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Writing in Iron ITA Philistia in the Light of the
Tel Zayit/Zéta Abecedary

By Lsrael Finkelstein, Benjamin Sass and Lily Singer-Avitz

Abstract

The recent discovery of the Tél Zayit/Zz:1a Iron TIA abecedary { TAPPY et al. 2006) redirects attention to a
group of Shephelah/foothills inscriptions. The beginnings of this group are rooted in the 13® century
B.C.E.,, but the present paper deals chiefly with those belonging to the Iron ITA. In this article we 1)
challenge the excavator’s description of the stratigraphy of Tel Zayit; 2) point out the similarity between
the Iron IIA pottery assemblage from T2l Zayit and its counterpart from Temporary Stratim 4 at nearby
Tell es-Safi (Gath), and date both to the Tate 9™ century B.C.E,; 3) argue that the Tél Zayit abecedary is a
“Philistian’ inscription of the second half of the 9™ century B.C.E.; 4) propose that Tl Zayit was a
settlement in the territory of the city of Gath and that both were destroyed in the course of Hazael's
campaign in the late 9" century B.C.E.

In a recent article TAPPY et al. (2006) describe a newly found abecedary from Tél Zayit, a site
located on the border between the coastal plain and the lower Shephelah. TheSr affiliate the
structure in which the abecedary was found with the early Iron ITA, date it according to the
traditional chronology “no later than the mid-tenth century” (TAPPY et al. 2006, 41), and
interpret its script as a forerunner of “the mature Hebrew national script”!, associating it
“with the nascent kingdom of Judah, [. . .] under David and Solomon in tenth-century B.C.E.
Jerusalem” (TAPPY et al. 2006, 42). They end the article with a farreaching statement: “the
appearance of an abecedary in an outlying town some distance from the capital city of
Jerusalem demonstrates a movement toward literacy in the extreme western frontier of the
kingdom during the mid-tenth century B.C.E.” (TAPPY et al. 2006, 42).

Except for the Iron IA attribution, none of these assertions can be deduced from the
finds. In what follows we present a different interpretation of the discoveries at Tel Zayit,
linking them to the general picture of writing in contemporary Philistia,

1. Tel Zayir: Archaeology
1.1, Stratigraphy

TAPPY ef al. (2006) describe a dense stratigraphy with four levels and several subphases,
which make an accumulation of about one meter. They date Subphase 1a to the Iron IIB in the
8™ century B.C.E. and Local Levels T (with two subphases), IT and III to the Iron IIA. The
inscription was found in a wall of Local Level I — the earliest phase in this sequence. Local

' “The letter forms preservcd on the [Tel Zayir] stone represent a major watershed in the evolution of
alphabetic writing in southern Canaan at the outset of Iron Age TIA, and the principal result of this
phenomenon emerged as the mature Hebrew national script of the first millennium” (TAPPY et al.
2006, 42).



