








SHECHEM (PLACE)

The nature of the domestic structures at Shechem is not
well known. In Field XIII a large, multi-roomed building,
probably the house of a nobleman or extremely wealthy
citizen, yielded many luxury items including numerous
fine scarabs and the ivory inlay for two boxes. Such houses
as were excavated in Fields VII and IX· were well con
structed of mudbrick on stone foundations and the fine
pottery and artifacts, including several scarabs, confirm
the impression of a high level of prosperity.

The final destruction of MB III Shechem displays a
calculated ferocity and an intent to cause complete de
struction of the city. Everywhere there is evidence of
intense fire. Half-destroyed buildings were looted and then
deliberately pulled down and the bodies of their inhabit
ants thrown into the street. When the destruction was
complete a layer of debris covered the city to a depth of
up to 1.6 m. There is little doubt that the Egyptian armies
of Ahmose I or Amenhotep I brought this disaster upon
the city as they followed up the triumph of Egyptian arms
over the Hyksos. Shechem lay in ruins for about a century
until its rebuilding in LB IB as a Canaanite city under the
domination of the Egyptian Empire.

3. Late Bronze Age. a. LB IB (Stratum XIV), The LB
engineers who reconstructed Shechem seem to have done
the entire rebuilding in a single, well-planned operation,
using the surviving stumps of the walls of major structures
as a guide for their work, The old Wall A still served as the
facing of the slope of the mound. Behind it, the main
defensive wall of mudbrick on a stone foundation followed
the line of the Wall B system. A rebuilt Northwest Gate
probably remained in use, although the evidence for this
is not conclusive. The East Gate was reconstructed with a
significant modification. A building, consisting of two
chambers, the outer of which had a paved floor, was built
on the S side of the gateway, probably to accommodate the
guards on duty at the gate. The corresponding guardroom
on the N side of the gate, if it existed, was removed by the
German excavations.

Under the lowest floor of the outer guardroom the body
of a quadruped, probably a donkey, had been buried. The
head was missing. It had been severed from the body prior
to the burial. Near the neck was a clump of bones from a
smaller animal. The deposit appears to be a foundation
sacrifice. It is particularly interesting since Gen 33:19 re
fers to the Shechemites as bene ~iimfjr, "sons of a donkey."

In the acropolis area (Fields V/VI) a shrine, of which
only portions of the cella were preserved, stood on massive
foundations of the MB III temple, Its walls were only
about one third the width of those of its predecessor. The
cella was a room 16 X 12 m with the entrance on the long
E side, The axis of the building was shifted five degrees to
the S, possibly to bring it more accurately into line with
the rising sun at the summer solstice, A cement covered
podium, approached by a flight of steps, occupied part of
the W wall of the cella opposite the entrance. It probably
provided a base for the statues of the deities worshipped
in the temple. A large altar stood in the broad forecourt.
This temple, which continued in use throughout the LB
and into Iron I, is a strong candidate for the Temple of el
befit where the Shechemites made their last stand against
Abimelech (Judg 9:46).
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ture in LB Shechem. In Field IX, part of a building with
substantial walls, contained a brick platform (altar?) and a
monolith, the base of which had been dressed to fit into a
stone socket. This building went through several stages of
reflooring during the LB Age. It may have been a satellite
of the main temple or a private shrine associated with a
large tripartite house adjacent to it.

An impressive LB structure filled the whole of Field
XIII and extended beyond it in all directions. The W side
of the complex consisted of two large courtyards. The E
side was occupied by a range of three rooms used for
cooking and storage, and E of these rooms the edge of
what appeared to be a large courtyard disappeared tanta
lizingly out of the excavated area. The function of the
complex is unknown. Its exceptional size and its location
next to the temple area raise the possibility that it was a
royal palace, but it may have been the residence of an
exceptionally wealthy citizen.

The historical occasion for the LB rebuilding of
Shechem was probably the establishment of the Egyptian
Empire. The earliest 18th Dyn. Pharaohs would have had
a vested interest in keeping the hill country depopulated
and without fortified cities. The overwhelming interest of
these Pharaohs would be to avoid recurrence of the Asiatic
intrusions which had put the Hyksos in control of the
Delta region and had cost the Pharaohs blood and treasure
to repel. Fear of the Asiatics would urge the creation in
the Palestine area of a defenseless buffer zone against the
still powerful states to the N. However, to create such a
zone would run counter to another vital Pharaonic inter
est, that of holding the coastal strip as an advance line into
Asia and as an artery of trade, A workable compromise of
these conflicting interests would be to hold the coastal road
by means of a chain of fortified bases and, at the same
time, to discourage the rebuilding of strong points in the
hills, which would be potential threats to communication
along the coast.

With the warrior king Thutmose Ill, Egyptian obsession
with defense gave way to imperialist ambition, and an
empire without cities is a contradiction in terms, When,
after his victory at Megiddo, Thutmose felt that he was
master of Asia he may have encouraged the rebuilding of
the hill cities, Shechem among them, ruled, of course, by
his puppets. A tentative date for the founding of LB
Shechem is, therefore, shortly after the battle of Megiddo
(i.e., about 1465 B.C.). It ended with the decline of Egyp
tian control in Palestine and the establishment of the mini
empire of Lab'ayu, king of Shechem (ca. 1400 B.C.).

b. LB IIA (Stratum XIII). This stratum is the high point
of LB culture at Shechem. The rising level of prosperity is
best seen at the East Gate, where the guardrooms were
strengthened and paved with flagstones. Just S of the
gateway an open area, also paved with flagstones, provided
a place for the mustering of troops and for public meet
ings.

The building complex in Field XIII underwent altera
tions and improvements. The W courtyard was subdivided
into four interconnecting chambers where domestic activ
ities took place. The range of rooms to the E followed the
lines laid down in the previous phase, but their functions
became more clearly defined. The S chamber was a cook-
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with storage pits. Under the central room was a sub-floor
storage chamber 2 m deep and surrounded by heavy stone
walls. Toward the end of the period, this chamber was
filled in with material taken from a midden, The fill
contained a great many restorable pottery vessels which
constitutes a unique ceramic collection, datable to LB IIA.
The N room housed a plaster lined silo. The houses in
Field VII are of excellent construction.

The flourishing of LB IIA Shechem can be associated
with the slackening of Egyptian control over its Asiatic
empire in the latter years of Amenhotep III and during
the reign of Amenhotep IV (Ikhnaton). Taking advantage
of the power vacuum, Lab'ayu, king of Shechem extended
his control from the Valley of jezreel to the environs of
Jerusalem. The Amarna Letters show him as a shrewd,
calculating ruler, skilled at setting his sails to the prevailing
wind. He professed allegiance to the Pharaoh, but his
neighbors refer to him as the ring-leader of opposition,
the head of a coalition of rebels and a predator on his
neighbors. Lab'ayu was captured by his enemies and killed,
but for a time his two sons continued the policy of their
father. The fruits of conquest and the profits from the
caravan trade would account well for the prosperity of
Shechem during the Amarna period.

In the end, the enemies of Lab'ayu's family, whether the
Canaanite cities which he had threatened or despoiled,
troops sent from Egypt, disgruntled allies or some combi
nation of these, evidently had their way. Destruction by
fire brought an end to the city of Lab'ayu. Its debris covers
almost every quarter of the city,

c. LB lIB (Stratum XII). The city, quickly rebuilt, re
tained most of the features of its forerunner. The defen
sive system, the temple on the acropolis, the shrine in Field
IX, and the housing in Field VII underwent little modifi
cation. The guardrooms at the East Gate remained, but
the paved courtyard behind them went out of use and a
narrow alley separated the guardrooms from the houses
of the city. The principal feature of the period is a marked
decline in the prosperity of the city. Walls founded in this
period and rebuilds of surviving walls are of shoddy con
struction.

Two interesting finds are associated with this phase of
the city's life. A figurine of the god Ba'al in cast bronze
overlaid with silver came from the floor of a house in Field
VII. See Fig. SHK04. The deity, wearing a conical crown,
strides forward on his left foot and holds some object (now
lost) in each hand. Figurines of the fertility goddess found
in several of the houses show that the consort of the Bacal
was an even more popular object of veneration than her
male counterpart. The second object, recovered from the
fill under an Iron I wall in Field XIII, is a fragment of a
cuneiform tablet which contains part of the opening lines
of an Amarna period letter.

If the story of the rape of Dinah and the subsequent
plundering of Shechem by Simeon and Levi (Genesis 34)
is not the vague memory of a tribal skirmish inflated and
attached to the city of Shechem and the family of Jacob,
there seem to be only two points at which it could conceiv
ably fit into the archaeological history of Shechem. While
the powerful walls of MB and LB Shechem stood, two
semi-nomadic tribes would have been powerless to breach
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SHE.04. Figurine of the god Bacal found onthe floor ofa house atShechem
LB. (Courtesy ofL. E. Toombs)

the destruction of the MB Age city, when the ruins may
have housed a small village or have been the headquarters
of a tribal group, or the period of decline at the end of the
LB Age are the only likely contexts for the story.

A persistent tradition associated with Shechem is that
Jacob bought a piece of land near the city from Hamor,
the king of Shechem (Gen 33:19), and that in fulfillment
of Joseph's death bed command (Gen 50:25, 26), the
Hebrews on leaving Egypt carried with them the bones of
Joseph (Exod 13:19) and buried them in this plot of
ground (Josh 24:32), A garbled form of this tradition
appears in Stephen's defense before the Sanhedrin (Acts
7:16). The martyr states that Abraham bought the land
from Hamor, and that, not only Joseph, but all who had
died in Egypt were brought to Shechem for burial. This is
the only reference to Shechem in the N'T.

4. Iron Age. a. Iron I (Stratum XI). No general destruc
tion layer marks the end of the LB at Shechem. The
temple on the acropolis, the defensive walls, and the East
Gate with its guardrooms remained in use. This evidence
indicates a relatively peaceful passage of the city into
Israelite hands, and may account for its absence from the
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