MEZAD I:IASHAVYAHU: ITS MATERIAL CULTURE
AND HISTORICAL BACKGROUND
Alexander Fantalkin
The site of Me?ad I:Iashavyahu1 (1207/1462) is located on the coastal kurkar
ridge, approximately 1.7 km. south of Yavneh- Yam (Minet Rubin) (Figs. 1-2).
Although the region was surveyed during the early 1950s by M. Dothan (1952),
he did not discover the site. The first report concerning the site reached the
Department of Antiquities from J. M. Weizenfreund, a resident of Tel Aviv,
who heard about it from F. Burian and E. Friedmann.2 It appears that the latter
two, who systematically surveyed the central coastal plain in search of
prehistoric sites, were the actual discoverers of Me?ad I:Iashavyahu (Burian and
Friedmann 1965: 1).
Three seasons of excavations were conducted at the site, two on behalf of the
Department of Antiquities and the Israel Exploration Society (January and
September 1960) under the direction of J. Naveh (co-directed by P. Beck in the
second season) (Figs. 3-4). The third season was directed by R. Reich on
behalf of the Department of Antiquities and Museums (April-May 1986).
The finds from these excavations, with the exception of the inscriptions,
have not been published in final form. Only preliminary reports have appeared
(Naveh 1962a; 1962b; Reich 1989); in Naveh's words: "no attempt is made to
list all the finds ... " (1962b:89). The excavators have allowed me to publish for the first time and in its entirety - all of the material found in their
excavations. The findings ofNaveh and Reich will be described below in detail
(including re-investigation of the material already published by the excavators),
and their significance will be discussed, except for lil1,guisticaspects related to
the Hebrew inscriptions.
A. HISTORY OF RESEARCH
Two main factors promoted considerable interest among various scholars in
the finds from Me?ad I:Iashavyahu: first, the ostraca in biblical Hebrew,
including the famous 'Reaper's Letter'; second, the discovery of relatively
larger amounts of East Greek pottery than is generally found at sites in the
Land of Israel, including imported cooking-pots.
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Because the ancient name of the site is not known, the Government Names Committee
decided to name the site "Me?ad (fortress) ijashavyahu" because one of the ostraca found
at the site included the name "ijashavyahu ben (son of) Ya .... "
Although Naveh (1962b:89, n. I) mentions that the site was known to Kibbutz Palma1).im
member S. Lifshitz.
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Fig. 1. Aerial photograph taken in 1956, prior to the excavations at the site.

The ostraca found at the site have received extensive treatment (for the most
recent summary with earlier literature, see Renz 1995:315-334), and there is no
need to expand upon this here.
The pottery assemblage found at the site includes local wares dated to the
end of the Iron Age as well as a variety of East Greek ware types. Based upon
these finds and with the acqompanying historical evidence for the use of
Greek mercenaries by the Egyptian rulers of the 26th Dynasty, the excavators
assumed the site was inhabited by such soldiers (Naveh 1962b; Reich 1989).
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Fig. 2. Map of the area (inset) and topographical map showing the location of the fortress at
Me~ad I:Iashavyahu.
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Fig. 3. Area A looking southwest, at the beginning of the excavations.

Naveh raised another possibility - that Greek merchants may have inhabited
the site, but he rejected this in favor of the former interpretation, particularly in
view of the evidence for metalworking at the site (Naveh 1962b:98-99; cf.
Treister 1996:37). Nonetheless, to many scholars (Strange 1966:138; Galling
1968:70; Weinberg 1969:90,94; Weippert 1988:620; KeIrn and Mazar 1989:49;
Waldbaum 1994:60-61) Me?ad I:Iashavyahu was both a base for mercenaries
and a settlement of Greek merchants (emporion).
Thus, according to Waldbaum, it could function as a Greek trading post, and
as such had a central role in the diffusion of East Greek pottery from the coastal
region to the interior "via Miqne and Batash ... " (ibid.).
Whether the site was a settlement for mercenaries only or if others, such as
merchants, were also active there, the question remains: who ruled it?
Naveh originally believed that the Greeks settled there as mercenaries of
Psammetichus I and that a few years before 609 BCE the site was conquered by
Josiah (Naveh 1962b:99). Later, however, he stated that the Greek mercenaries
served Josiah rather than the Egyptian ruler (Naveh 1993:586). Naveh believes
that the fortress was abandoned during the campaign of Pharaoh Necho II (609
BCE) who defeated Josiah at Megiddo. Independently, both Tadmor (1966:102,
n. 59) and Strange (1966: 138), first proposed attributing the Greek mercenaries
to Josiah. Moreover, as early as 1962 Cross suggested that the fortress was
built by Josiah (1962:42), without mentioning the matter of the mercenaries.
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Fig. 4. J. Naveh recording finds during the excavations.

The attribution of the Greek mercenaries who settled at Me~ad I:Iashavyahu to
Josiah's rule was widely accepted (Austin 1970:16, n. 1; Malamat 1973:272; Stem
1975:37; Aharoni 1979:403; Helm 1980:136; KeIrn and Mazar 1985:118; Reich
1989; Barkay 1992:357; Naveh 1993; Katzenstein 1994:38, n. 26; Herr 1997:158;
and others). Some scholars, following Naveh's earlier view (Naveh 1962b),
claimed that there were two phases in the history of the site: during the first
phase, Greek mercenaries were in the service of Egypt or of the PhilistinePhoenician cities; in the second phase, the site was conquered by Josiah (Eshel
1986:236; Haider 1996:76). According to Wenning (1989), the mercenaries
were in the service of Jehoiakim and the end of the site should be dated to
598/7 BeE.
In contrast to these historical reconstructions, one may note others, proposed
by those who regard the finds uncovered at Me~ad I:Iashavyahu as evidence for
Greek mercenaries working for the Egyptians. Boardman (1964:75) proposed
that they were mercenaries of Necho II. Freedy and Redford (1970:478, n. 79)
and Miller and Hayes (1986:389), on the other hand, insisted that the Greek
mercenaries were in the service of Psammetichus I. According to Na'aman
(1991a:46-47), the fortress was built by the Egyptians and was under their
control, although it is not clear whether under Psammetichus I or Necho II.
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