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"You shall flee, like as you fled from before the earthquake in the days of Uzziah king of Judah" (Zechariah 14, 5)

Archaeological Evidence of an Earthquake
in the Capital of Judah

Joe Uziel | Ortal Chalaf

Israel Antiquities Authority
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One of Jerusalem's greatest archaeological challenges is the lack of destruction layers
exposed. Destruction layers play a crucial role in archaeological research. They present a
significant break between layers of settlement, leaving behind a snapshot into the material
culture of that moment in time, which often serves as an anchor in the chronological
reconstruction of the site's history. The excavations at Lachish, and in particular Lachish
Level 111, serve as a perfect example for this. The discovery of the destruction of the city
in 701 BCE, documented historically in the Lachish Reliefs of Sennacherib's palace
in Nineveh, and the remains uncovered, present the snapshot to which late Iron Age

assemblages are compared (Ussishkin 2004).

In contrast, Jerusalem's first historically and archaeologically known destruction dates to
the early sixth century BCE, with the Babylonian conquest and destruction of the city.
Although recent research has shown the complex nature of this destruction (Shalom et al.
2019), this still serves as a very clear breaking point in the settlement history of the city.
'The bustling urban center that had grown to be one of the largest sites in the Iron Age
Southern Levant, had been destroyed and largely abandoned, followed by only limited
settlement along its central valley (Shalev et al. 2020). Jerusalem avoided or withstood the
military campaigns that had caused much havoc in other parts of the country, namely the
ninth century BCE Aramean (Maeir 2012; Kleiman 2019) and later, eighth century BCE
Assyrian conquests (Ussishkin 2004). This continuity in settlement, seemingly without clear
breaks, has led to discussions regarding the chronological attributions of various elements,
as well as debates on the significance of missing, expected remains (i.e., absence of evidence
or evidence of absence). In the following paper, we will present remains of a pre-586 BCE
destruction layer recently uncovered on the eastern slopes of the City of David. It will be
suggested here that this destruction was not a localized event, but rather part of a much
broader, regional destruction, caused by an earthquake in the mid-eighth century BCE.
Evidence for such an earthquake effecting other sites has been noted in the paleo-seismic
data, archaeological record and the biblical text. This evidence will be presented along with
the new findings, as well as the possibility that the effects of the earthquake were also

uncovered in other archaeological excavations in Jerusalem.

B The Archaeological Context

The eastern slope of the City of David has been extensively explored by archaeologists,
due to its importance in the Iron Age cityscape, likely a result of the proximity to the

Gihon Spring, Jerusalem's primary water source in the period (see, e.g., Reich and Shukron
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2004). Furthermore, the relative lack

TEMPLE of later remains created a situation of

excellent preservation of early remains,
not often found at other parts of the site
(see Reich 2011). The current excavation
area, labelled Area U, is located near
the visitors’ entrance to Warrens Shaft
system (Fig. 1). The excavations in Area
U undertaken by the Israel Antiquities
Authority on behalf of the City of David
Foundation have been ongoing since 2013
(for preliminary results of these seasons
see Uziel and Szanton 2015; Dan-Goor
2017; Hagbi and Uziel 2017; Chalaf and

Uziel 2018). The earliest remains include a

Fig. 1. Map of the City of David showing the
location of the current excavation
(prepared by J. Uziel).

Structure 17081 2

Structure 17049

Fig. 2. Plan of the Iron Age lI-lll remains discovered in Area U (prepared by V. Essman)
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series of structures dating from the eighth century BCE to the destruction of Jerusalem in
586 BCE (Fig. 2).

The earliest structure (Building 17081) was built directly on a rock step, located just
above the rock-cut rooms, exposed by Parker (Vincent 1911) and later by Reich and
Shukron (Reich and Shukron 2011), overlying earlier rock-cut installations. The walls of
the structure, 50-70 cm thick, were built of medium-size fieldstones. They were preserved
to a height of more than 2m above the bedrock (Fig. 3). The current excavation revealed
four rooms of this structure, although it is possible that the structure continued to the
west, beyond the borders of the excavation. These rooms included three longitudinal
rooms (17129, 10063 and 17130 from north to south), and a broad room (17043). The
rooms are quite narrow, their width measuring from 0.70 m (17043) to 1.60 m (17129).
'The lower parts of the walls of 17129 were quarried out of the rock, in a similar fashion
to the rock-cut rooms. In the first phase of Building 17081, a doorway was located along
its eastern wall (W17027), opposite another doorway in W17112, the western wall of

T

Fig. 3. View of
Building 17081,
looking north
(photo by J. Uziel).
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the rock-cut rooms. These doorways were apparently used for passage between the rock-
cut rooms and Building 17081. At a later phase, these doorways were blocked and the

eastern and the northern rooms were filled with soil and went completely out of use.

In Rooms 17063 and 17130, 10 continuous, superimposed floors were found, the
earliest of which belonged to the first phase of the structure, dating to the eighth
century BCE, parallel to Stratum 12 of the Shiloh excavations (Shiloh 1984; De
Groot and Bernick-Greenberg 2012) and to Stratum 8 of Szanton and Uziel’s
excavations of Area C (Uziel and Szanton 2015). The seriation of floor levels, with
ceramics indicative of the terminal phases of the Iron Age on the uppermost floor,
attests to the continuity of use from the eighth century BCE until the Babylonian
destruction in 586 BCE (Shalom et al. 2019).

The earliest layer of Building 17081, directly overlying the bedrock, yielded
evidence of a destruction layer. Although this layer did not show signs of fire,
other factors could be noticed which suggested the building had been damaged in
a traumatic event. This was most notable on the earliest floor of the southernmost
room (Room 17130). In this room, a row of smashed vessels was uncovered along
its northern wall, above which fallen stones had been found (Fig. 4). It appears that
these stones were the upper part of the walls of the room, which had collapsed,
destroying the vessels which had been set along the wall. The assemblage consisted
of a variety of vessel types, including bowls, lamps, large kraters, cooking vessels,
holemouths, storage jars and jugs (Figs. 5, 6). Interestingly, the vessels are quite
varied, with no two vessels resembling one another. One of the restored vessels is a
large krater-barrel with five handles, decorated with a plastic decoration, depicting
faces of what seem to be an animal, possibly a bird (Fig. 7). The assemblage includes
forms typical of the Iron Age IIB, i.e., eighth century BCE. The assemblage is
comparable to Shiloh's Str. 12B (De Groot and Bernick-Greenberg 2012). Of
particular interest was the discovery of the complete skeleton of a small pig trapped
between the vessels, in upright position, signifying it was not intentionally interred
in this location, rather it had found its demise while stuck between the vessels. It
appears that whatever catastrophe occurred in this building caught the pig in this
room, possibly trying to find its escape (see Sapir-Hen, Chalaf and Uziel 2021).
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Fig. 5. View of vessels in situ, looking west
(photo by O. Chalaf).
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Fig. 6. Vessels after restoration (Photo: D. Gazit. Restoration: J. Bukingolts)

A-8257
172120

27 e

Fig. 7. Close-up of Krater-Barrel 172120 (Photo: D. Gazit).
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M The Biblical Account

The biblical text makes two passing references of an earthquake which struck the
land in the eighth century BCE. The first mention appears as the superscription
of the book of Amos, in the opening verse: "The words of Amos, who was among
the herdsmen of Tekoa, which he saw concerning Israel in the days of Uzziah king
of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam the son of Joash king of Israel, two years
before the earthquake" (Amos 1:1). The second mention appears in Zechariah 14:5,
as noted in the title of the present paper, and is somewhat more dramatic. Despite
the post-exilic date of the latter text, at least some two centuries after the events that
it describes transpired, it maybe of some importance (see further discussion below),
although this remains speculative. The earlier text of Amos, however, is of particular
importance in that it defines a very narrow window for the dating of the earthquake.
According to this verse, the earthquake occurred during the overlap in rule of Uzziah
and Jeroboam II. Although the exact dates of rule for both monarchies vary (and see,
e.g., Kitchen 2003 and references therein), this overlap is of importance, as it narrows
the window of time in which the earthquake can be dated. Despite difficulties in the
reconstruction of the chronologies of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, it appears
that these two kings would have overlapped sometime in the early part, and no later
than the mid-eighth century BCE.!

Numerous studies have discussed the dating of the redaction of the Book of Amos
(see, e.g., Radine 2020 and references therein). In a general manner, the text can be
divided into three main segments: the superscript, the main text and the epilogue.
Whereas the closing of the book seems to have been a later addition (Radine 2020:
146), the general dating of the main section of the text has been attributed to early in
the eighth century BCE, partially based on reflections of the destructions of Calneh,
Hammath and particularly Gath that are mentioned in Amos 6, 2, which occurred in
the late 9th century BCE (Na'aman 2002; Maeir 2004). The dating of the superscript
— in essence the verse relevant to the current paper — is somewhat more complex.
Although often thought of as a later editorial addition to the books of minor prophets,
the slight difference in the wording between Amos and the other compositions is of
importance. Whereas on a whole, the superscripts of these books begin with the

attribution of the following text to God, then reiterated by the prophet, in the case

1 Although the exact date of the death of Jeroboam II is not known, most scholars place it roughly
around 750 BCE (see, e.g., Galil 1996).
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of Amos, the words are spoken in his name (Andersen and Freedman 1989; and see
further discussion on the dating of Amos in Radine 2010). Therefore, it appears that
the documentation of an earthquake in the later years of Jeroboam II and the reign
of Uzziah occurred not long after the event itself. In fact, Wolff (1977) went as far as
stating that the earthquake was the trigger behind the redaction of the book.

As noted above, the mention of the earthquake in Zechariah is slightly more dramatic,
yet significantly later than the event in question. It remains unclear whether the
knowledge of the earthquake was a result of the familiarity with the (earlier) book of
Amos, or whether the effects of the event would have been dramatic enough to have
been instilled in the memories of those living centuries after its occurrence. This latter
proposal seems difficult to conceive, making the former option of a reference to Amos
more likely. That said, it should not be disregarded that if the effects were extensively
traumatic, they may have been instilled into oral traditions in Judah, passed down for
generations, and eventually finding themselves in the text of Zechariah. In this light,
it is important to note further later mentions of the earthquake, most notably in
Josephus, who describes a rift in the temple due to the seismic event. With no other
primary source describing the damage to the temple, this cannot be corroborated.
Therefore, this too may have been exaggerated descriptions based on the earlier
mention of this event in Amos (See, however, Austin, Franz and Frost 2000 for
the possibility that the effects of this earthquake had been instilled in memories

centuries later).

M Paleo-Seismic and Additional Archaeological Evidence for the Eighth
Century BCE Earthquake

Beyond the biblical text, paleo-seismic and archaeological data can be coupled to
support the historicity of an earthquake effecting the region in the mid-eighth
century BCE. Destruction at sites in the north, such as Hazor (Yadin 1975),
Deir 'Alla (Agnon 2014), Gezer (Austin, Franz and Frost 2000), Tel Agol (Feig
in press) and further south, Tell es-Safi/Gath (Chadwick and Maeir 2018) have
been attributed to the eighth century BCE earthquake. In fact, the effects of the
earthquake had affected both sides of the Jordan Valley Rift (Refael and Agnon
2018). These sties all displayed archaeological evidence of destruction that could
be conclusively dated to the mid-eighth century BCE, based on their stratigraphic

and archaeological findings. At certain sites, the destruction was clearly not caused
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by human interaction. For example, at Tell es-Safi/Gath, the excavators noted the
displacement of a brick wall by approximately one meter, followed by its collapse in a
uniform manner in a specific direction. Such displacement could not have occurred by
an attacking army (Maier 2012; Chadwick and Maeir 2018). Coupled with evidence
from lake seismites from Dead Sea cores (e.g., Refael and Agnon 2018: 772), which
indicate a disruption in the sea bedding caused by earthquakes in antiquity, there is
convincing evidence of a significant earthquake which caused destruction at sites

throughout Israel and Transjordan.

M Discussion

The earthquake of the mid-eighth century BCE may have been one of the most
powerful and damaging earthquakes in antiquity (Austin, Franz and Frost 2000).
Although its epicenter was most likely farther north, the evidence from the excavations
in Area U seems to indicate that this natural disaster did not overlook Jerusalem.
The finds from the excavations indicate the destruction of a structure some time in
the eighth century BCE. Could this have been a localized event, constituting the
destruction of a single building? Perhaps. However, coupled with further evidence,
this is not likely the case. The textual evidence presented in Amos 1:1, and to a lesser
extent that repeated in Zechariah 14:5 and in later sources, such as Josephus, provide
a different explanation, signifying that this destruction may have been the result of
an earthquake. The archaeological evidence from various sites has further supported
the claim that this earthquake caused extensive damage at numerous sites in the

Southern Levant.

But can any such evidence be found in Jerusalem beyond our excavations in Area
U? We carefully suggest that the effects of this earthquake were likely felt at other
parts of the city as well. Most significant are the detailed descriptions of Y. Shiloh's
excavations in Area E, just south of the current excavation area. The comprehensive
report published by De Groot and Bernick-Greenberg (2012) details events
which seem comparable to the findings in Area U. Of particular importance is the
excavation of the "Terrace House" in Area E South. Here several pieces of evidence
would suggest a destructive event, despite the fact that the excavators did not define
a destruction for Str. 12B. Most notable are two assemblages that yielded restored
vessels. The first was found in Room 1274 which yielded an assemblage of some 10

complete vessels. The second, found in the adjacent room, is described as having



Archaeological Evidence of an Earthquake in the Capital of Judah

collapsed from the upper story of the building (De Groot and Bernick-Greenberg
2012: 52). The floors of the building were raised by a significant fill of some 60 cm
(ibid.: Plan 40), which likely served the renovation of the building after its Str. 12B

collapse.

It seems therefore, that the destruction of Room 17130 in Area U was not a localized
event, but a broader one that caused a wave of destruction along the eastern slopes
of the City of David, sometime in the eighth century BCE. As the wave of Assyrian
campaigns did not seem to have an immediate effect on Jerusalem (although see
De Groot 2012: 156), it would appear that a different reason is necessary for
understanding this destruction level. Considering the attribution of the destruction
to Str. 12B, which predates the Assyrian campaigns, the earthquake noted in Amos
1:1 and documented outside of Jerusalem in the Southern Levantine archaeological
record and in the geological bedding of the Dead Sea, is the prime candidate for
understanding these destructions. It is important to note that the effects of an
earthquake may be as physically damaging (if not more) than military destruction
(Refael and Agnon 2018), however its effect on a settlement may be less far reaching.
Particularly, the deportations and population displacements often caused by the
attacks and destructions by the empires ruling the region, would not have been felt in
destructions caused by earthquakes. Therefore, survivors would almost immediately
return to their homes in order to renovate them and continue to occupy the site.
This seems to be the case in both the Terrace House in Area E and Building 17130,
where the remaining portions of walls were almost immediately reused by covering

the collapsed remains in fills and rebuilding superstructures and floors.

If one accepts that the eighth century BCE earthquake did in fact cause destruction
in Jerusalem, then its archaeological importance goes beyond the linkage between
archaeology and the biblical text. This provides an archaeological anchor for Jerusalem,
which can now begin to be developed for the relative dating of assemblages before
and after this anchor. In this sense, the Amos earthquake may serve Jerusalem's

archaeology in the same manner as the destruction of Lachish in 701 BCE.
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