history. The earliest and most ancient was Retenu – the name used by the ancient Egyptians to describe the territory separated from them by the Sinai Desert. This designation was associated with the “Rapha” (Rephaite), a tall people who had inhabited the region neighboring Egypt since the Neolithic period. Later, beginning in the 3rd millennium BCE, the region became known as Canaan (Kenaan), named after the Canaanites, the first Semitic groups to settle there. Although the Canaanites were Western Semites, the name “Canaan” is likely not of Semitic origin; rather, it referred to the local autochthonous population. As these original inhabitants intermixed with the arriving Semites, the name was adopted by the new population.

From the end of the 3rd millennium BCE, the northern part of Canaan became known by a different name: Amurru, or the “Land of the Amorites.” Semi-nomadic Amorite tribes settled there, and between the 23rd and 20th centuries BCE, they spread across the entirety of the Fertile Crescent, with Amurru being just one of their territories. Eventually, the name “Canaan” returned as the standard designation for the region.

For a brief period during the 17th and 16th centuries BCE, Canaan acquired a new name – the Land of Haru. This was due to the invasion of the Hurrians from the Kingdom of Mitanni, who briefly seized control of several Canaanite cities. The name Haru encompassed both Canaan and Syria, as both territories were under Hurrian influence at the time. However, from the 15th to the 13th centuries BCE, Egypt asserted dominance over the region and restored its ancient name: Canaan.

At the beginning of the 12th century BCE, the Hebrew tribes conquered Canaan, and from that time forward, the land became known as Israel. Following the later division of the United Monarchy, two distinct Hebrew states emerged, giving the land two simultaneous names: Israel in the north and Judah in the south. After the fall of the Northern Kingdom of Israel, the name Judah came to represent the entire region.

The arrival of Alexander the Great’s army in 333 BCE and the subsequent Hellenization of the Levant introduced a new designation: for two centuries, the region was known as Coele-Syria. However, the Maccabean Revolt eventually restored both national sovereignty and the ancestral name of Judea to the entire country.

In the middle of the 2nd century CE, the Romans – infuriated by the persistent rebellions of the Jewish people – officially renamed the country “Palestine.” Under the threat of death, they sought to erase the name “Judea” from public memory and official records. While the geographical term “Palestine” eventually took root in medieval and modern history, only three names truly dominated in antiquity: Canaan, Israel, and Judea. These are the only three names utilized within biblical history across both the Old and New Testaments.

Today, this ancient land is divided between the territories of two modern states: Israel and Jordan. Historical Canaan also encompassed the regions of Judea and Samaria – often referred to in contemporary political discourse as the West Bank – as well as the Gaza Strip. Furthermore, parts of modern-day Lebanon and southern Syria, specifically the Golan Heights, were integral to historical Canaan. Because the borders of Canaan and Palestine were never strictly defined and remain a subject of debate, modern historians frequently employ the politically neutral and more precise term “Southern Levant” to describe this region.

The fate of the people of Canaan is as unique as the role this land has played in the history and culture of humanity. Of all the peoples who inhabited the earliest cradles of civilization – the dwellers of the Nile Valley, the Sumerians, Akkadians, and Hittites – only fragile mummies and museum artifacts have survived to our day. A similarly unenviable fate befell even much “younger” peoples – the Achaeans, Etruscans, and Romans. They, too, remain only in history textbooks and museums, while entirely different nations, with other cultures, religions, and languages, now live on lands that once belonged to them.

Yet the contemporaries of those ancient peoples – the Jews, direct descendants of the inhabitants of Canaan – did not vanish into oblivion. They managed to carry their culture, religion, and language, their historical memory and even their physical appearance, through the crucible of millennia. Moreover, they succeeded in returning to their homeland and restoring their ancient country. No other people in the world has known or endured anything like this.




CHAPTER I.

Pre-Israelite Canaan
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IN ETHNIC TERMS, PRE-ISRAELITE CANAAN was as diverse as its natural counterpart. The Old Testament is the only written source that mentions the most ancient ethnic groups of Canaan. Their full list is given in the biblical book of Genesis, which names ten of them: “the Kenites, and the Kenizzites, and the Kadmonites, and the Hittites, and the Perizzites, and the Rephaim; and the Amorites, and the Canaanites, and the Girgashites, and the Jebusites” (Gen. 15:19–21). In later biblical books, for example in Deuteronomy, only seven peoples are mentioned: “the Hittites, and the Girgashites, and the Amorites, and the Canaanites, and the Perizzites, and the Hivites, and the Jebusites” (Deut. 7:1). In addition to them, the Bible also names the Philistines, Geshurites, and Maachatites.

Over time, almost all the peoples of pre-Israelite Canaan completely mixed with the Hebrews and became an integral part of the Israelites and Judahites. It was these peoples – both autochthonous and newly arrived, of both Semitic and non-Semitic origin – who became the flesh and blood of their common descendant, the Jewish people, formed in the land of Canaan. The “biblical Hebrews,” having taken possession of Canaan, completely dissolved into its population, giving it their name, history, and religion.

1. THE PRE-SEMITIC POPULATION

We know nothing about the ethnicity and language of the most ancient inhabitants of Canaan. The archaeological cultures known to us, discovered in the territory of the Southern Levant, cannot answer this question. However, judging by the skulls found in the Jordan Valley, we can confidently say that the bearers of the Natufian and Tahunian cultures were not Semites. The situation is much more complicated with the Yarmukian and Wadi Rabah cultures. They already represent the Near Eastern Caucasoid type and, most likely, were proto-Semites. Only with regard to the latest – the Ghassulian archaeological culture – can we say that its bearers were Semites.

1.1 THE PEOPLE OF RAPHA (REPHAIM)

This people was the most ancient known population of Canaan. The Rephaim had lived in this country at least since the Neolithic period. Their distinctive feature was their tall stature, incomparably greater than the average height of the Semitic peoples. It was this unusual height that made the strongest impression on the scouts of the “house of Jacob” sent by Moses to “spy out” the Promised Land. They reported that, “We are not able to go up against this people, for they are stronger than we… The land that we have gone through as spies is a land that devours its inhabitants, and all the people that we saw in it are of great size. There we saw the Nephilim (the Anakites come from the Nephilim), and to ourselves we seemed like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them” (Num. 13:31–33).

The Hebrews considered the Rephaim, or Anakites (giants), to be descendants of the “Nephilim.” According to the earliest biblical narratives, the Nephilim were giants born from the union of fallen angels with the daughters of men. Later, the name Nephilim came to mean simply human giants, who were called Anakim or Rephaim. This ancient people lived in all parts of Canaan: both west of the Jordan River and east of it, in Transjordan. The Rephaim inhabited both the Golan Heights and Mount Hermon in the north, as well as the areas of historical Judea, Moab, and Ammon. According to ancient Canaanite epics from Ugarit, the Rephaim lived not only in Canaan, but also along the Lebanese coast and in Syria.

The Semites who came to Canaan called their tall neighbors by different names: the Israelites called them “Anak” and “Rephaim,” the Moabites “Emim,” and the Ammonites “Zamzummim.” In the southwest, in the Gaza region, they were known as the “Avim.” Of these many names, only one – Rephaim – had any relation to the self-designation of this people, whose mythical ancestor was Rafa. According to the books of Judges and Joshua, the entire area of modern Hebron once belonged to the leaders of the tall Rephaim – Sheshai, Ahiman, and Talmai – the sons of the legendary Anak, and the city of Hebron itself was founded by the same people and was previously called “Kiriath-arba,” after “the greatest man among the Anakim” (Judg. 1:10; Josh. 14:15; 15:13–14). The king of the northern Transjordanian region of Bashan, Og, also came from them. The giant Goliath, whom the Philistines sent out to duel with young David, was likewise a descendant of the same people. However, this ancient autochthonous people of Canaan very quickly dissolved among the West Semitic peoples who came there. By the time of the conquest of Canaan by the Israelites, the Neolithic giants had become Semites in language and culture.

This circumstance confused the authors of the biblical books, so in some cases they still call them “Rephaim,” and in others already “Amorites” or “Canaanites.” The best example in this regard is the Hebron region, whose population is alternately described as Rephaim, Amorites, and Hittites. The last mentions of the Rephaim are associated with the Philistines. In the southwest of Canaan, later known as Philistia, there lived many Rephaim who had adopted the language and culture of the Canaanites even before the arrival of the Sea Peoples. The Bible particularly emphasizes that the Philistines did not expel the Rephaim and, judging by later reports, actively used their outstanding physical abilities in their army. The best warriors of the Philistine army came from the Rephaim. The Book of Kings mentions among them not only the famous Goliath from the city of Gath, but also the then-famous warriors Yishbi and Saph, who also came from the “descendants of Rapha,” the legendary ancestor of these people. The Book of Chronicles reports that in a battle with the Philistines near the city of Gezer, one of King David’s brave men killed Sippai, a giant from the Rephaim. In another war with the Philistines from the city of Gath, another of David’s brave men defeated Lahmi, the brother of the famous Goliath, and King David’s nephew threw to the ground another giant Rephaim. “Again there was war at Gath, where there was a man of great size who had six fingers on each hand and six toes on each foot, twenty-four in number; he also was descended from the giants. When he taunted Israel, Jonathan, son of Shimea, David’s brother, killed him. These were descended from the giants in Gath; they fell by the hand of David and his servants” (1 Chr. 20:4–8). It is difficult to say why these tall and physically strong people retreated so quickly before the Semitic newcomers, but they probably stood at a much lower level of social organization and were inferior to them in numbers.

Unlike many ancient peoples of Canaan, the Rephaim were luckier: they are mentioned not only in the Bible, but also in extra-biblical sources. Thus, in the ancient Egyptian curse texts of the Middle Kingdom (19th century BCE), mention is made of the “people of Anak” (Iy Anaq) and its three rulers, “Erum, Abi-yamimu, and Akirum” (Ancient Near Eastern Texts, p. 328). Another, later ancient Egyptian document, Papyrus Anastasi I, already from the time of the New Kingdom (12th century BCE), speaks of the semi-nomads Shasu from Canaan, among whom there were real giants. This papyrus also names the places where these giants lived: Kiryat Anab, that is, Kiryat Arba (Hebron), and Kiryat Sefer (Devir).

The existence of the Rephaim is also confirmed by another extra-biblical source: the Ugaritic tale Aqhat, where the ruler of the city and the main character, Danel, is called the man of Rapha. The recording of this Canaanite myth from the city of Ugarit dates to about 1350 BCE. Finally, there is yet another extra-biblical confirmation of the existence of the Rapha people. At the end of the fourth and in the third millennia BCE, the ancient Egyptians called Canaan by a completely different name – the land of Retenu, that is, the land of the Rephaim, who were the main population of this country before the arrival of the West Semitic peoples.

It is quite possible that the rite of circumcision of male infants originated precisely among the Rapha people in southern Canaan, even during the Neolithic era. Be that as it may, ancient Egyptian palettes from the end of the fourth millennium BCE depict the inhabitants of southern Retenu (Canaan) as circumcised. The Western Semites who came to southern Canaan inherited this custom from the Rephaim, with whom they completely mixed.

Judging by the unusual height of the Rephaim and their clearly non-Semitic origin, this ethnic group cannot be classified as bearers of any of the known archaeological cultures of Canaan, whether Mesolithic, Neolithic, or Eneolithic. This is so even though the Rephaim lived not only in Canaan but also in parts of Lebanon and Syria. Probably, this tall ethnic group was very small in number, although scattered over a large territory. This, in turn, highlights how many blank spots still exist in our knowledge of prehistoric Canaan.

By the time the Hebrew tribes returned from Egypt, this autochthonous people had mostly merged with the surrounding West Semitic populations. The remnants of the Rephaim mixed with the Israelites so quickly that their name in Hebrew became a synonym for something long gone and forgotten. The Book of Joshua already noted: “None of the Anakim was left in the land of the Israelites; some remained only in Gaza, in Gath, and in Ashdod” (Josh. 11:22–23). Later, the only reminder of them was the presence of unusually tall Jews who had inherited the genes of this legendary people of Canaan. Such was the Israelite king Saul, who owed his exceptional height and physical strength to ancestors who came from the Rephaim. A descendant of the Anak was also mentioned by the first-century CE Roman author Lucius Columella, who wrote about “a Jewish man who was taller than the tallest German.” Josephus likewise mentioned the Jewish giant Eleazar, whom the Parthian king Artabanus sent as a gift to the Roman emperor Tiberius (Antiquities of the Jews, 18.4.5). There is little doubt that the leader of the anti-Roman revolt, Bar Kokhba – whose height and physical abilities frightened even experienced Roman soldiers – also had ancestors among the Rephaim.

1.2 THE PEOPLE OF HORI (HORITES)

Due to the similarity of their ethnonyms, many authors confuse this autochthonous people of southern Canaan with the Hurrians, the indigenous people of eastern Anatolia and southern Transcaucasia. Perhaps, if anything united these two different ethnic groups, it was their non-Semitic origin and their existence surrounded by Semitic peoples. The Horites, like the Rephaim, were among the most ancient, indigenous inhabitants of Canaan, inhabiting it at least since the Neolithic period. Unfortunately, we know nothing about their ethnicity or their language. The Old Testament is the only written source that mentions a people named Hori.

Unlike the Rephaim, the Horites lived only in southern Canaan – more precisely, in southeastern Transjordan (in the area of Mount Seir), in the Negev, and in northern and central Sinai. Most likely, this people settled in such difficult places to live at a time when the climate in the Near East was much more humid and favorable than it is today. After all, according to archaeological data, about 9-10 thousand years ago there was so much rainfall that today’s deserts in the Negev and northern Sinai had abundant vegetation, and human settlements existed there. Why did these people, who had inhabited Sinai and southern Canaan since the Neolithic period, not leave these regions when, beginning in the 5th millennium BCE, the climate became increasingly arid, and Sinai and the Negev gradually turned into deserts and semi-deserts? Oddly enough, in ancient times, before the domestication of the camel, deserts protected people from enemies better than any fortress. In addition, the inhabitants of the semi-deserts of Sinai and Canaan knew all the hidden water sources very well and were able to survive in such harsh conditions. All those who remained in Sinai, the Negev, and Mount Seir belonged to the Hori people.

Around the 19th century BCE, the Edomites – the closest relatives of the Hebrews – settled in the area of Mount Seir in southeastern Canaan. They subjugated the Horites but did not drive them out; instead, they became neighbors and began to intermarry. The first example was set by Esau, the brother of the patriarch Jacob and the forefather of the Edomites. He took Oholibamah, the great-granddaughter of the Horite leader Seir-Hori, as his wife. Esau’s eldest son, Eliphaz, followed his father’s example, although he did not marry her but took Timna, the youngest daughter of the same Seir-Hori, as his concubine. It was from this prominent concubine that Amalek was born, who was destined to become the ancestor of the Amalekites, a nomadic people who were often at odds with the southern Hebrew tribes.

Why does the Bible, when listing all the peoples who lived in Canaan, never name the people of Hori? First, this is because the descendants of Esau (the Edomites) completely assimilated the people of Seir-Hori even before the Hebrew conquest of Canaan. The same thing happened to the Hori people as to the Rephaim: they were completely absorbed by their West Semitic neighbors, and much earlier than the famous Anakites. Second, the Hori people merged with the closest relatives of the Hebrews – the Edomites – and therefore the Book of Genesis provides the genealogy of the Hori, beginning with their patriarch Seir-Hori. Only the Hebrews themselves or their closest relatives were accorded this distinction. However, despite the inclusion of the genealogy of Seir-Hori, the biblical books are completely silent about the origin and history of this people.

Apart from the Edomites, only the Amalekites could claim the right to be heirs of the Hori people. These nomads, although they belonged to the West Semitic peoples in language and culture, were descended from a mixture of Edomites and Horites. It is possible that the latter played an even more significant role in their ethnogenesis than the Edomites. It is no coincidence that their ethnonym, Amalek, is not of Semitic origin, and that their excellent knowledge of every corner of Sinai and the Negev was passed on to them by their ancestors, the Horites, who had lived there for many generations.

In its narrative of the conquest of southern Canaan, the Bible once again mentions the Horites, whom the Hebrew tribe of Simeon encountered in the Beersheba region. It appears that some groups of the Horite people managed to survive in the semi-desert regions of the Negev until the middle of the 12th century BCE, when the Hebrews settled there.

All attempts to uncover the history of this people of southern Canaan have so far been unsuccessful. Although Oxford University professor Archibald Sayce claimed as early as 1915 to have found ancient Egyptian inscriptions mentioning a people called ‘Khar’ in southern Canaan, and the Midrash (Genesis Rabbah) interprets the name ‘Hori’ as meaning ‘free people,’ neither source is considered entirely reliable by modern standards.

2. WEST SEMITIC PEOPLES

By the end of the 3rd millennium BCE, the majority of Canaan’s inhabitants were West Semitic peoples. Ethnically, they were closely related and spoke different dialects of the same language. Their primary differences lay in their ways of life, levels of economic and cultural development, and the timing of their arrival in Canaan.

All Western Semites in Canaan were divided into three groups: Canaanites, Amorites, and Arameans. Two of these – the Canaanites and the Amorites – were the most prominent. The Canaanites were descendants of the Western Semites who had arrived as early as the 4th millennium BCE and had completely merged with the indigenous Neolithic population. All Canaanites led a sedentary lifestyle and were engaged in agriculture.

The Amorites arrived about a thousand years later, at the end of the 3rd millennium BCE, and were initially semi-nomadic tribes. Unlike the Canaanites, who occupied the lowlands and plains suitable for farming, the Amorites settled in the hills and mountainous regions of inner Canaan. The Amorites living west of the Jordan River quickly adopted a sedentary lifestyle and took up agriculture. The “Hittites, Jebusites, Perizzites, and Hivites” mentioned in the Bible belonged to these sedentary Amorite populations. Those who lived east of the Jordan in Transjordan and continued a semi-nomadic lifestyle were referred to in the Bible simply as “Amorites.”

The third and smallest group of Western Semites were the Arameans. They appeared in Canaan relatively late – about a thousand years after the Amorites – and settled only in the northeastern regions of the country (today’s Golan Heights).

2.1 CANAANITES

The Canaanites were the first of the West Semitic peoples to leave their ancestral homeland in northwestern Mesopotamia. Moving southwest during the 4th millennium BCE, they gradually settled throughout the territories of modern-day Syria, Lebanon, Israel, and Jordan. They were also the first Western Semites to appear in the land of Retenu, as the ancient Egyptians called the region.

Arriving before other Semitic groups, the Canaanites occupied the most favorable areas for agriculture: the Mediterranean coastal strip, the Jordan River Valley, the fertile Jezreel Valley, and parts of the Shephelah – a hilly upland in the southwest that they later shared with the Perizzites, an Amorite people. The name of the region, Canaan, is derived from these inhabitants. Originally, this name did not apply to the entire territory, but only to the areas where the Canaanites specifically resided, primarily the coastal strip and the Jordan Valley. Although Canaanite populations also lived along the Lebanese coast and in Syria, the name “Canaan’ did not take hold beyond these specific southern areas.

Those whom the Greeks later called the “Phoenicians” also considered themselves Canaanites, as did the inhabitants of Phoenician colonies like Carthage. The Bible also refers to the Canaanites as “Sidonians,” a name derived from the Canaanite port city of Sidon (modern Saida). They were not only a sedentary agricultural people but also the most socio-economically and culturally advanced ethnic group in the region. Archaeological excavations have provided significant evidence that the Canaanites arrived from the north at the end of the 4th millennium BCE. Furthermore, their predecessors – the bearers of the Ghassulian culture who appeared in southern Canaan around 4000 BCE – were also Western Semites. They acted as a vanguard for the Canaanites and also migrated from the north.
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4. Canaanite figurine of mourner from the funerary equipment of a warrior, c. 1800-1600 BCE. Yehud, Israel.

The Canaanites – or rather, the first West Semitic people known to us by that name – completely assimilated the original Neolithic inhabitants of the Mediterranean coast, the Jordan Valley, the Jezreel Valley, and the Shephelah. The autochthonous population of these regions, who built the famous “Neolithic cities,” consisted of the descendants of the Natufian, Tahunian, Yarmukian, Wadi Rabah, and Ghassulian cultures, which had already partially merged. This new ethnic group, arising from the blending of Semitic newcomers and the indigenous inhabitants, inherited the ethnonym “Canaanites” and the Semitic language. However, they also acquired distinct features that differentiated them from other Western Semites, as well as from the Rephaim and Horites who inhabited the highlands of Canaan.

It is noteworthy that the biblical patriarchs often preferred to deal with the Amorite peoples of Canaan rather than the Canaanites, even though both were West Semitic. Later, when the Hebrews returned from Egypt, it was the Canaanites who displayed the greatest hostility toward them, offering more serious resistance than most of the Amorite tribes. Joshua was unable to conquer the most desirable areas of the country inhabited by the Canaanites; in the open terrain of the valleys, he had no defense against their iron chariots, and he lacked the battering rams necessary to storm their fortified cities.

The famous Song of Deborah recounts the difficult war between the northern Hebrew tribes and the Canaanite army of King Jabin. While Sisera, Jabin’s commander, possessed 900 iron chariots, Barak, the Israelite commander, had none. He secured a victory over the Canaanites only through a tactical ruse, luring the enemy chariots onto the muddy banks of the Kishon River, where they became immobilized (Judges 4:3–17).
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5. Canaanite relief, depicting a lion and lioness. 14th century BCE, Beth Shean.

During the prolonged military confrontation between the Philistines and the Israelites, the Canaanite city-states maintained a strictly neutral position. In contrast, the Amorites supported the Israelites, with whom they shared close ethnic ties (1 Sam. 7:14). The Canaanite regions only submitted to Israelite rule during the reign of King David in the early 10th century BCE; his campaigns effectively completed the conquest of Canaan that had begun under Joshua in the early 12th century BCE. Following the division of the United Monarchy (931–928 BCE), nearly all territories inhabited by Canaanites became part of the Northern Kingdom of Israel.

Given the significant distinctions between the Amorites and the Canaanites, the latter should be defined specifically as the descendants of the initial West Semitic migrations intermixed with the indigenous Neolithic populations of the Southern Levant.

2.2 AMORITES

The semi-nomadic Amorite tribes appeared in Syria, Mesopotamia, and Canaan in the 23rd–20th centuries BCE. The arrival of a large mass of nomads led to the collapse of the entire system of city-states created by the Canaanites. Some cities were destroyed, while others were abandoned by their inhabitants, who moved to the southern regions of Canaan, which were least affected by the invasion.

Archaeological evidence indicates the rapid and violent nature of the destruction of the entire urban culture of western Canaan in the Early Bronze Age (3050–2300 BCE), and that it was replaced by a completely different culture that had nothing in common with the previous one (Mazar, A., Archaeology of the Land of the Bible, pp. 144–151). The new culture – the culture of semi-nomadic tribes – dominated northern and central Canaan for three centuries, from the 23rd to the 20th centuries BCE. During this period, the country was characterized by semi-nomadic tribes and small agricultural settlements. Similar processes took place on the Lebanese coast and in southern Syria. Unlike these regions, southern Canaan and Transjordan were almost unaffected. There, archaeologists trace complete continuity with the previous Canaanite urban culture. Probably, the southern and eastern regions served as a refuge for the former population of northern and central Canaan.

The well-known ancient Egyptian document of the 20th century BCE, The Tale of Sinuhe, fully confirms the predominance of semi-nomads in northern Canaan. Sinuhe, an Egyptian dignitary at the court of the pharaoh, fled his country during the troubled interregnum and left a detailed description of northern and central Canaan, where he spent many years. According to his account, in the country of Retenu – as the Egyptians then called Canaan – semi-nomadic tribes lived everywhere. During his long stay there, he never mentioned seeing or visiting any large city, which is no accident, since, judging by archaeological data, such cities had long been destroyed or abandoned by their inhabitants (Ancient Near Eastern Texts, pp. 18–22).

The Amorites came to Canaan from southern Syria and the Lebanese coast, and there, in turn, from northwestern Mesopotamia – the ancestral homeland of all Western Semites. Around the same time, another powerful stream of Amorite tribes moved southeast along the river valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates, and many cities of Mesopotamia suffered the same fate as those of Canaan. However, in terms of territory and population, Mesopotamia was clearly superior to Canaan and southern Syria, and therefore the Amorites there very quickly dissolved among the local population and adopted its culture. As a result, the period of chaos and destruction was much shorter – only about a hundred years (2230–2130 BCE).

Canaan, however, did not become the final refuge for all nomadic Amorites. Later, most of them moved further southwest, to the Nile Delta. The climatic conditions of the Nile Delta, and above all the abundance of water throughout the year, proved to be far more suitable for semi-nomadic cattle breeders than Canaan, with its periodic droughts leading to famine. It is no coincidence that the Book of Genesis equates the land of Egypt with the “garden of God” (Gen. 13:10). The first groups of semi-nomadic Amorites reached the Nile Delta precisely because of drought and famine in Canaan. Over time, West Semitic nomads began to come to Egypt more frequently and to remain there for longer periods. This marked the beginning of the permanent presence of the Amorites – called ‘aamu by the Egyptians – in the Nile Delta.

HIVITES

The Hivites were the most numerous sedentary Amorite people of pre-Israelite Canaan. Their ancestors came to this region from the north (via Syria and Lebanon) around the 23rd century BCE, like most of the Amorite tribes that settled in Canaan. They settled primarily in the highlands of Samaria and northern Judea, but the Bible also mentions groups of Hivites living in Galilee, in the region of Mount Hermon, and in what is now southern Lebanon (Judg. 3:3; Josh. 11:3).

The Hivites probably inhabited most of northern and central Canaan, with the exception of the coastal areas and the fertile Jezreel Valley, which remained in Canaanite hands. The first detailed mention of the Hivites appears in the biblical account of the patriarch Jacob’s stay near the city of Shechem in central Canaan (Gen. 33:18; 34:31). Although this narrative was recorded no earlier than the 11th–10th centuries BCE, it most likely reflects events of the 18th–17th centuries BCE, that is, the period of Jacob’s life in Canaan. It shows the following:


	The Hivites had already transitioned from a semi-nomadic lifestyle to a sedentary one, and their principal occupation had become agriculture rather than cattle breeding.

	The main city of central Canaan, Shechem, was founded by and belonged to the Hivites. The city of Shechem was probably named after its founder, the ruler of the Hivites.

	Relations between the Hivites and the Hebrews were friendly; otherwise, the Hivites would not have allowed Jacob to set up his camp directly in front of their city, nor would they have sold him a plot of land on which he erected an altar to his God.

	The Hivites did not yet practice the rite of circumcision, although at that time it was widely used in southern Canaan, for example by the Rephaim, Hittites, and Jebusites.

	It was no coincidence that the Hivites were willing to intermarry with the Hebrews, since, in ethnic and linguistic terms, both represented the same broader group – West Semitic peoples of Amorite origin.

	The complete rout of Shechem by Simeon and Levi (the southern Hebrew tribes) caused a serious conflict within the “house of Jacob” and significantly complicated its relations with the peoples of Canaan.



The Book of Joshua confirms that the patriarch Jacob purchased land from the Hivites of Shechem. Moreover, it reports that Joseph’s bones, brought from Egypt, were later buried on this land (Josh. 24:32–33). This would, of course, have been possible only if there had been good, neighborly relations between the Hivites and the Hebrews. This explains Jacob’s extreme indignation when he learned of the attack by Simeon and Levi’s people on the friendly city of Shechem.

The second, rather extensive mention of the Hivites relates to the period of the conquest of Canaan by the Hebrew tribes at the beginning of the 12th century BCE. It concerns the peace concluded with the Hivites of Gibeon, the making of which nearly undermined the unity of the Israelite tribal confederation. The Book of Joshua presents this peace treaty as the result of a fraudulent ruse by the Hivites, who allegedly pretended to be envoys from a distant city seeking an alliance with the Israelites. According to the narrative, the leaders of Israel did not know that Gibeon was only about twenty kilometers away and, therefore, sealed peace with the Hivites with an oath. When the deception was revealed, nothing could be changed, since the conquest of Gibeon would have meant breaking a sworn oath. In reality, this story appears to have been intended to conceal serious disagreements among the leaders of the Israelite alliance.

The Hivites were the most numerous Amorite people inhabiting northern and central Canaan, including its largest city, Shechem. As can be inferred from the Amarna archive correspondence, the “House of Joseph” was in alliance with the Hivites of Shechem. At that time, the ruler of the city, Labayu, and his sons hoped to shake off Egyptian power over Canaan with the help of the Habiru, the name under which the “House of Joseph” was then operating. However, their plan failed, and assassins sent by the Egyptians dealt with the rebellious ruler. Despite this, friendly relations between the Hivites of Shechem and the “House of Joseph” remained. It is no coincidence that Shechem is never mentioned as a conquered city, even though it would have been impossible to gain a foothold in central Canaan without taking possession of it. However, not all the Hivites of Canaan became allies of the Israelites. While the Hivites in the center of the country (Shechem) and in the southern regions (Gibeon) supported the conquests of Joshua, the Hivites in the north, in Galilee, sided with his enemies – the Amorite kingdom of Hazor and the Jabin dynasty that reigned there. It is highly probable that the population of Hazor itself – the largest city and kingdom in northern Canaan – also consisted mainly of Hivites.

The Hivites of Shechem reemerged during the period of the Judges, when, after the long rule of Judge Gideon, one of his sons, Abimelech – whose mother came from the Hivites of Shechem – seized power over the northern Hebrew tribes. It was to the Hivites of this city that Abimelech appealed when he struggled for power against Gideon’s other sons. “Now Abimelech son of Jerubbaal went to Shechem to his mother’s kinsfolk and said to them and to the whole clan of his mother’s family, “Say in the hearing of all the lords of Shechem, ‘Which is better for you, that all seventy of the sons of Jerubbaal rule over you or
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