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The Archaeology of Destruction: 
Methodological Desiderata

Michael G. Hasel
Southern Adventist University

Abstract
The destruction horizon of an archaeological site is one of the 
essential features of tell formation in Near Eastern archaeology, 
but too often the methodology for assigning destructions to 
past events has not been well developed. This essay introduces 
an integrative paradigm incorporating archaeological and his-
torical correlates of destruction that have been the efffects of 
formation processes. These include the focus, extent, means, 
and content of destruction, by developing specifĳic questions 
within these categories.

The destruction horizon of an archaeological site is one of the essential features 
of tell formation in Near Eastern archaeology. The discovery of an ash layer and 
collapsed walls elicits a sense of curiosity if not excitement. Images of military 
invasions and internecine warfare immediately come to mind. That is the most 
popular inference is perhaps due to its predominance in historical records.1 One 
remembers the efffects of the campaigns of Tiglath-pileser III in 733/32 BC on 
the northern kingdom of Israel (Tadmor 1994) and the campaign of Sennacherib 
against Judah so vividly commemorated in his palace at Nineveh (Ussishkin 
1982). Archaeological excavations at Ashkelon, Ekron, and Qasile produced 
massive destructions that have been attributed to the campaigns of Nebuchad-
nezzar in 604 and 603 BCE (Stager 1996a; 1996b; Gitin 1998). Indeed, destruction 
horizons when found have frequently become chronological anchors upon 
which the whole complexity of archaeological inference rests. But how does 
one infer a historical cause for the efffects of destruction at a given site? In 
other words, how does one determine who or what caused the destruction/
discontinuity of a given city? 

To answer these questions, the destruction must be pinpointed chronolog-
ically. Near Eastern archaeologists usually follow the most obvious procedure, 
which involves meticulous stratigraphic analysis followed by pottery readings in 
the fĳield to ascertain an approximate date. More recently, radiocarbon dating has 
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been increasingly applied, especially to periods such as the 10th century. Once 
the “when” is established, the most expedient route is to peruse the primary 
historical literature for a recorded military campaign to the region. Then a direct 
correlation is made that, with a publication or two by the archaeologist, may 
well become accepted archaeological dogma for future decades.

One may take the recent example of the campaign of Shishak dated to 925 
BCE.2 The 10th- century horizon in Syria-Palestine has come under closer scru-
tiny in the past decade. Not to minimize arguments from radiocarbon dates, 
stratigraphy, and ceramic sequencing, one of the main issues in the current 
debate over the 10th century is the interpretation of historical sources and their 
relationship with the archaeological record. In the past, scholars felt secure with 
the general historicity of the biblical narratives describing the 10th century.3 
But over the past twenty years revisionist biblical scholars from the continent 
and Britain are challenging these conclusions,4 as are some archaeologists. An 
increasing number echo the sentiments of Israel Finkelstein, who states “For-
get about the biblical description for a moment: then the whole tenth century 
is open” (Finkelstein 1998: 185). The fact of the matter is that neither he nor 
others forget the biblical description or other sources – only certain sections 
of them as a matter of convenience. As Mazar (1997), Ben-Tor (2000: 12, 14), 
Ben-Tor and Ben-Ami (1998) and Dever (1995; 1999) have consistently shown, 
Finkelstein simply reassigns destructions by substituting the names of earlier 
kings and described biblical events with later ones from the same source. Thus, 
the destruction at Gezer traditionally assigned to the Egyptian king of 1 Kings 
9:16 (Siamun?)5 is redated by Finkelstein to Shishak and the destruction of 
Shishak is left open to someone in the 9th century (Finkelstein 1996: 183; 2002). 
Likewise, the stratigraphy of Hazor has been redated from the 10th century 
to the 9th, with the claim that Yadin “was left with two destruction layers (of 
Strata IX and VII) for which he could not fĳind a proper destroyer” and that he 

“also left us a destroyer without a possible destruction” (Finkelstein 1999: 59). 
Finkelstein (2000: 242) suggests that the destruction of Stratum IX should be 
attributed to Hazael, for “Hazael is real and historical because we know about 
him from a combination of sources.” The implication is that Solomon is unreal 
and unhistorical because we have only one source: the Hebrew Bible. But in 
his response, Ben-Tor clarifĳies that Yadin had already assigned the destruction 
of Stratum VII to the Aramean invasion of Hazael (Ben-Tor 2000: 11). These 
examples demonstrate the crux interpretum involved in the interpretation of 
destructions and discontinuities in present archaeological contexts. Even with 
sophisticated, modern theoretical approaches and methodologies, the proce-
dures used in Near Eastern archaeology leave the impression that there are no 
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clear archaeological correlates for assigning specifĳic destructions to historical 
events and that any destruction can be assigned to various preferred invading 
armies or other causes at the subjective discretion of the archaeologist based on 
the subjective interpretation of the historical sources. However, in most cases 
archaeologists do not take the time to establish existing historical correlates 
before inferring these connections. For this reason, Dever has suggested the need 
for establishing “a full-scale theoretical and practical paradigm for dealing with 
archaeological destructions” (1992: 32*), a challenge which I undertook during 
both my masters studies (in regard to archaeoseismicity in the archaeological 
record, Hasel 1992) and doctoral studies (in regard to Egyptian military activity, 
Hasel 1998a; 1998b). The frequency of the phenomenon of destruction and 
the implications of these “anchors” for the reconstruction of the history of the 
ancient Near East makes such an endeavor prudent if not imperative, and it is 
this issue that I wish to develop briefly in this essay.

An Integrative Paradigm
Every excavator must recognize the inherent limitations of archaeological 
contexts. It is well known that events of the past included behaviors that left 
material remains and those that did not. In the case of military destruction 
one would not expect much success in establishing archaeological destruction 
correlates for a number of past behaviors. Sl. Vencl observes that these would 
include (1) open-terrain battle, since such activity leaves little stratigraphic 
evidence and no remains in signifĳicant spatial concentrations; (2) the practice 
of taking prisoners and captives during a conflict; (3) the destruction of sub-
sistence sources including orchards and fĳields; (4) military movements such as 
troop transfers, commanding offfĳicers, and other strategic information. Vencl 
(1984: 123–125) states, “For this reason, it is advisable to complement the usual 
procedure of archaeology . . . The vanished past will be more comprehensible 
if all components of the cultures in question are treated with a measure of 
attention in proportion to their signifĳicance.”

It is precisely because Near Eastern archaeology, and the archaeology of 
destruction in particular, is so closely related to historical activity preserved 
in records (which also often come from archaeological contexts) that a com-
prehensive research design will include all ancient sources that are deemed 
relevant. After all, “the remains of a destruction are identifĳied by an event 
dated by the written record, so that the destruction complex thus dated can be 
taken to serve as an absolute dating-line for pottery and other fĳinds related to it” 
(Forsberg 1995: 13). For this reason historical archaeology6 or, as Dever (1999: 90) 
has recently opined, “an archaeohistoriographical methodology” must address 
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the issue of textual and iconographic sources for an integrative approach – an 
intentional dialogue between the disciplines (such integrative approaches have 
been proposed by Renfrew 1980; Yofffee 1982; Trigger 1984; Levy and Holl 1995; 
Zettler 1996; see most recently Levy 2010). A major factor in formulating such a 
research design is to develop relevant questions that will contribute information 
to the issue(s) under investigation (Read and LeBlanc 1978). 

Historical sources must be carefully evaluated. First, one of the key issues 
is the nature of the text or iconography used for historical associations. Where 
does the toponym appear in textual documents? Is it in a toponym list or in an 
account giving further details of activities? Narrative accounts provide more 
details of the type of activity employed, whereas a toponym list may simply 
imply an itinerary (Helck 1971; Redford 1982), or may even be copied from ear-
lier reigns.7 Does it appear in more than one location or genre of documents? 
The appearance of a toponym in both a list and a narrative account would add 
credibility that the toponym may have been more than a resupplying stop along 
the way to the primary targets for the campaign. The repetition of a name in 
several places may indicate a stronger memory of the event or the wish of the 
scribes to emphasize a certain location or city. There are other instances in 
which only one source provides the primary data and this cannot be discounted 
simply because of the lack of corroborating evidence. What is the reliability of 
these documents? The issue of historiography is a complex one that cannot 
be fully discussed in this paper. I would only point out in this context that the 
historian must be careful not to place modern historiographical expectations 
on ancient records that did not approach history with the presuppositions of 
the modern or postmodern agenda. The portrayal of any military event, ancient 
or modern, is often couched in ideology, legitimation, and power. This setting 
within ideology must not preclude historicity, for every form of writing is set 
in some framework that must be evaluated and understood. Rather, the object 
of the investigation is to discover the Egyptian, Aramean, Assyrian, Babylonian, 
Judahite and Israelite perceptions of events and then to compare them with 
archaeological contexts (see Younger 1990).

Once the historiography of the text or iconography has been considered, 
there are further questions of identifĳication to be addressed. First, is it possible 
to identify the toponym? Important aspects cannot be overlooked. How is the 
word written and how does it compare with ancient and more modern sources 
that mention the same name? Is the toponym mentioned with other sites or 
regions that would further contribute to placing it in a specifĳic location? Was 
there more than one toponym that had the same name? Are there iconographic 
details that may aid in the identifĳication? From its location, what strategic role 
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could this toponym have played in the geopolitical dynamics of a region and 
how might this have been important for an invading force?

All of these factors are signifĳicant when attempting to establish relationships 
between textual and iconographic sources and archaeological contexts. Their 
purpose is to incorporate and evaluate both previous and present conclusions 
of interpreters and attempt to determine the validity of those conclusions in 
an integrated manner that includes all of the sources and evidence currently 
available. Once this is accomplished and a reasonable association is deemed 
possible, further questions must be posed to determine the correlates of destruc-
tion present at the site.

Archaeological and Historical Correlates of Destruction
The archaeological interpretation of destruction is ultimately a question of 
inference,8 which, according to Michael Schifffer (1988: 477), is “the process of 
assessing and synthesizing diverse lines of evidence to produce well-founded 
statements about the past.” The lines of evidence for the archaeologist are based 
on “material culture dynamics” widely understood as “correlates.” The issue of 
correlates is vital, for they often “remain implicit and poorly founded” even 
after numerous methodological attempts to provide clearer defĳinition (Schifffer 
1988: 471). It is the hypothesis of this study that specifĳic material features – cor-
relates – provide evidence that may be used to infer the natural causes or human 
behaviors of action from their efffects in modern archaeological contexts. The 
following categories of questions on the focus, extent, means, and content of 
destruction are essential in establishing such correlates.

Focus of Destruction

Archaeological Correlates

The focus of destruction is determined by the regional efffect. Is the focus aimed 
at one walled city or settlement, against the people that occupy them, or both? Is 
the focus broader, encompassing an entire region? The answer to these questions 
requires a regional perspective of the surrounding hinterland of a specifĳic site 
and even a wider evaluation of contemporary strata at other sites. If the destruc-
tion encountered is on a much broader scale, one may search for evidence of 
natural disasters such as earthquakes, storms, etc., and expect archaeological 
correlates that would fĳit these kinds of disasters. One might also posit a military 
campaign aimed at an entire region. If the site has the only destruction horizon 
in the vicinity, then site-specifĳic causes should be researched. The key to the 
question of focus is to determine the geographical extent of the destructive 
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activity on a regional scale. Once a chronological context has been established 
based on archaeological factors, an independent analysis of historical sources 
must be conducted before inferences can be drawn.

Historical Correlates

Do texts and iconography portray destructive activity taking place against walled 
cities and settlements, against the people that occupy them, or both? May such a 
distinction be made, and if so is there a priority in the focus of military activity? 
Sometimes it is possible. For example, during the campaign of Ramses II against 
the Hittite forces at Kadesh,9 the battle was apparently fought out in the open 
plain. Long before reaching the city itself, the battle was already decided, and 
it is clear from both the Egyptian and Hittite texts and iconography that the 
city itself was never reached.10 To claim that there is evidence for an Egyptian 
destruction horizon relating to this battle at the city of Kadesh would not coin-
cide with the historical correlates of destruction (on Kadesh, see Hasel 2011).11

Extent of Destruction

Archaeological Correlates

The extent of the destruction addresses questions concerning a particular site 
and how it is afffected by a destruction. Since this category of inquiry is inher-
ently limited to those areas excavated, the full extent of a given destruction can 
rarely be established, but attempts can certainly be based on excavated areas. 
Pertinent questions include: Are gates and defensive systems destroyed in part 
or completely? Are cultic areas included in the destruction or are they the main 
focus of destruction? Are domestic structures afffected? Are only parts of the city 
destroyed or is the discontinuity complete? The answers to these questions may 
lead to various conclusions. Destructive activity directed solely against cultic 
architecture and installations may indicate a certain reason for attack. One is 
immediately reminded of the reforms under Hezekiah and Josiah as an impetus 
for such action (Vaughn 1999; Nakhai 2001). As to the fĳirst question pertaining 
to gates and defensive structures, damage to this part of the city may imply that 
the city was taken by force and that the inhabitants did not surrender. It may 
also indicate a prolonged siege against the city. Evidence for the destruction 
only of the city gate may mean that an army forced access to the city but did 
not completely destroy it.

Historical Correlates

The tactics of siege warfare and military activity are described by numerous 
cultures of the ancient Near East in both texts and iconography. A careful 
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analysis of the records of each entity and for particular campaigns is warranted. 
Did the specifĳic polity claim to have destroyed a city completely or only to 
have “captured” or “taken” the city in question? Was there a prolonged siege 
requiring a forced entrance of the city or did the inhabitants surrender of their 
own free will? In Egyptian iconography of the XIXth and XXth Dynasties cities 
are besieged and siege tactics are openly used, as in the well-known relief of 
Merenptah’s attack against Ashkelon (Wreszinski 1935: Taf. 58; Hasel 1998a: 50, 
Fig. 6). Naturally, these depictions show the battle action as it is taking place. 
During the reign of Ramses II w.e catch a glimpse of the efffects before and after 
the battle (Wreszinski 1935: Taf. 54a, 55a; Hasel 1998a: 33, Fig 1; 49, Fig. 5). In the 
upper depiction of a fortifĳied city we see the battle in progress. The defendants 
are still within the city walls. The king is shown larger than life attacking the 
city. The lower city, however, is shown empty. It has already been plundered, its 
wealth taken as spoils and its people as captives. What is signifĳicant is that the 
gate is askew, indicating its defeat and also perhaps the main focus of destruc-
tion, while the walls remain standing and the rest of the city from this external 
angle seems intact. Indeed, Egyptian records of the XIXth and XXth Dynasties 
never indicate a complete destruction of the city. Texts from the reigns of Seti I, 
Ramses II, Merenptah, and Ramses III most frequently state that the city was 

“plundered” or “carried away” (Hasel 1998a: 40–52). The Egyptians are consistent 
in their texts and reliefs in showing that the enemy cities remain intact, perhaps 
because of the economic interest Egypt had in their Asiatic frontier.

The Assyrians, on the other hand, had altogether diffferent tactics. Frequently, 
once the siege was over, the city was captured, and the spoils were taken away 
the city would be burned and/or razed to the ground (Hasel 2005: 52–76). 
According to the annals of Tiglath-pileser III, the Assyrian forces fĳirst took the 
gods of the city, the spoils, possessions and property, before burning, razing 
and destroying their cities. The repeated formula reads, “I razed, destroyed, 
(and) burned the cities” (Text: Budge and King 1902; Borger 1974–77; Trans.: 
Grayson 1976: 3–20). The fĳirst episode of military activity under Asher-Dan II 
also indicates a pattern of plundering and carrying offf spoils, followed by the 
burning of cities (Text: Weidner 1923; 1968–69: 75–77; Trans.: Grayson 1976: 
74–78). Ashurnasirpal makes similar claims of burning cities (Text: Budge and 
King 1902: 254–387; Trans.: Grayson 1976: 117–147). On Shalmaneser III’s Marble 
Slab, he states, “Cities without number I destroyed, I devastated, I burned with 
fĳire” (Text: Michel 1954: 38–39; Trans.: Wiseman 1958: 46–50). This is repeated in 
both the Aššur Annal Fragment (Text: Michel 1949; Trans.: Borger 1984: 365–366; 
Younger 1990: 106–107) and the Kurba’il Statue (Text: Line 16; Kinnier Wilson 
1962). Sennacherib maintains in his second campaign, “And their small cities 
without number I destroyed, I devastated, I turned into ruins. The houses of 
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the steppe, the tents, in which they dwell I burned with fĳire; and turned them 
into ashes” (Text: Borger 1979: 68fff.; Trans.: Luckenbill 1926–27: 27; Younger 1990: 
111–112). The same formula is repeated in the Bavian Rock inscription describing 
the destruction of Babylon (Cogan 2000: 305).

The siege practices outlined in the texts are brought to life in the detailed 
reliefs designed by Assyrian artists. These pictorial representations mirror the 
textual description in many respects while also adding signifĳicant details not 
described. In one scene, Assyrian soldiers are shown systematically dismantling 
a city after its defeat. Flames are already consuming it as it is burned to the 
ground. This total destruction is not a universal Assyrian tactic and individual 
campaigns must be carefully studied. In some cases when the enemy surrenders 
the texts clearly indicate that the city is spared. Nevertheless, it may be said 
that the Assyrians in general practiced a totality of destruction in their military 
policies against cities, whereas other polities of the Near East did not claim such 
extremist activity. This brings us to a third category of questions pertaining to 
the means of destruction.

Means of Destruction
Archaeological Correlates

The means of destruction are assessed archaeologically by examining the phys-
ical correlates present in archaeological contexts. Here a distinction must be 
made between what is often referred to as the “archaeological record” and the 
current “archaeological context.”12 It is recognized that the archaeological record 
is not static but has changed and is changing, so that what the archaeologist is 
excavating in the present may not be how the material was left in its original 
deposition. An introductory study clarifying these past and present formation 
processes was advanced by Michael Schifffer in several articles and a well-known 
volume which outlined the cultural and natural processes that afffect the original 
archaeological record both during and after the original deposition of material 
culture (Schifffer 1983; 1987; cf. Nash and Petraglia 1987; Staski 2000).

A. Architectural Considerations

There are several efffects that various formation processes can have on man-made 
structures. These need not be caused by humans. Ecological soil and settlement 
efffects are perhaps the most obvious reasons for structural instability. After all, 
the most abundant constituent of a site is dirt (Renfrew 1976: 4). The study of 
sedimentology (see introductory materials in Hassan 1978; Stein and Farrand 
1985) is only now beginning to be considered in Near Eastern archaeology (Rosen 
1986). Causes of structural subsidence may include any number of natural pro-
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cesses such as freeze-thaw cycles, erosion of abandoned buildings, wood decay, 
and other processes (Schifffer 1987: 200–230). These natural causes could be due 
to abandonment and neglect of a given structure without adequate upkeep or 
lack of proper planning before building (e.g., Ziadeh-Seely 1999; Cameron and 
Tomka 1993; Stevenson 1982; Friesem et al. 2014a; 2014b). Other natural formation 
processes such as earthquakes and storms may provide diffferent correlates of 
destruction.

Wall Conditions. Leaning walls may indicate gradual subsidence or violent, sud-
den activity. Are all walls leaning in a single direction? At Beth Shan pillars fallen 
in a single direction were interpreted as evidence for major earthquake activity 
in which a sudden, lateral movement of the ground causes pillars or walls to 
fall or tilt in the same direction (Arubas, Foerster and Tsafrir 2008: 1639).13 The 
haphazard collapse of walls may be due to other causes including abandonment 
and human destruction due to warfare or razing and rebuilding. Cracked stone 
in massive walls may also be an indication of major seismic activity, especially 
if the wall rests on bedrock. The outer wall at Gezer displays a 10-degree leaning 
of the wall, in addition to massive cracks in the stone offfset-insets along the 
inner wall. These features were interpreted as evidence for an earthquake in ca. 
760 BCE (Dever 1992: 30*–32*; 1993: 46–47, Fig. 16; Younker 1991).

Ceiling Conditions. The ceilings of buildings often collapse in sudden destruction, 
sealing materials that were on shelves or on the floor. One could expect to fĳind 
whole ceramic forms crushed under collapsed ceilings if they were not removed 
before destruction. The suddenness of destruction and the inability of the inhab-
itants to react may be inferred. This is the case at Lachish Level III where, in a 
series of houses north of the palace courtyard, massive roof collapse trapped 
the material culture underneath, including LMLK storage jars, sling stones, loom 
weights, and fĳinds in other categories. On the other hand, if rooms are found 
empty, it may be that a longer process of abandonment resulted in the collapse 
and demise of a given structure. The possibility that goods were taken as spoils 
by an invading army must also not be ruled out. Here the relationship between 
the destruction of structures and material culture is signifĳicant.

B. Material Culture Considerations

The presence or absence of material culture at the scene of destruction may 
itself be signifĳicant. If the causative factor is warfare followed by abandonment, 
one would expect much of the destruction materials to remain rather than be 
cleaned up. The destruction of the Late Bronze Age city of Ekron left over a 
meter and a half of destruction debris, including a storage jar containing the 
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charcoal remains of hundreds of fĳigs in almost pristine condition and jar bases 
fĳilled with lentils (Dothan 1998: 151; cf. 150, Fig. 2). In fact, the fĳinal destruction 
of Ekron in the 7th century BCE left thousands of storage jars following the 
destruction of the city (Gitin 1998: 173; cf. 176, Fig. 9). Likewise, the destruction 
of Iron Age Khirbet Qeiyafa left hundreds of early 10th-century vessels on the 
floors of buildings (Garfĳinkel, Ganor and Hasel 2014).

At other sites experiencing intensive military conflict, weapons, armor, and 
other material culture could have been left behind. Ussishkin convincingly 
demonstrated that the hundreds of sling stones, arrowheads, pieces of plate 
mail, and the mass burial of 1500 people found at Lachish during the British 
excavations, coupled with the remains of a siege ramp, seemed to correlate 
with the reliefs and annals of Sennacherib and the biblical accounts describing 
his attack against the city during the 8th century (Ussishkin 1980; 1982; 1984; 
2004). This is being confĳirmed in the Fourth Expedition to Lachish, in which 
we are discovering piles of sling stones, arrowheads, and other weapons in the 
destruction debris of Level III.

C. Burning/Conflagration

Perhaps the most common archaeological destruction correlate is conflagration. 
But it is important to remember two important facts when dealing with a burned 
destruction horizon. First, a city may be partially or completely destroyed with-
out being burned. Second, a burned layer over parts or all of an archaeological 
site does not necessarily indicate military activity, but may indicate any number 
of causes completely unrelated to warfare. It is important to address the extent 
and focus of conflagration. It could be that a fĳire was caused by accident. Carol 
Meyers (1978) has even suggested the use of fĳire to exterminate certain types 
of diseases. If military activity is being considered and other correlates seem 
to indicate such an inference, it is imperative to assess the historical correlates 
present in texts and iconography before relationships are assumed. 

Content of Destruction
The content of destruction refers to the destruction of the life-support system 
of the enemy. Are the defensive structures destroyed, or tents, water, and the 
fĳields, orchards, and crops of the enemy confĳiscated or destroyed as well? The 
main emphasis here includes the orchards and fĳields of the enemy. This can 
only be addressed from a historical perspective, since little or no evidence of a 
destroyed fĳield would remain archaeologically. The Egyptians, Hittites, Assyri-
ans, and others were known to destroy grain and orchards. In the campaign of 
Thutmose III against the cities of Tunip and Artada, the text states, “Now his 
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majesty destroyed the town of Ardata with its grain (it). All its fruit trees were 
cut down” (Fifth Campaign; Pritchard 1969: 239). The text afffĳirms the same action 
at the town of Kadesh (Sixth Campaign; Pritchard 1969: 239).

In the Ten Year Annals of Muršilli II, the Hittite king commands his infantry 
to advance against the city of Nuhašše: “Go and destroy their grain and besiege 
their city” (Beal 2000: 89). The Assyrians repeatedly refer in their annals and 
reliefs to the destruction of orchards and grain. In this relief we see the system-
atic cutting down of orchards. The city of Dilbat is not mentioned in Sennach-
erib’s annals, but its vivid depiction in Room III of Sennacherib’s Southwest 
Palace is the most graphic example of the destruction of fruit trees (Russell 1991: 
153; cf. 154, Fig. 78; cf. Barnett, Bleibtreu and Turner 1998: Pl. 49). In this scene 
there is clear evidence that the city has been defeated. A line of soldiers in the 
lowest register are carrying offf the spoils. Assyrians are shown in the towers of 
the city. Behind the city and in the upper register the Assyrians, working in pairs, 
are shown cutting down the date palms. The Assyrian records are consistent in 
depicting this destruction of fruit trees either after the city has been defeated 
or when defeat seems impossible (Bleibtreu 1989; Cole 1997; Hasel 2005). Steven 
Cole (1997: 92) suggests the following reasons for this action: (1) as a punishment 
for rebelling against Assyria; (2) the feeding of the Assyrian armies; or (3) as a 
reprisal for an unconquered city.

Continuity and Discontinuity
This leads to a fĳinal consideration, the efffect of destruction on the inhabitants 
and the continuity of life at a given site. A number of questions are important 
in this regard. First, is the site abandoned or reoccupied? Is there a noticeable 
gap between the destruction of a site and its subsequent occupation? Often 
a long abandonment indicates a very signifĳicant event that has major reper-
cussions on the population of the site (i.e., loss of life or modes of subsistence, 
depopulation by captivity, etc.). At other times an immediate rebuilding may 
indicate minor adverse efffects.

Second, what is the scale of subsequent occupation? Is all of the site reoc-
cupied or only parts of it? Are all the buildings that have been destroyed rebuilt 
(cultic, administrative, or domestic structures)? This may indicate that life 
continued together with previous religious, political, and economic stability. 
If small-scale reoccupation occurs, it may be inferred that the disruption was 
signifĳicant.

Third, what was the degree of cultural continuity/discontinuity present in 
the reoccupation? Were buildings reconstructed in their original lines with little 
change? Or were there major changes in the spatial plans and organization of 
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the site? Are there distinctive elements in the material culture that can be dis-
tinguished from previous strata, or is the material culture continuous with few 
changes? These are basic questions that should be addressed in regard to the 
archaeological data and might aid in inferring both causes for the destruction 
and identifĳication of the subsequent cultures that occupy the site. 

Conclusion
Together these categories of questions for developing archaeological and histori-
cal correlates of destruction aim at providing a model for assessing and identify-
ing natural and cultural processes causing destructive activity. The investigation 
of these sources should produce signifĳicant results that provide paradigms for 
assessing geopolitical, accidental, and natural events for which specifĳic caus-
ative factors may be inferred. These agents of causation may include cultural 
formation processes such as warfare, accident, abandonment, rebuilding, etc., 
or natural formation processes including earthquakes and storms.

Given the frequency of the phenomenon of destruction in the archaeological 
record, especially at multi-period sites in the southern Levant, and its crucial role 
in chronological and historical inferences, it is imperative that archaeologists 
and historians become more intentional in seeking to understand, assess, and 
evaluate the archaeology of destruction. Given the fact that numerous destruc-
tion horizons have become chronological anchors for correlating material cul-
ture with the rise and fall of cultures, it is crucial that we trace the causes and 
efffects of destructive behavior in archaeological contexts in comparison with 
all contemporaneous historical sources, both textual and iconographic. For if 
we are to assume the responsibility of reconstructing the past our concerted 
effforts must intentionally synthesize all lines of evidence for an integrative and 
constructive approach based on the most sophisticated archaeological and 
historical resources available today.
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Notes
5.  Military activity is certainly not the only cause for destruction or discontinuity in 

the archaeological record. Numerous causative agents exist and may be defĳined as: 
(1) deliberate acts (warfare, alterations in construction, and razing or burning areas 
for disease control); (2) natural disasters (fĳires, earthquakes, floods, tidal waves, 
and volcanoes); (3) accidents (collapse due to poor construction or fĳire); and (4) 
gradual, long-term degradation (abandonment, robbing, erosion, exposure). Most 
of these causes have received little attention and all would require comprehensive 
paradigms based on data from a wide range of sites to establish clear correlates for 
each type of destruction.

6.  The campaign of Shishak has been analyzed from a number of perspectives. For the 
textual and historical perspectives, see Herrmann 1964; Mazar 1964; Kitchen 1973: 
288–293; 2001; 2003; Ahlström 1993; Wilson 2005.

7.  For example Noth 1960: 204–216; Bright 1981: 183–228; Herrmann 1981: 131–186; Donner 
1984: 185–227; Fritz 1994: 148–165.

8.  This was anticipated from the earlier critical works of Soggin (1984: 41–85) and Liv-
erani (1980: 9–31). In recent years the challenge to the biblical view of the United 
Monarchy was led by continental and British scholars with works that include: Davies 
1992; Thompson 1992; Lemche 1993; Gelinas 1995; essays in Grabbe 1997; Pfoh 2009. 
For critiques of these positions, see Dever 1995; 1999; Knoppers 1997; Garfĳinkel 2011.

9.  For the traditional date of the destruction of the Phase II gate correlated with Shishak 
(Shoshenq I), see Dever, Lance and Wright 1970: 6; Dever et al. 1971: 117; Dever 1986; 
1993: 35; Holladay 1990: 30–33; Younker 1991.

10.  The placement of Near Eastern archaeology within the category of “historical archae-
ology” is strictly from the viewpoint that from the Bronze and Iron Ages written lan-
guage was an integral part of the cultural milieu of the region. Those texts pertinent 
to the discussion must be admitted as evidence evaluated alongside archaeological 
data as outlined in studies dealing with this discipline. For the legitimacy of such 
inquiry within anthropological research, see Deagan 1982; Kepecs 1997; Levy 2010.

11.  On the unreliability of toponym lists, especially during the reign of Ramses II, see 
Spalinger 1979; Noth 1941:41–48; for Amenhotep II, Horn 1953: 202; Aḥituv 1984; and 
the general cautionary notes of Kitchen (2009).

12.  “Inference” has received wide discussion in the literature of anthropological 
approaches to archaeology, especially since the “coming of age” during the heyday 
of processual archaeology in the 1960s and 1970s. Several important studies include: 
Salmon 1966; Watson 1976; Sullivan 1978; Kelley and Hanen 1988.

13.  For general studies on the “Battle of Kadesh,” see Faulkner 1958; Gardiner 1960; 
Goedicke 1985; for recent translations, see Lichtheim 1976; Kitchen 2000.

14.  The outcome of the battle is a matter of intense debate. There are those who doubt 
the historical veracity of the texts altogether (Otto 1953: 177; Helck 1971: 197). Some 
take the position that Ramses II changed an ambush and possibly an overwhelming 
defeat into a respectable draw (Wilson 1951: 246; Hayes 1959: 339; Desroches-Noble-
court 1976: xxiv; Hornung 1978: 104; Kitchen 1982: 62), while others see these accounts 
as political propaganda to cover up Egypt’s defeat by the Hittite king Muwatalliš 
(Helck 1968: 185; Beckerath 1971: 43; Simpson and Hallo 1971: 279; Mayer and May-
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er-Opifĳicius 1994). However, as I have argued elsewhere, the unity and remarkable 
detail of the account testifĳies to an actual campaign in Syria (Hasel 1998a: 155; cf. 
Gardiner 1960: 52; Goedicke 1985: 78; see most recently Hasel 2011).

15.  This has been recognized by the excavators who have not sought in their preliminary 
reports to establish a correlation of destruction with the Egyptians during the 13th 
century BCE (Parr 1983; 1991).

16.  L. E. Patrik (1985: 28) has correctly articulated that the “archaeological record” is “an 
insufffĳiciently defĳined, catchall concept, that postulates a unifĳied and practically 
inexhaustible reservoir of archaeological evidence.”

17.  On the archaeological assessment of seismic activity, see recently Stiros and Jones 
1996; Jones and Siros 2000; Buck 2006; Sintubin 2011; and for specifĳic case studies: in 
Italy, Frölich and Jacobelli 1995; in Greece, Jusseret 2014; in Israel, Karcz and Kafri 
1978; 1981; Dever 1992; Hasel 1992; Austin, Franz and Frost 2000; in Jordan: el-Isa 1985; 
Russell 1980; Thomas, Niemi and Parker 2007.
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