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CHAPTER 2 
THE PHILISTINES AND PALESTINE  

 

The question of the Philistines’ self-awareness should come under a 

comprehensive discussion. However, our evidence is so dispersed that drawing 

definite conclusions is not easy. The oldest mentions concerning the Philistines come 

from several Egyptian inscriptions in which they appear as people who were 

(allegedly) conquered by the pharaoh. They received a common term “the Peoples of 

the Sea or the Sea Peoples.” The names mentioned in these inscriptions are 

interchangeable but several groups of people who continuously harassed the 

Egyptians can be identified.1 

 

Table 1. The names of the peoples harassing the Egyptians mentioned in the Egyptian inscriptions 

Inscription of Ramses II 

(ca. 1286): 

Inscription of Merneptah 

(ca. 1220): 

Inscription of Ramses III* 

(ca. 1193)**: 

Rkw (Lukka) 3kw3sw (Ekwesh) Srdnw (Shardana) 

Drdnw (Dardana) Trsw (Teresh) Dnynw (Danuna) 

M3sw Rkw (Lukka) Prstw (Peleset) 

M3sw (or) irwnw Srdnw (Shardana) T3krw (Tjeker) 

Pdsw  Skrsw (Shekelesh) W3ssw 

Krks   

S3rd3n3 (Sherdana)***   

 

* The dates of the rules of Ramses III are being vividly discussed and the difference can reach over 35 

years. Similarly, CAH3 II 2, 241. M. and T. Dothan (People of the Sea. The Search for the Philistines, 

New York 1992, p. 19) opt for the year 1185 as the date of the origin of this inscription. 

                                                           
1 The specification is based on: J. F. Brug, A Literary and Archaeological Study of the Philistines, 

Oxford 1985, pp. 16-22. The text of the inscription of Ramses III from Medinet Habu is also included 

in ANET, pp. 262-263. Cf. M. Astour, Hellenosemitica. An Ethnic and Cultural Study in West Semitic 

Impact on Mycenaean Greece, Leiden 1965, pp. 6-8. Extensive analyses can be found in: D. 

O’Connor, The Sea Peoples and the Egyptian Sources, in: E. D. Oren (ed.), The Sea Peoples and 

Their World: A Reassessment, Philadelphia 2000, pp. 85-102; S. Wachsmann, To the Sea of the 

Philistines, in: ibid, pp. 103-143, and R. A. S. Macalister, The Philistines. Their History and 

Civilization, London 1914 (reprint Chicago 1965), pp. 19-28. 



** W. Edgerton, J. Wilson (Historical Records of Ramses III. The Texts in “Medinet Habu”, Chicago 

1936, p. 47 (pl. 44, line 15) mention – perhaps because of the graphic composition of the text – only, 

“Peleset, Denyen, Shekelesh,” and further on p. 53 (pl. 46, line 18): “Peleset, Theker, Shekelesh, 

Denye‹n›, Weshesh.” 

*** As Egypt’s ally. The analogous function of Sherden as Egypt’s mercenaries appears in the papyrus 

of Anastasi I (ANET, pp. 475-476). 

 

The identification of the ethnonym Prstw with the Philistines known from other 

sources does not evoke any controversies.2 Thus one can say that the historically 

attainable beginnings of the Philistines reach the first decade of the twelfth century.  

Unfortunately, we have no evidence confirming that the Philistines themselves used 

this name. Nevertheless, both the appearance of the name next to other ethic names in 

the Egyptian inscriptions and its dissemination in the later periods can testify to the 

adequacy of this term, which must have been used both by foreigners – since it 

appears in the Assyrian texts3 or the biblical texts – and by the people in question.  

Although among the monuments created by the Philistines there is none that 

would mention the term “Philistines” its usage seems to be fully justifiable 

considering the consistent presence of this ethnonym in the Egyptian, Akkadian, 

Greek and biblical sources.  

 

“Palestine” in the non-biblical sources 

 

The names of peoples defined as “the Sea Peoples” appeared in the Egyptian 

inscriptions of the turn of the thirteenth and the twelfth centuries. Unfortunately, the 

data we possess are very sparse and the next period, i.e. the Philistines’ settlement and 

domination (ca. 1150-950), is almost completely devoid of sources. We have only 

isolated data concerning this period. The so-called Onomasticon of Amenemope,4 

mentioning Ashkelon, Ashdod, Gaza as well as Sherden, Sikil and Philistines, dates 

                                                           
2 Egyptians did not use the consonant “l.” In writing it was substituted by “r.” 
3 Cf. J. F. Brug, A Literary and Archaeological Study of the Philistines, pp. 33-37, especially: C. S. 

Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition. A History from ca. 1000–730 BCE, Leiden 1996. 
4 A. H. Gardiner, Ancient Egypt Onomastica, vol. 1, Oxford 1968 (reproduced from the 1947 edition), 

*190–*205. 



back to ca. the year 1100.5 Some scholars think that besides these names the 

document mentions Asher, i.e. one of the tribes that the Bible includes in the Hebrew 

community.6 

One of the groups mentioned in the Onomasticon of Amenemope – Tjeker 

(according to another transcription: Sikil or Cheker) – also appears in another text 

dated to ca. 1075.7 It is “The Report of Wenamun,”8 the only 11th century text 

allowing a certain reconstruction of the situation of Palestine of those days. The 

eponymous character called Wenamun was sent from the temple of Amon at Karnak 

to Byblos in order to purchase cedar wood for the construction of a ceremonial boat. 

The hero depicts his complicated adventures during his voyage between Dor, Tyre, 

Byblos and the coast of Cyprus (Alashiya). The ruler of Dor – as all evidence shows 

also belonged to one of the groups that had arrived in these lands with the migration 

of the Sea Peoples – was some Bdr (Beder?). Besides describing Dor and the Tjeker 

(Chekers) living there, who were fairly free in the activities at sea,9 the text mentions 

other figures who are often identified (though without solid grounds) with inhabitants 

of the main coastal Philistine cities. The mentioned rulers are: Zakar-Baal, called the 

prince of Byblos, Wrt (Weret), Mkmr (Mekmer) and Wrktr (Weret-El?). Ephraim 

Stern states that Weret came from Ashkelon, and the others were to come from 

Gaza.10 The main premise upon which such identification has been made is to be the 

non-Semitic etymology of these names. 

If the story of Wenamun were to depict reliably the relations occurring in 

Palestine at the beginning of the 11th century one could state that the ruler of Byblos 

                                                           
5 I. Singer, Egyptians, Canaanites, and Philistines in the Period of the Emergence of Israel, in: I. 

Finkelstein, N. Na’aman (eds.), From Nomadism to Monarchy. Archaeological and Historical 

Aspects of Early Israel, Jerusalem 1994, pp. 296-297. 
6 Cf. E. Stern, Dor. Ruler of the Seas, Jerusalem 1994, p. 89. 

7 B. Sass (Wenamun and His Levant – 1075 B.C. or 925 B.C.?, “Egypt and the Levant” 12 (2002), 

pp. 247-255) thinks that this text originated during the reign of Pharaoh Sheshonk, i.e. ca. 945–925, 

and was only “transferred” to the reality of the first half of the 11th century.  
8 ANET, pp. 25-29; HTAT, p. 100. 
9 The mention of Šiqal on the ships already appeared in one Ugarit text (RS 34.129), dated back to 

1190–1185, cf. M. Yon, The End of the Kingdom of Ugarit, in: W. A. Word, M. S. Joukowsky (eds.), 

The Crisis Years: The 12th Century B.C. From Beyond the Danube to the Tigris, Dubuque 1992, pp. 

111-122, especially p. 116. 
10 E. Stern, Dor. Ruler of the Seas, p. 90. 



strove for preserving good relationships with Egypt while the ruler of Dor, who had a 

large fleet at his disposal, did not recognise Egypt as a power whom he should 

especially esteem.   

The presence of the Tjeker people in the area of Dor, attested in the 11th 

century Egyptian text, does not evoke any controversy now. Archaeologists state that 

it was these people that colonized Tel Zeror (near Hadera). Similarly, it is assumed 

that the findings from the vicinity of Acre (Akko), and especially from Tell Keisan, 

should be related to the Sherden.11 The southern boundary of the Tjeker’s settlement 

is not easy to establish. Researchers think that the territories, which were subordinate 

to them, could have been limited northwards to the Plain of Sharon and even reached 

the Yarkon River, thus being in the direct neighbourhood of the Philistines. A 

supporter of another hypothesis is Itamar Singer, who thinks that the findings from 

Stratum X-11 at Aphek can be connected with the Sikils (Tjeker) while the stratum 

(X-10) is unquestionably a trace of the Philistines’ presence. In this reconstruction the 

territories subordinate to the Sikils at first reached as far as Aphek in the south but 

because of the Philistine expansion the boundary was moved northwards.12 

The next important, although very debatable documented premise, is the 

inscription on the statuette preserved in Baltimore, commemorating some 

Pedeēset/Pet-auset.13 He is defined as “emissary of Canaan of Philistines” (wpwty n 

p3-Kn‘n n Pršt).14 It is the only Egyptian source speaking about Philistia as an area.15 

Unfortunately, we cannot establish a precise date of the origin of this inscription. We 

only know that the figurine originated in the period of the Twelfth Dynasty. We are 

not certain when the inscription was added. The scholars differ in their opinions, 

suggesting the period of the Twenty-Second Dynasty (925–716), the Twenty-Sixth 

                                                           
11 Ibid; I. Singer, Egyptians, Canaanites, and Philistines in the Period of the Emergence of Israel, pp. 

296-298. 
12 Ibid, p. 297. 
13 G. Steindorff, The Statuette of an Egyptian Commissioner in Syria, JEA 25 (1939), pp. 30-33. 
14 I. Singer, Egyptians, Canaanites, and Philistines in the Period of the Emergence of Israel, p. 330: 

“emissary of Canaan of Philist(ines)”; R. A. S. Macalister, The Philistines, p. 82; HTAT, p. 104. 
15 S. A�ituv, Canaanite Toponyms in Ancient Egyptian Documents, Jerusalem 1984, p. 155. G. 

Steindorff (The Statuette of an Egyptian Commissioner in Syria, p. 32) thought that the analogous use 

of the name Prst as a toponym appeared in the inscription from Medinet Habu. However, it is 

commonly assumed that the term was used as an ethnonym. 



Dynasty (678–525),16 not excluding, however, some earlier period.17 Since the dating 

on this monument is not certain it is difficult to draw binding conclusions concerning 

the use of the toponym “Philistia”/Palestine.” Regardless of the date of its origin we 

should understand the way it was used. Some interpret the list of the names p3-Kn‘n 

and Pršt as “Gaza of the Philistines.”18 This interpretation is based on the ambiguous 

use of the term p3-Kn‘n in the Egyptian texts (commencing with the Nineteenth 

Dynasty), meaning both the whole territory of Canaan and Gaza as the main garrison 

in this region.19 However, this interpretation seems pointless since it aims at 

eliminating the juxtaposition of these two regions. Manfred Weippert interpreted this 

inscription stressing the subjectivity of Philistia which was not – according to the 

author of the inscription – identical with Canaan.20 Robert Alexander Stewart 

Macalister understood the sense of this inscription similarly, suggesting that this 

juxtaposition was to stress the linguistic difference between these two territories.21 

Michel Valloggia was of the same opinion, explaining the key place as “Canaan of the 

Philistines.”22 

If this inscription can be interpreted as mentioning a territory called Pršt, we 

would have an extremely important argument to reconstruct the history of the 

Philistines. Firstly, it would attest to the fact that the Egyptians saw the territories of 

Philistia as separate from the territories of Canaan. Macalister’s reasoning concerning 

the linguistic heterogeneity seems completely right. Secondly, this text would point to 
                                                           
16 Cf. among others B. Schipper, Egypt and the Kingdom of Judah under Josiah and Jehoiakim, TA 37 

(2010), pp. 213-214; dating this monument to the reign of Psamtik I. 
17 G. Steindorff, The Statuette of an Egyptian Commissioner in Syria; I. Singer, Egyptians, Canaanites, 

and Philistines in the Period of the Emergence of Israel, p. 330; S. A�ituv, Canaanite Toponyms in 

Ancient Egyptian Documents, p. 155. 
18 N. Na’aman, Borders & Districts in Biblical Historiography, Jerusalem 1986, pp. 241-242. 
19 S. A�ituv, Canaanite Toponyms in Ancient Egyptian Documents, pp. 83-85. Cf. A. Alt, Ein 

gesandter aus Philistäa in Aegypten, “Bibliotheca Orientalis” 9 (1952), pp. 163-164. For example, 

the famous Merenptah Stele confirms it. 
20 M. Weippert, Semitische Nomaden des zweiten Jahrtausends: Über dei š3św der ägyptischen 

Quellen, “Biblica” 55 (1974), pp. 265-280; 427-433. 
21 R. A. S. Macalister, The Philistines, p. 82. 
22 M. Valloggia, Recherche sur les messagers („wpwtyw”) dans les sources égyptiennes profanes, 

Genève 1976, pp. 188-189 (no. 147): “le ‘messager’ de Canaan des Philistins.” Cf. N. P. Lemche, 

The Canaanites and their land: the tradition of the Canaanites, JSOT Suppl. Ser. 110, ed. 2, Sheffield 

1999, p. 54. 



certain homogeneity of the Philistine territories. It is important because most of the 

data, which are at our disposal, define the territory of Philistia using names of cities 

and ignoring the characteristics of the whole territory.  

Great importance is attached to the latest findings at Tell Ta‘yinat and their 

interpretation in this analysis of the source data concerning the range, significance and 

use of proper names connected with the Philistines. The site is located in the northern 

part of the Orontes Valley, at the borderland between Anatolia and Syria. The 

excavations expose a city built between the Bronze Age and the Iron Age, 

representing a typical culture of the Neo-Hittite world in this region.23 The traces of 

the characteristic buildings of the type bit hilani or other remains of the material 

culture point to the representativeness of Tell Ta‘yinat as a city in the area of the so-

called Neo-Hittite cultures. However, this site is peculiar because of the remains 

testifying to the relations with the Aegean culture and Palestine. Numerous typical 

Aegean weavers’ weights and – which is important – ceramics similar to the ones 

found in the territories in Palestine inhabited by the Philistines were excavated.24 

However, we should focus on the epigraphic data. Analysing two, unpublished,  

inscriptions containing hieroglyphic Hittite texts found in the temple of the god of 

tempest in the citadel at Aleppo, J. David Hawkins managed to decode the name of 

the territory: “Land of Palistin.”25 These texts mention Taitas, who describes himself 

                                                           
23 J. D. Hawkins, Anatolia: The End of the Hittite Empire and After, in: E. A. Braun-Holzinger, H. 

Matthäus (eds.), Die nahöstlichen Kulturen und Griechenland an der Wende vom 2. zum 1. 

Jahrtausend v. Chr. Kontinuität und Wandel von Strukturen und Mechanismen kultureller 

Interaktion; Kolloquium des Sonderforschungsbereiches 295 „Kulturelle und sprachliche Kontakte” 

der Johannes Gutenberg-Universität Mainz, 11.–12. Dezember 1998, Möhnesee 2002, pp. 143-151. 
24 B. Janeway, The Nature and Extent of Aegean Contact at Tell Ta‘yinat and Vicinity in the Early Iron 

Age: Evidence of the Sea Peoples?, “Scripta Mediterranea” 27/28 (2006/2007), pp. 123-146; T. P. 

Harrison, The Late Bronze/Early Iron Age Transition in the North Orontes Valley, in: F. Venturi 

(ed.), Societies in Transition. Evolutionary Processes in the Northern Levant between Late Bronze 

Age II and Early Iron Age. Papers presented on the Occasion of the 20th Anniversary of the New 

Excavations in Tell Afis. Bologna 15th November 2007, Bologna 2010, pp. 83-102, especially pp. 88-

91; idem, Lifting the Veil on a “Dark Age”: Ta‘yinat and the North Orontes Valley during the Early 

Iron Age, in: J. D. Schloen (ed.), Exploring the “Longue Durée.” Essays in Honor of Lawrence E. 

Stager, Winona Lake 2009, pp. 171-184; idem, Neo-Hittites in the “Land of Palistin.” Renewed 

Investigations at Tell Ta‘yinat on the Plain of Antioch, NEA 72.4 (2009), pp. 174-189. 
25 T. P. Harrison, The Late Bronze/Early Iron Age Transition in the North Orontes Valley, pp. 83-84 

and n.  5; idem, Neo-Hittites in the “Land of Palistin,”  p. 175. 



as “hero and king of the Land of Palistin.” A person bearing the same name is 

mentioned in the inscriptions found in the Orontes Valley (IX.14 Sheizar A1 §1-2 

[Meharde]; 1 §1 [Sheizar])26. The text sounds, “This stele (is) (of?) the divine Queen 

of the Land. Taitas the hero, Wadasatinean king, made (it) for her” (on the stele from 

Meharde) and “I am Kupapiyas the wife(?) of Taitas the Hero of the country 

Watasatini” (from the citadel at Sheizar). The excavations from Aleppo show that the 

name of the country (or its inhabitants) “Watasatini/Wadasatin” – testified in the 

inscriptions from Tell Ta‘yinat – is used interchangeably with the name “Palistin.” 

The epigraphic evidence coming from the Orontes, supported by the relations of 

the material culture, supplies a very important and new argument for the 

reconstruction of the Philistine history. The presented material seems to show the 

functioning of a state in the Neo-Hittite world, state in which an important, or even 

decisive – since it gave names – ethnic element was a people who defined themselves 

as Palistin/Wadasatin (Watasatini). The identity of this ethnonym with the name of 

the Philistines from the Egyptian reliefs speaking about the Sea Peoples, which 

Hawkins suggested, seems both attractive and very likely.27 

Regardless of the final confirmed date of the reign of King Taitas, the ruler of 

Palistin/Wadasatin (Tell Ta‘yinat),28 the importance of this northern material lies in 

showing that the Philistines who had settled in Palestine were not the only 

representatives of this people in the Near East. On their way southwards a part of the 

migrating people settled in the Orontes Valley. The strong Anatolian influences, 

especially Hittite, at Tell Ta‘yinat can show both the local specificity (borderline 

between Anatolia and Syria) and testify to the cultural roots of the Philistines. 

Apart from the Egyptian and Neo-Hittite sources the name “Palestine” is 

attested fairly widely in the Assyrian sources.29 The earliest mentions of Palast come 

                                                           
26 J. D. Hawkins, Corpus of hieroglyphic Luwian inscriptions, vol. 1: Inscriptions of the Iron Age, 

Berlin 2000, pp. 415-419. 
27 T. P. Harrison, The Late Bronze/Early Iron Age Transition in the North Orontes Valley; idem, Neo-

Hittites in the “Land of Palistin.” 
28 According to J. David Hawkins the reign of King Taitas dates back to the 9th/10th cc. Benjamin Sass 

suggested some later date: second half of the tenth c.; see B. Sass, Taita, King of Palistin: ca. 950-900 

BCE?, published at www.bu.edu/asor/pubs/nea/documents/sass-reply.pdf (access: 2 December 2010). 
29 A wide report with quotations can be found at: C. S. Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition, pp. 167-

194. Cf. A. Bagg, Répertoire Géographique des Textes Cunéiformes. Die Orts- und Gewässernamen 



from the inscription of King Adad-nirari III (811–783). The inscription on the plate 

from Nimrud, dated to the year 806, mentions lands subordinate to the Assyrian 

authority; in line 12 there are: Tyre, Sidon, Israel, Edom, Philistia (māt Ṣurru māt 

Ṣidunu māt �umrî māt Udumu māt Palastu).30 The inscription of Adad-nirari III 

indicates that in the eyes of the Assyrian administration at the turn of the ninth and the 

eighth centuries the territory of Canaan was tripartite and consisted of Philistia, Edom 

and Israel (Bit-Humria).31 The stele from Saba’a contains a description of a military 

expedition to Palestine. Line 12 reads, “I ordered the numerous army of Assyria to 

march against Palestine (Pa-la-áš-tu).”32 

More mentions of Philistia come from the times of Tiglatpilesar III (745–727), 

which results obviously from the fact that the king conducted intensive military 

activities in this region. Several mentions of Philistia can be found on the inscriptions 

and in the ruler’s chronicles. Among the military expeditions in the year 734 one can 

read about an expedition against Philistia (ana māt Pilista).33 We also learn about the 

enthronement of King Rukibtu in Ashkelon (Asqalunāya) in place of rebellious 

Mitinti. 34 We can read about Gaza’s dependence on Assyria (�a-za-at-a-a), Gaza 

being ruled by Hanno (�a-a-nu-ú-nu).35 Especially two inscriptions provide more 

details (COS, 2.117E-F). 

It may be important to our reflections that the text containing the list of the 

conquered territories in the years 738 and 734 differentiates between the rulers: 

Mitinti of Ashkelon and Hananu (Hanno) of Gaza.36 Moreover, for us it is extremely 

important to consider the text, dated to the period between the campaigns in the years 

                                                                                                                                                                      

der neuassyrischen Zeit. Die Levante VII/1, “Beihefte zum Tübinger Atlas des Vorderen Orients. Reihe 

B, Geisteswissenschaften,” Wiesbaden 2007. 
30 Following C. S. Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition, pp. 170-171. Cf.  ANET, p. 281; COS, vol. 2, 

p. 276 (§2.114G). 
31 G. Garbini, I Filistei: gli antagonisti di Israele, Milano 1997, p. 144. 
32 ANET, p. 282. 
33 C. S. Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition, pp. 193-194. 
34 Ibid, pp. 176-180. 
35 ANET, p. 282; C. S. Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition, pp. 180-182. Hanno (Hananu) from Gaza 

appears in several other Assyrian documents; cf. ibid, pp. 184-189; COS, §2.117C-E; §2.118A,G-H. 
36 C. S. Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition, pp. 182-184. The lack of mention of these territories on 

the summary inscriptions of Tigletpilesar III can attest to the lesser economic, strategic and especially 

propaganda meaning of the territories of Philistia (COS, §2.117A-B). 



738/737 and 735/734, in which some Quri-Ashur-lamur informs king Tiglatpilesar III 

about the situation in Phoenicia. In this letter the official writes that the inhabitants of 

Phoenicia are not allowed to sell wood to Egypt and to Philistia (māt Palastāya).37 

A certain letter from the times of Sargon II may have a similar meaning. Some 

official informs the ruler that the soldiers from Philistia (KUR.pi-lis-ta-a-a), remaining 

at Arbela, refuse to continue their service.38 The significance of the text lies in that at 

the end of the eighth century the Assyrian official identified a group by its 

relationship with the land of its origin or by some other criterion (e.g. language?), 

using the term “Philistia.”  

During the reign of Sargon II (721–705) there were also other military 

operations in the area of Palestine, which was reflected in the Assyrian documents. 

Among other things we learn that Hanno, king of Gaza, supported by the Arab 

population, resisted Assyria.39 In the meantime the king of Ashdod – Yamani – fled 

against the Assyrian forces and found shelter in Egypt. In the second year of Sargon’s 

reign he again opposed the Assyrians, seeking support in Egypt. However, this 

conflict ended with the defeat of the rebels and destruction of the city of Rapihu 

(Raphia) as well as captivity of 9,033 prisoners by the Assyrians.40 

In the year 710 (the eleventh year of Sargon’s reign) the ruler of Ashdod Azuri 

rebelled, refusing to pay the due tribute. This event brought about very important 

changes in the city. 

In the time of Sennacherib Ṣidqi, king of Ashkelon, rebelled against the 

Assyrian power. This ruler, together with his all family, was deported to Assyria, and 

his place was taken by Sharruludari, son of the previous ruler – Rukubti. In the year 

700, when the report of Sennacherib’s conquests was made, Ashkelon embraced: Bet-

Dagon, Jaffa, Bene-Berek and Azor.41 The next part of the narrative concerns the fate 

of Ekron. Its inhabitants removed king Padi, who was loyal to Assyria, handing him 

                                                           
37 C. S. Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition, pp. 190-192. 
38 S. Parpola, The Correspondence of Sargon II, part 1: Letters from Assyria and the West, (SAA 1), 

Helsinki 1987, no. 155,4. 
39 ANET, p. 285. 
40 Ibid; cf. Z. Kapera, Was Ya-ma-ni a Cypriot?, “Folia Orientalia” 14 (1972-1973), pp. 207-218; idem, 

The Ashdod Stele of Sargon II, “Folia Orientalia” 17 (1976), pp. 87-99, idem, The Oldest Account of 

Sargon II’s Campaign against Ashdod, “Folia Orientalia” 24 (1987), pp. 29-39. 
41 COS, §2.119B; ANET, pp. 287-288. 



over to the king of Judah Hezekiah. This action must have been supported by Egypt 

whose armies arrived to rescue the endangered city. The context makes it clear that 

Eltekeh and Timnah were subordinate to Ekron. Sennacherib released the loyal Padi 

from Jerusalem and punished Judah by giving parts of its land to the neighbouring 

states: Ashdod, Ekron and Gaza.42 

Special attention should be paid to the information concerning the intervention 

of Sargon II in Ashdod. A description of this city is on the inscription from Tang-i 

Var43 and in the so-called Annals of Sargon, found on the walls of the royal palace at 

Dūr Šarrukīn.44 Thanks to the fact that the text was preserved in a few copies, its 

fragmentary damages do not influence the understanding of its content. The paragraph 

evoking our interest speaks about a revolt of king of Ashdod Azuri. Sargon deposed 

the disloyal ruler and appointed his brother A�imiti. The subjects, mainly the 

inhabitants of Ashdod, refused obedience to king A�imiti and enthroned king 

Yamani. The term used to define the inhabitants of Ashdod and subjects of A�imiti is 

Hittites (�a-at-tí).45 The inscriptions also inform that Yamani “had no claim to the 

throne” and “had no (more) respect for authority than they.”46 Sargon set off against 

the rebellious city and captured it together with the belonging cities of Gat (Gitmu) 

and Ashdod-Yam. The Assyrians deported the ruler’s family from the city (he himself 

sought shelter in Egypt) and certain number of Ashdod’s inhabitants as well as they 

imposed a tribute of gold and silver. Moreover, the inscription says that he settled the 

subordinate population from the East in Ashdod and he made his eunuchs the rulers of 

the city.  

The significance of this story, besides the drama of the events and their 

intriguing course, lies – for us – in the applied terminology. Firstly, the subjects of 

king of Ashdod are not described, like frequently in the Assyrian documents, as 

                                                           
42 COS, §2.119B; the text speaks about giving back land to the rulers: Mittinti of Ashdod, Padi of 

Ekron and Ṣilli-bel of Gaza. Another inscription speaks about giving land to four cities, including 

Ashkelon, which was omitted here; COS, §2.119B, no. 11. 
43 D. Kahn, The Inscription of Sargon II at Tang-i Var and the Chronology of Dynasty 25, “Orientalia” 
70 (2001), pp. 1-18. 
44 COS, §2.118A,E–F. The latest edition together with the German translation: A. Fuchs, Die 

Inschriften Sargons II. aus Khorsabad, Göttingen 1993. 
45 H. Winckler, Die Keilschrifttexte Sargons, Leipzig 1889, pp. 36-39 (vv. 215-228). 
46 Luckenbill, vol. 2, 30. Cf. Z. Kapera, Was Ya-ma-ni a Cypriot?, pp. 207-218. 



Ashdodites47 but by Hittites.48 Secondly, we have the mention of the Ashdodites 

enthroning a king “equal to them” against the will of the ruler of Assyria. His name 

makes us wonder. It was preserved in various forms: Ia-ma-ni and Ia-ad-na 

(according to Arthur Gotfred Lie), Ia-at-na (according to Hugon Winckler).  

This Assyrian documentation testifies to an important phenomenon. Till the end 

of the eighth century, from the perspective of Assyria, there existed a separate subject 

called māt Palastu.49 It means that over 400 years after the settlement in Palestine, 

despite the division into smaller and sometimes conflicting kingdoms, the Philistine 

territories constituted a culturally different whole and their external observers 

considered them dissimilar.50 

On the basis of the Assyrian data it is difficult to establish the territorial range 

of that distinction. Undoubtedly, in the eyes of the Assyrians Phoenicia lay 

northwards of the Philistine cities and Egypt was in the south. Gaza and Ashkelon 

were the most southern of the Philistine cities, which bordered Judah in the east. All 

facts show that the city of Gezer, which was located between the Philistine and 

Judean zones of influence, was seen as part of the Philistine domination, which is 

testified by the destruction of this city during the campaign in the year 735/734.51 

The next important source is the text of Herodotus, who was the first to mention 

Palestine in the Greek literature. The first mention occurs in the description of the 

                                                           
47 Cf. F. M. Fales, J. N. Postgate (eds.), Imperial administrative records, part 1: Palace and temple 

administration, (SAA 7), Helsinki 1992, no. 24, pp. 14-15, which speaks about female singers from 

Ashdod; S. Parpola, The Correspondence of Sargon II, p. 22 mentions the tribute given by Ashdod, 

and no. 110, pp. 4-13: messengers from Egypt, Gaza, Judah, Moab, Ammon, Edom, Ashdod and 

Ekron. 
48 Editors: H. Winckler (Die Keilschrifttexte Sargons, pp. 36-37) and A. G. Lie (The Inscriptions of 

Sargon II King of Assyria, Paris 1929, no. 40, p. 4) claim that the term means the inhabitants of the 

West; similarly COS, §2.118A, no. 17. 
49 Cf. the inscription mentioning the city of Azekah: COS, §2.119D, no. 11, dated to the reign of 

Sargon or Sannecherib. A detailed analysis of this text and bibliography in: A. Zuckerman, I. Shai, 

“The Royal City of the Philistines” in the “Azekah Inscription” and the History of Gath in the Eight 

Century BCE, UF 38 (2006), pp. 729-778. 
50 Cf. S. Gitin, Philistines in the Books of Kings, in: A. Lemaire, S. Adams, B. Halpern (eds.), The 

Books of Kings: Sources, Composition, Historiography and Reception, Leiden 2010, pp. 324-325, who 

places the final dispersion of the Philistines in the local element around the year 600. 
51 C. S. Ehrlich, The Philistines in Transition, pp. 192-193; I. Finkelstein, Gezer Revisited and Revised, 

TA 29 (2002), pp. 262-296, especially pp. 282-283. 



Scythian expedition (Hdt I. 105). The Scythian forces reached this part of Syria called 

Palestine on their way from Media to Egypt, and in Palestine they withdrew after 

having met Psammitichus’ army. Since the Scythians plundered Ashkelon after they 

had marched back, it seems that Syria, called Palestine, must have been located to the 

south of that city. The mention of the part of Syria called Palestine appears again in 

the description of the achievements of Pharaoh Sesostris and the relationships of the 

Colchians with Egypt (Hdt II. 102–106). At first (Hdt II. 104), he mentions the 

inhabitants of Syria-Palestine, who practise circumcision which they had learned from 

the Egyptians. Most commentators, following the biblical information, think that this 

mention refers to the Hebrews who differed from their neighbours by practising 

circumcision. In my opinion Herodotus used the term “Syria-Palestine” only to define 

the coastal territories. If so, the recognition that the mention of circumcision should be 

connected with the Judeans does not result from the interpretation of Herodotus’ text 

but from an attempt to reconcile his work with the biblical tradition. Since the text 

itself only shows that in the lands of Syria-Palestine circumcision was practised, and 

the custom comes from Egypt. It cannot be assumed a priori that only Jews practised 

circumcision.  

Herodotus continues to write that he saw pillars bearing the images of “female 

sex,” which insulted the inhabitants of the cities conquered by the pharaoh, and which 

were allegedly erected by king Sesotris in the Palestinian part of Syria.52 There have 

been various interpretations of the symbols mentioned by Herodotus. They were 

identified with the Egyptian hieroglyphs that could resemble the signs of the Hittite 

script (that is why Herodotus mentions such a stele in Ionia).53 However, it seems that 

it is more likely that the object with the embarrassing female parts, erected by 

Sesostris, was a cultic stele, depicting the goddess herself. We do know examples of 

images of naked female figures that were often identified with goddesses.54 Numerous 

                                                           
52 Concerning the difficulty in locating that place see D. Asheri, A. Lloyd, A. Corcella, A Commentary 

on Herodotus I–IV, Oxford 2007, p. 316. 
53 A. B. Lloyd, Herodotus. Book II Commentary 99–182, Vol. 3, Leiden 1988, p. 20. 
54 S. Schroer, Die Göttin auf den Stempelsiegeln aus Palästina/Israel, in: O. Keel, H. Keel-Leu, S. 

Schroer, Studien zu den Stempelsiegeln aus Palästina/Israel, OBO 88, Göttingen 1989, pp. 89-207; I. 

Cornelius, The headgear and hairstyles of pre-Persian Palestinian female plague figurines, in: S. 

Bickel (ed.), Bilder als Quellen. Images as sources: studies on ancient Near Eastern artefacts and the 

Bible inspired by the work of Othmar Keel, Göttingen 2007, pp. 237-252. 



such figurines come especially from the territories of Philistia and – from the place of 

numerous findings – they received the awkward name “Ashdoda.”55 The existence of 

images of naked women could not have inclined Herodotus to notice this detail. 

However, we know depictions in which uncovering the fertile parts by a female figure 

constitutes the essence of the iconographic image.56 It would not be surprising if a 

ruler made an offering to the goddess for conquering the city where she was 

worshipped. Moreover, we have more evidence showing the importance of the cult of 

Aphrodite Urania exactly in Ashkelon (Paus., 1,14,7; Philo, De Providentia, 63–64).57 

An additional argument is provided by the text of Mark the Deacon, which although is 

late, but – as it seems – describes exactly the reality which Herodotus could have 

thought of: 

But when we came into the city, in the place that is called the Four Ways, there was a statue of 

marble which they said was a statue of Aphrodite; and it was upon a base of stone, and the 

form of the statue was of a woman, naked, and having all her shame uncovered (Vita Porph., 

59).58 

 

If the above reasoning is true one can acknowledge that the most probable place 

of the erection of the stele and the place that Herodotus visited is Ashkelon, famous 

                                                           
55 A. Mazar, Archaeology of the Land of the Bible. 10, 000-586 BCE, New York 1990, pp. 273-274 (il. 

7.23 and 8.30); concerning figures and cult statuettes cf. E. Stern, Archaeology of the Land of the 

Bible, Vol. 2, New York 2001, pp. 488-507. The Aegean origin of the main goddess of the Philistine 

pantheon is assumed by A. Yasur-Landau, The Philistines and Aegean Migration at the End of the 

Late Bronze Age, Cambridge 2010, pp. 304-306. 
56 In this context special attention should be paid to the type of depiction of a woman on the clay 

impressions from Revadim, Aphek and Tel Harasim: T. Ornan, Labor Pangs: The Revadim Plaque 

Type, in: S. Bickel (ed.), Bilder als Quellen, pp. 215-235. Cf. other analogies to the image described 

by Herodotus, in: O. Keel, Studien zu den Stempelsiegeln aus Palästina/Israel, OBO 135, Göttingen 

1994, pp. 220-224 (Tafel 23,2) and idem, Der Ägyptische Gott Ptah auf Siegelamuletten aus 

Palästina/Israel, in: idem, Studien zu den Stempelsiegeln aus Palästina/Israel, OBO 88, Göttingen 

1989, p. 297 (Tafel 60); A. Yasur-Landau, M. Guzowska, Anthropomorphic Figurines, in: Y. Gadot, 

E. Yadin (eds.), Aphek-Antipatris II. The Remains on the Acropolis. The Moshe Kochavi and Pirhiya 

Beck Excavations, Tel Aviv 2009, pp. 387-388. 
57 Cf. L. Robert, Les colombes d’Anastase et autres volatiles, II: Les colombes d’Aphrodisias et 

d’Ascalon, JS (1971), pp. 91-97; G. Finkelsztein, Phanébal, déesse d’Ascalon, “Studia Phoenicia” 9 

(1992), pp. 51-58. 
58 Mark the Deacon: Life of Porphyry, Bishop of Gaza, (tr. G.F. Hill), Oxford 1913. 



for its cult of Aphrodite-Urania59 or – less probable – Gaza, mentioned by the text of 

Mark the Deacon. 

The next depiction contains a passage concerning the Persian province, which 

Herodotus calls the fifth: “This is the fifth satrapy, and comprises the whole of 

Phoenicia, and Syria, called Syria-Palestine, and Cyprus” (Hdt III. 91). Thus 

according to Herodotus the province embraced the whole of Phoenicia and the part of 

Syria called Palestine. According to Anson Rainey the border between Phoenicia and 

Syria, called Palestine, must have crossed the area of Jaffa.60 In another fragment 

Herodotus describes the area adjacent to Egypt: “From Phoenicia, down to the 

confines of the city of Cadytis, the land appertains to the people called Syrian 

Palestinians: from Cadytis, which, in my opinion, is scarcely inferior in size to  

Sardis, the staples along the shore to Jenysus belong to the Arabian prince: Jenysus, 

on to Lake Serbonis, the coast is again possessed by the Syrians. Adjoining the above 

lake, Mount Casius extends down to the sea” (Hdt III. 5). Then it seems that for 

Herodotus the area of Philistia, and actually Syria inhabited by Palestinoi, extends 

from the vicinity of Jaffa to the south, including Gaza, i.e. as far as the lands captured 

by the Arabs.61 

Anson Rainey thinks that the territory of Philistia did not embrace Gaza, which 

described by the term “Cadytis” in the History, was to be included by Herodotus in 

the lands ruled by the Arabs.62 However, the interpretation of this passage depends on 

the exact understanding of the Greek text. Rainey explains, “For from Phoenicia to 

the boundaries of Cadytis it belongs to the Syrians known as »Palestinian«: from 

Cadytis, a town, I should say, not much smaller than Sardis, the seaports as far as 

Ienysus belong to the Arabian.”63 This statement can give the impression that the 

boundaries of Cadytis are treated together with the territories situated closer to Egypt, 

and as such they were to be recognised as subordinate to the power of the Arabian 
                                                           
59 Concerning other hypotheses cf. A. B. Lloyd, Herodotus. Book II Commentary 99–182, p. 26. 
60 A. Rainey, Herodotus’ Description of the East Mediterranean Coast, BASOR 321 (2001), pp. 58-59. 
61 D. Asheri, A. Lloyd, A. Corcella (A Commentary on Herodotus I–IV, Oxford 2007, pp. 401-402) 

show the areas from Mount Carmel to Gaza. 
62 A. Rainey, Herodotus’ Description of the East Mediterranean Coast, pp. 59-60. 
63 For a change, Goodley’s translation sounds: “The road runs from Phoenicia as far as the borders of 

the city of Cadytis, which belongs to the so-called Syrians of Palestine. From Cadytis (which, as I 

judge, is a city not much smaller than Sardis) to the city of Ienysus the seaports belong to the 

Arabians.” 



king whom Hdt III. 4 mentions. Yet, it is more probable that Herodotus speaks about 

the territories, including Cadytis/Gaza, inhabited by the Syrians, called Palestinians, 

and only behind Cadytis there are coastal settlements that belong to the Arabian 

king.64 Undoubtedly, according to Horodotus’ narrative the direct environment of 

Gaza was dominated by the Arab population or at least subordinate to the king of  

Qedar.65 

Herodotus also mentions the route between Arabia and the Mediterranean Sea, 

leading through Syria-Palestine (Hdt IV. 39). Considering the fact that the 

communication route of the Arabian caravans led to Gaza we can conclude that it was 

these areas that Herodotus had in mind when mentioning Syria-Palestine.66 The same 

applies to the list of vessels participating in the Persian expedition. Since we learn that 

three hundred vessels were furnished by the Phoenicians and the inhabitants of Syria-

Palestine (Hdt VII. 89). Herodotus gives the details:  

 

The triremes amounted in all to twelve hundred and seven, and were furnished by the following 

nations. The Phoenicians, with the Syrians of Palestine, furnished three hundred vessels, the 

crews of which were thus accoutred: upon their heads they wore helmets made nearly in the 

Grecian manner; about their bodies they had breastplates of linen; they carried shields without 

rims,67 and were armed with javelins. This nation, according to their own account, dwelt 

anciently upon the Erythraean Sea, but crossing thence, fixed themselves on the seacoast of 

Syria, where they still inhabit. This part of Syria, and all the region extending from hence to 

Egypt, is known by the name of Palestine.68 

 

The mentions lead to the conclusion – if one assumes that Herodotus used the 

term “Syria-Palestine” consistently and consciously – that this area was located 

directly on the shore, to the south of Ashkelon, to the north of the Arabian areas lying 

between Gaza and Pelusium. Gaza, which Herodotus called Cadytis, and Ashkelon, 

where there was the famous temple of Aphrodite Urania, must have been located 

within these territories. The inscriptions of Pharaoh Sesostris must have been in one 

                                                           
64 Cf. D. Asheri, A. Lloyd, A. Corcella, A Commentary on Herodotus I–IV, pp. 401-404. 
65 Ibid, p. 403. 
66 Ibid, p. 610. 
67 Concerning the soldiers’ clothes in Palestine, cf. ibid, p. 445. 
68 W. W. How, J. Wells (A Commentary on Herodotus, vol. 2, Oxford 1961; repr. from the first edition 

1912, p. 160) think that Σύριοισι means “The Philistines on the coast south of Mount Carmel.” 



of the cities of Philistia. Herodotus claims that he saw them. From among the 

Philistine cities he could have visited Ashkelon (Hdt I. 105) and Gaza (Hdt III. 5).   

In the above-mentioned reflections I ignored the identification of Caditis with 

Gaza as if it were nothing unusual.69 However, some attention should be given to 

Herodotus’ name of the city. The Greek name used by Herodotus – Cadytis – derives 

from the name G(3)�(3)t(w) attested in the Egyptian sources as early as the times of 

Totmes III.70 In the Bible the name “Gaza” is written as gzh, and on the coins from 

the fifth-fourth centuries the form is ‘z(h).71 Both the form attested in the Bible and 

the numismatic form do not allow us to define the etymology of this toponym. 

However, if we look at the Egyptian form and its Greek version it seems probable to 

connect the name G-�-t with the Semitic root gdr, meaning “wall,” thus all kinds of 

fortification. This root was productive in toponomastics, which is confirmed by the 

example of Gadara in Transjordan and Gadir/Cadiz in Spain.72 

Analysing the mention given by Strabo (Geogr., 16.2.29), Giovanni Garbini 

proposed to explain the obvious error of the ancient geographer. Although he speaks 

undoubtedly about Gadara in Transjordan (the place where Philodemus, an Epicurean, 

Meleager, Mennipos and Theodoros came from), he points to the coastal area between 

Jaffa and Mount Carmel as well as between Ashkelon and Ashdod. According to 

Garbini the form Gadarís, used by Strabo, suggests rather a region than a city, which 

– in his opinion – leads to the conclusion that the region around Tell Aisle bore this 

name.73 Moreover, the toponyms built on the root gdr appear four times in the Book 

of Joshua, and what is interesting they occur only in the tribe of Judah (Geder – 

                                                           
69 I. Shai, Understanding Philistine Migration: City Names and Their Implications, BASOR 354 

(2009), p. 15: “Neither the meaning of the name Gaza, nor its root and form, are clear.” 
70 J. Quaegebeur, A propos de l’identification de la „Kadytis” d’Herodote avec la ville de Gaza, in: K. 

Van Lerberghe, A. Schoors (eds.), Immigration and Emigration within the Ancient Near East. 

Festschrift E. Lipinski, (OLA 65), Leuven, 1995, pp. 245-270. 
71 H. Gitler, O. Tal, The Coinage of Philistia of the Fifth and Fourth Centuries BC. A Study of the 

Earliest Coins of Palestine, Milan–New York 2006, pp. 41-42; catalogue on pp. 114-143. 
72 The change Gades/Gadir � Cadiz seems to be analogous to *Gadar/Gaza � Cadytis. B. S. J. 

Isserlin, Israelite and Pre-Israelite Place-names in Palestine: a Historical and Geographical Sketch, 

PEQ 89 (1957), pp. 133-144. As early as in the fourth century AD Avienus attests to the original 

Semitic meaning of the toponym Gadir/Gades (Ora Maritima, 267-269). Avienus also informs that the 

first name of Gadir was Tartessus (Ora Maritima, 85). 
73 G. Garbini, I Filistei, p. 82. 



12:13; Gederah, Gederotaim – 15:36; Gederot – 15:41; Gedor – 15:58).74 On the basis 

of collecting such names in the south, i.e. the region which was controlled over by the 

Philistines in the period of Israel’s formation, Garbini puts forward the hypothesis that 

because of the meaning of the root itself – fortified, walled area – the names from the 

root gdr were given to the settlements founded as Philistine fortresses contrary to the 

undefended settlements of the Semitic population.75  

Coins constitute an extremely rich source for the research of the history and culture 

of Philistia. The emissions of coins in Gaza, Ashdod and Ashkelon, their local 

specification and adoption of foreign (Greek and Persian) patterns illustrate the 

characteristics of the local culture of the fifth-fourth centuries.76 

The name “Philistia/Palestine” appears again in the Hellenistic epoch.77 In the first 

half of the third century the name meaning “territory” was used on the famous 

Demotic stele of Ptolemy II Philadelphus from Pitom.78 In Pausanias’ text the term 

“Palestine” also means a certain territory since he uses this name to describe the 

location of Ashkelon (1,14,7). However, this sentence requires attention because 

Pausanius speaks about the temple of Aphrodite Urania, founded by the Phoenicians 

in Ashkelon, located in Palestine. Therefore, for Pausanius the inhabitants of 

Ashkelon are the Phoenicians although the city itself does not lie in Phoenicia but in 

Palestine. 

                                                           
74 Ibid, pp. 83-84. 
75 Ibid, pp. 84-85. On the basis of the above argumentation Giovanni Garbini put forward a hypothesis 

that the Spanish colony Gades/Gadir was not allegedly founded by the Phoenicians from Tyre, but by 

the Philistines. (G. Garbini, Le origini di Cadice, “ Rivista di Cultura Classica e Medioevale” 41 

(1999), pp. 159-166). Considering the connection between the toponyms stemming from the root gdr 

and the Egyptian name g-�-t, the hypothesis loses slightly its power.  
76 An excellent corpus of coins from Philistia dated back to the Persian epoch is contained in: H. Gitler, 

O. Tal, The Coinage of Philistia of the Fifth and Fourth Centuries BC. A Study of the Earliest Coins of 

Palestine, “Collezioni Numismatiche” 6, Milano 2006; cf. the interesting analyses of H. Gitler, 

“Palestine in the Fifth, Forth and Third Century BC. A Numismatic Study” (unpublished doctoral 

dissertation at the Mikołaj Kopernik University of Toruń), Toruń 2011, especially pp. 45-253.  
77 Concerning the mentions of the territories of Philistia in the work of Pseudo-Skylax (104) cf. E. 

Lipiński, Itineraria Phoenicia, Leuven 2004; pp. 331-335: “Ashkelon.” 
78 On the terms  Prst and P3rstt cf. K. Winnicki, Bericht von einem Feldzug des Ptolemaios 

Philadelphos in der Pithom-Stele, JJP 20 (1990), pp. 157-167; W. Huss, Ägypten in hellenistischer Zeit 

332–30 v. Chr., München 2001, p. 267 and n. 105; D. Lorton, The Supposed Expedition of Ptolemy II 

to Persia, JEA 57 (1971), pp. 160-164, especially p. 161. 



In another fragment (10,12,9) Pausanius mentions women practising sorcery. He 

mentions some Sabba who came from the Hebrews (‘Εβραίοις). In this context the 

term “Palestine” appears as a hint helping to locate the Hebrews, “[living] above 

Palestine.”79 According to this author the Hebrews inhabited the territories adjacent 

only to Palestine, but they are not the people of Palestine itself. Pausanius’ knowledge 

of the realities of Palestine, although not that he was to have visited it, can be 

confirmed by the information about the dates coming exactly from Palestine, which 

he gave (9,19,8). 

In turn, Strabo’s work uses the term “Palestine” only twice. He mentions it first in 

the list of lands embraced in his description (Cap.,1,16,3) and in Book XVI, which 

contains a larger depiction of Ethiopia and Arabia, taken from Artemidor (XVI 

18,4,17).80 When describing Arabia, Strabo mentions a caravan trail leading to Petra 

inhabited by the Arabians called Nabataei and to Palestine (κα� τ�ν Παλαιστίνην χώραν), 

where the Minaei, Gerrhaei (Μινα�οί τε κα� Γερρα�οι) arrive with their goods, mainly 

aromatics.81 It seems that for Strabo the term “Palestine” is synonymous with Gaza 

since that city was located at the western end of the caravan trail from Arabia. It is 

interesting that when Strabo describes the Palestinian coast and Judea (XVI 2,27-37) 

he does not use the name “Palestine.” It may mean that this toponym was still used in 

the work of Artemidor but was not commonly used during Strabo’s time.82 

The passage, ascribed to Polibius (XVI 40,2,1), mentions only the Palestinian city 

Γ�ττα, i.e. the biblical Gath. In the preserved fragment of Polemon (3rd/2nd cc.) 

(Euseb., Praep. Evan., X 10) one can read about the escape of a military unit from 

Egypt, which Eusebius identified with the Hebrews led by Moses who found shelter 

“close to Arabia, in the part of Syria called Palestine.” Thus it is an expression similar 

to the one used by Herodotus. 

                                                           
79 ‘Εβραίοις το�ς �π�ρ τ�ς Παλαιστίνης γυν� χρησµολόγος, �νοµα δ� α�τ� Σάββη. 
80 On the possible reports from the territories of Nabatea taken by Strabo at first hand from Atenodor of 

Tarsus, cf. N. Biffi, Il Medio Oriente di Strabone. Libro XVI della Geografia, Bari 2002, p. 15; ibid, 

pp. 14-22 concerning the sources of Strabo. 
81 Analogous information is found in the work of Agatarchides, De mari Erythraeo, 87,6 (K. Müller, 

Geographi Graeci minores, vol. 1, Paris 1855, v. 177). 
82 N. Biffi ( Il Medio Oriente di Strabone, p. 17) thinks that the whole description of the eastern coast of 

the Mediterranean Sea was taken from Artemidor’s Peryplus. 



The toponym “Palestine” is attested only once in Bibliotheca historica by 

Diodorus of Sicily (III 42,5,8). The text contains descriptions of the coasts of Arabia 

and mentions an island lying opposite Petra and Palestine. However, this mention is 

not precise enough to give us important information. It can be assumed that for 

Diodorus the name “Palestine” was little known and that is why it was juxtaposed 

with Petra and Arabia. 

Yet, a precise differentiation between the areas of this part of the Greek-Roman 

world is given by many other authors mentioning them next to each other: Palestine, 

Idumea, Judea83 or: Palestine, Judea and Arabia.84 Therefore, the division of the 

region is almost parallel to the one in the times of Adad-nirari III, when it was divided 

into Philistia, Israel and Edom. The only difference is that the kingdom of Israel, 

which had not existed for a long time, was replaced by Judea. There are also some 

authors who use the toponym “Palestine” in a broader meaning, i.e. describing the 

areas that might have extended between Egypt and Phoenicia or even Egypt and 

Syria.85 Below is an important fragment from Syrian Wars (251):  

 

In this way the Romans, without fighting, came into possession of Cilicia, inland Syria and Coele-

Syria, Phoenicia, Palestine, and all the other countries bearing the Syrian name from the 

Euphrates to Egypt and the sea. 

 

In Mithridatic Wars (117) Appian gives the text of the inscription commemorating 

the achievements of Pompey, including a division into territories. The name 

“Palestine” occurs next to Cilicia and Coele-Syria. The achievements include the 

foundation of Seleucia, a city in Palestine. Traditionally, this city is identified with the  

harbour of Antioch, located to the north of the mouth of the Orontes, which was 

awarded privileges by Pompey for its resistance against Tigranes I.86 However, this 

explanation would suggest that Appian, as seen above, differentiated between 

particular lands of the Near East of those days and he made a mistake writing that 
                                                           
83 Cf. for example Teucer, De duodecim signis, VII 195,18. 
84 Plutarch, The Life of Pompey, 45,2,5. 
85 Appian, The Civil Wars, III 78; IV 59. The Civil Wars, Book, V 7 speaks about Syria embracing 

among others: Celesyria, Palestine and Iturea; in Mithridatic Wars, 106 he mentions the following 

lands captured by Pompey: parts of Syria on the Euphrates, called Coelesyria, Phoenicia and 

Palestine; Idumea, Iturea and other Syrian lands.  
86 J. Wagner, Seleukeia [2], in: Der Neue Pauly, vol. 11, Stuttgart 1996, pp. 356-357. 



Palestine was stretched far northwards. Among the many Seleucia’s founded in the 

Hellenistic epoch there could be Seleucia-Gaulanitis, lying to the north-west of Lake 

of Gennesaret. If Appian meant a city the area he called “Palestine” would extend 

from the borders of Egypt to the borders of Phoenicia. Consequently, it would be 

treated extremely widely.  

Another possibility is that Seleucia, which Appian described, is Gaza. Since 

Antioch IV gave this city such a name.87 The evidence of the change from Gaza to 

Seleucia comes from the numismatic sources. The coins minted in Gaza include the 

following expressions: Σελευκε�ς �ν Γάζη, Σελευκε�ς Γαζα�οι, δ�µος 

Σελ[ευκεων] τ�ν �ν Γάζη.88 

The fact that Gaza, like other coastal cities seized by Pompey, recognised the year 

61 as the beginning of the new era can essentially confirm certain political activities 

around Gaza-Seleucia during Pompey’s campaign in the East. The existence of a 

Roman colony in Gaza is also attested thanks to the Greek inscription placed on the 

stone weight,89 especially that it might be dated to the first half of the first century.90 

Then we would have chronological convergence of the events described by Appian 

and the epigraphic data. The fact that Gaza was destroyed by Alexander Jannaeus in 

the year 98, and that the construction of the new city, beyond the territory of the old 

settlement, still lasted in the period of Gabinius’ reign, i.e. after the year 58, may 

provide an additional argument. 91 

Both Seleucia in Gaulanitis and Gaza-Seleucia were not important city centres 

during the times of Pompey, and their commemoration on the inscription made on the 

occasion of the great triumph of the magnificent leader in Rome seems astonishing. 
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Chicago 1975), N. 1212, interprets the year 15 as the date of Gaza’s era, i.e. the year  46. 
91 T. Leisten, E. A. Knauf, The New Pauly, s.v. “Gaza”; T. Bouzou, La Gaza romaine (69 avant J.-C. – 

403 après J.-C.), in: J.-B. Humbert (ed.), Gaza Méditerranéenne. Histoire et archéologie en 

Palestine, Paris 2000, pp. 47-48; idem, Gaza dans l’Empire Romaine, in: M.-A. Haldimann (ed.), 

Gaza à la croisée des civilisations: Contexte archéologique et historique, Neuchâtel 2007, p. 120. 



Out of these two identifications Seleucia-Gaza would undoubtedly, because of its 

former greatness, deserve mentioning much more than the city in Galilee. Thus it 

means that either Appian made a mistake in the content of the inscription or the term 

“Palestine” he used embraces a much larger area than the one in other sources. 

However, if the city in question was not the one in Galilee, and the more in Syria, but 

it was Gaza, we would discover the relation between the toponym “Palestine” and the 

territories of traditional Philistia and would possess the information, being another 

contribution to Pompey’s activities in the East. 

Philo of Alexandra mentioned Palestine several times. The fact that the 

philosopher used this toponym can show the understanding of the name in those 

times. In De virtutibus (221) Philo mentions Tamar coming from Syria-Palestine, 92 

from the city where many gods were worshipped and which had may statues and 

idols. Reading Gen 38:12 we learn that the home of Tamar was Timnah, i.e. the city 

that biblical scholars consider as Philistine.93 De vita Mosis (I 163) speaks about the 

journey of Moses who settled the Hebrews in Phoenicia, Syria and Palestine, which 

earlier had been called the land of the Canaanites. In De Abramo (133) Philo mentions 

the Sodomites living in Canaan, which later the Syrians called Palestine. In Quod 

omnis probus liber Philo speaks about Jews living in Palestine and Syria (75). 

These several mentions allow us to conclude how Philo understood the toponym 

“Palestine”: identical with Canaan but separate from Phoenicia and Syria. It is not 

obvious whether the term “Syria-Palestine,” used in De virtutibus (221) to describe 

the Philistine Timnah, has a deeper meaning connecting the toponym with the original 

population of the city or it was used only as identical with Canaan. Since it is beyond 

doubt that Philo was sure of the territorial range of the lands defined as Judea94 one 

can assume a conscious differentiation between the areas of Palestine and Judea. 

                                                           
92 Θάµαρ �ν τ�ν �π� τ�ς Παλαιστίνης Συρίας γύναιον. 
93 The meeting between Judah and Tamar, described in Gen 38:14-19, must have taken place in an 

open area, on the road from Adullam to Timnah, as suggested in the Vulgate, the Targumin and the 

Peshitta, and not in the city called Enaim as suggested in the LXX. Cf. G. H. Oller, Enaim (Place), 

ABD, s.v. 
94 Cf. for example De vita Mosis, II 31; Legatio Ad Gaium, 199, 207, 215, 281, 294. Especially  

Legatio Ad Gaium, 281 shows Philo’s precise understanding of the territory of  Judea as he says, 

“Concerning the holy city I must now say what is necessary. It, as I have already stated, is my native 

country, and the metropolis, not only of the one country of Judaea, but also of many, by reason of the 



The name “Palestine” became the obligatory name of the Roman province after the 

year AD 135, when Judea was joined to Galilee. The official name of the province 

was Syria Palaestina. Towards the fourth century the province was reorganised and 

consequently three new provinces were created: Palaestina Prima (embracing 

Philistia, Judea and Samaria), Palaestina Secunda (Galilee and Perea) and Palaestina 

Tertia (the Negev and Nabatea). This name was also adopted by the Umayyad 

authorities who created a province called Ğund Filistin. 

Moreover, the name “Palestine” appears in the work of Glaukos, a historian whose 

work is difficult to date.95 He mentions two cities: Charakmoba and Arindela, using 

the term πόλις τρίτης Παλαιστίνης to describe their location. Since fragments of 

Glaukos’s work were preserved by Stephen of Byzantium, we can exclude the usage 

of this toponym by the historian of the Hellenistic period because the administrative 

name Palaestina Tertia appeared only towards the 4th century.  

The term “Palestine” was spread in the Greek writings but the term “Philistines” 

was not used there, with the exception of – which is quite understandable – the LXX 

and the works of Flavius Josephus. Only from the end of the second century did it 

begin to appear in the Christian writings.96 However, all mentions of the Philistines 

are rooted in the biblical literature and consequently, they cannot be recognised as 

independent sources to examine the realities of the world of those days.  

Flavius, who used the toponym “Palestine” fairly frequently, can only show us his 

understanding of the borders of this area. A certain indication can be the very fact that 

Flavius describes the Philistines as Παλεστινοι. It is right to begin with the place in 

which Flavius refers to the above-mentioned passage of Herodotus. In Against Apion 

(I 169-171) he mentions Palestine three times exactly like Herodotus (Hdt II. 104). 

Speaking about circumcision he mentions those who practise this custom, namely the 

inhabitants of Colchis, the Egyptians and Ethiopians. The Phoenicians and those 

inhabitants of Syria who live in Palestine admit that they took this custom from the 

                                                                                                                                                                      

colonies which it has sent out from time to time into the bordering districts of Egypt, Phoenicia, Syria 

in general, and especially that part of it which is called Coelo-Syria.”  
95 Jacoby, FrGrHist., 674, F. 10, 11. 
96 The first confirmation is that of Teophilus of Antioch, paraphrasing the biblical text: “And another 

son of Shem, the son of Noah, by name Mizraim, begat Ludim, and those called Anamim, and 

Lehabim, and Naphtuhim, and Pathrusim, and Casluhim, out of whom came Philistin” (Teophilus of 

Antioch, Ad Autolycum II 31,2; cf. ibid., III 24,4). 



Egyptians. After quoting this fragment of Herodotus Flavius states that after all 

among the inhabitants of Palestine only the Jews practise circumcision and thus 

Herodotus must have meant them. Therefore, here Flavius uses a wide definition of 

Palestine as a territory also embracing Judea. Flavius again refers to this text of 

Herodotus in his work The History of Israel (VIII 260-262). 

Joseph Flavius uses the name „Palestine” to define a territory without placing it 

concretely in space (e.g. in Ant. XX 260,1). In The Jewish War (V 384-385) Flavius 

says, “Or again did not Philistia and the image of Dagon rue the rape of our ark by the 

Syrians? Did not the whole nation of these raiders rue the deed, ulcerated in their 

secret parts and excreting their entrails along with their food, until with the hands 

which stole it they restored it, to the sound of cymbals and timbrels, and with all 

manner of expiations propitiating the sanctuary?” Thus there are the Philistines called 

Syrians and the territory they inhabited was Palestine. 

Flavius openly states what he means by the term ‘Palestine” only in one passage, 

“Mersaeus had eight sons, all of whom occupied the territory extending from Gaza to 

Egypt; but Phylistinus (Φυλιστίνου) is the only one whose country has preserved the 

founder’s name, for the Greeks call his portion Palestine (Παλαιστίνην)” (Ant. I 136). 

However, he introduces some confusion here, pointing to the territories between Gaza 

and Egypt, and not as expected, in the area of the indigenous Philistia. The connection 

between Palestine and Philistia can be seen, e.g. in Ant. VI 319,4, speaking about 

King Akish of Gath; in Ant. XIII 180,3, describing the trip of Simon to the vicinity of 

Ashkelon and Jaffa or in Ant. 1 207, where the term “Palestine” was used to define 

the vicinity of Gerar, where Abraham moved. Ant. II 323,1 mentions that during the 

exodus the Hebrews took the simple road from Egypt to Canaan and might have 

encountered the Philistines.  

The mentions of Philistia in 1 Maccabees seem to illustrate well the reality of 

the second century (1 Macc 3:24. 41; 4:22. 30; 5:66. 68).97 They speak about the 

country of the Philistines: gh/ Fulistiim (1 Macc 3:24), the synonym of which is the 

                                                           
97 Mentions in Sirach 46:18; 47:7; 4 Macc 3:7 refers to the events described in the Bible and cannot be 

the arguments concerning the viability of the toponym “Palestine/Philistia” in the Hellenistic epoch. 

The linguistic background of the mention in the Book of Sirach is presented in: F. Israel, Un 

chiarimento di storia linguistica a Sir 50,26, in: N. Calduch-Benages, J.Vermeylen (eds.), Treasures of 

Wisdom. Studies in Ben Sira and the Book of Wisdom. Festschrift M. Gilbert, Leuven 1999, pp. 231-

238. 



expression “land of the alien”: gh/ avllofu,lwn (1 Macc 4:22). 1 Macc 4:30 recalls the 

story of David’s and Jonathan’s victory over the Philistines, which is to be a good 

prophecy for the fight against the army of Lysias. The battles in the area of the 

historical Philistia98 might have inclined the author of 1 Maccabees to refer to the 

biblical theme of the military triumphs over the Philistines.99 The following passage 

from 1 Maccabees speaks most forcibly about the geography and the feeling of 

separateness of the territories lying in the south and west to the very centre of Judah 

(around Jerusalem): 

 

Then he marched off to go into the land of the Philistines, and passed through Marisa. On that day 

some priests, who wished to do a brave deed, fell in battle, for they went out to battle unwisely. 

But Judas turned aside to Azotus in the land of the Philistines; he tore down their altars, and the 

carved images of their gods he burned with fire; he plundered the towns and returned to the land 

of Judah. (1 Macc 5:65-68). 

 

The term used to describe the Philistine areas in most of the passages from 1 

Maccabees is  allofiloi , i.e. “alien.” However, since this word in the LXX usually 

refers to the Philistines100 and the occurrence of Azotus, i.e. Ashdod, there is beyond 

doubt that in this case the term gh/ avllofu,lwn is synonymous to gh/ Fulistiim. 

The mentions of the Philistine areas in the Book of Maccabees can reflect the 

reality of the second/first centuries and they can also continue the earlier biblical 

tradition. Although most of the Old Testament mentions of the Philistines speak about 

a people or cities they inhabited some passages also contain an explicite mention of 

Palestine – the Philistine land. The Book of Exodus (15:14) mentions the inhabitants 

of Philistia: “pangs seize on the inhabitants of Philistia” (tvlp ybvy). Ps 60:10 and 

108:10 speak of ‘Philistia” (tvlp), parallel to the areas of Moab and Edom. Similarly, 

Isa 14:31 speaks about “whole country of Philistia” ($lk tvlp), and in Zech 9:5-6 the 

Philistines function as a synonym of the inhabitants of Ashdod, Gaza, Ekron and 

Ashkelon. 

                                                           
98 Cf. the mentions of Emmaus, Gezer, Azotus (Ashdod) and Jamnia in 1 Macc 4. 
99 Cf. J. Lieu, Not Hellens but Philistines? The Maccabees and Josephus defining the “Other,”  JJS 53 

(2002), pp. 246-263. 
100 R. de Vaux, Les Philistines dans la Septante, in: J. Schreiner (ed.), Wort, Lied und Gottesspruch: 

Beiträge zur Septuaginta, Würzburg 1972, pp. 185-194. 



Both in Ps 60:10; 108:10 and in Exod 15:14 Philistia occurs next to the other 

areas (Moab, Edom). Ps 83 lists even more peoples and territories, “They conspire 

with one accord; against you they make a covenant - the tents of Edom and the 

Ishmaelites, Moab and the Hagrites, Gebal and Ammon and Amalek, Philistia with 

the inhabitants of Tyre” (Ps 83:6-8). There is a similar construction in Ps 87:4. TM 

shows that in Ps 83:8 tvlp – by  analogy to the other names in this passage – must 

occur as an ethnonym, and not a name of some territory. In the case of Tyre, which is 

only the name of city here we have – to preserve the construction of the verse – “the 

inhabitants of Tyre.” However, this reasoning would require recognising the name of 

Gebal (Byblos) as an ethnic name and consequently, it should be understood as Gebal 

meaning the inhabitants of the city. Joel 4:4 (3:9) mentions “Tyre and Sidon, you too, 

regions of Philistia.” The juxtaposition of two Phoenician cities with all the Philistine 

regions can suggest a certain political (cultural?) cohesion of the Philistine territories, 

thanks to which they become a subject that can be compared with such political 

subjects as Tyre and Sidon. The term “all the Philistine regions” (tvlp twlylg lk) can 

point to the fact that in the times when this passage was created Philistia was seen as a 

whole consisting of smaller regions (it is difficult to state whether it meant a political 

diversity). An almost identical term of the Philistine lands occurs in Josh 13:2 

(~ytvlph twlylg-lk). In Exod 23:31 the Mediterranean Sea is called “the Philistine 

Sea” ((~ytvlp ~y), which shows that Philistia was a natural point of reference in the 

topographical description of Palestine.  

These several biblical passages attest to the biblical tradition to identify the 

Philistines with a cultural or political community. Although the political reality must 

have undergone important changes in the period between the appearance of the 

Philistines in Palestine and the Roman epoch, from which the latest of the mentioned 

testimonies come, it can be clearly seen that the separateness of the 

Philistines/Philistia is a continuous phenomenon confirmed by sources of various 

origin.   

 

*** 

 

The initial establishment of facts can be summarised as follows: in the 13th century 

there were the first migrations embracing mainly the areas of Egea and western Asia 

Minor. These transformations in the Levant and Egypt launched military expeditions 



of the people coming from the Mycenaean cultural sphere. These people reached the 

East both by land and sea.101 During the 12th century there were many political 

transformations in the Near East, including the fall of big city centres like Ugarit. At 

the same time there were also probably people’s migrations in the western part of the 

Mediterranean Basin. Moreover, there are many indications that the peoples of the 

Anatolian-Mycenaean world migrated, which resulted in the beginnings of the 

Etruscans and some part of the inhabitants of Sicily and Sardinia.102 

The 12th century also marked the creation of new settlements in the area of 

Palestine. These settlements showed elements of material culture typical for the 

Aegean world. The data we possess allow us to acknowledge that the population who 

set the trend to the culture in these settlements, although their number did not have to 

be prevailing, came from the southern-western part of Asia Minor, was under a strong 

Mycenaean influence. We are sure about the identification of three of the groups that 

settled in the territory of Palestine: Sherdan, Sikila/Tjeker and the Philistines. The 

eleventh century brought about the expansion of the Philistines who – after the 

Egyptian had really withdrawn – controlled over the whole area of Palestine. During 

that period the peoples of Sherdan and Sikil/Tjeker lost their separateness, merging 

with the Philistines and the local Semitic population of Canaan. The Philistine 

expansion was accompanied by the process of assimilation of the Indo-European 

people who with time lost their distinctive elements (language, script, daily 

necessities, architecture). The urban centres dominated by the Philistine culture began 

to play key roles in the region almost till the end of the tenth century. The expedition 

of Sheshonk must have been a significant blow to their political and cultural 

domination. This campaign changed the political establishment in Palestine, which 

                                                           
101 A different opinion is presented by J. D. Muhly (The Crisis Years in the Mediterranean World: 

Transition or Cultural Disintegration,? in: W. A. Word, M. S. Joukowsky, eds., The Crisis Years, pp. 

10-26, especially p. 15, who doubt the numerous migrations.  
102 A. Achilli et al., Mitochondrial DNA Variation of Modern Tuscans Supports the Near Eastern 

Origin of Etruscans, “American Journal of Human Genetics” 80, 4 (2007), pp. 759-768; G. Garbini, 

Genti orientali e ceramica „micenea,”  in: Magna Grecia e Oriente mediterraneo prima dell’età 

ellenistica. Atti del trentanovesimo convegno di studi sulla Magna Greca. Taranto, 1–15 ottobre 

1999, Taranto 2000, pp. 9-26; M. Pittau, Una corrente linguistica egeo-anatolica in Sardegna, in: P. 

Filigheddu (ed.), Sesta Giornata Camito-Semitica e Indeuropea. I Convegno Internazionale di 

Linguistica dell’area mediterranea sul tema Circolazioni culturali nel Mediterraneo Antico, Sassari 

24–27 aprile 1991, Cagliari 1994, pp. 221-236. 



was used willingly by the people who had been politically marginalised, being far 

from the coastal centres of cultural and economic life and – as can be supposed – 

were politically subordinate to the Philistines. This emancipation led to the creation of 

new political subjects, e.g. Edom, Moab, Ammon, Judah and Israel. 

The very expedition of Sheshonk continues to arouse controversies among 

scholars, which results especially from the attempt to reconcile the Egyptian data and 

the biblical message.103 The biblical narrative (1 Kings 14:25-26; 2 Chronicle 12) says 

clearly that the aim of Sheshonk’s invasion (biblical Shishak) was Jerusalem. 

However, this city was not mentioned in the list of the pharaoh’s trophies. Analysing 

the Egyptian data Kevin Wilson states that Sheshonk wanted to support Israel’s king 

Jeroboam, which is to explain the attack against Judah, and its capital Jerusalem, 

which competed against Israel.104 Since the biblical text speaks about the plunder of 

Jerusalem and there is no mention of this event in the Egyptian sources one can doubt 

whether this was the right course of events.105 For instance, Edward Lipiński thinks 

that the attack against Megiddo and the subsequent military actions in the Negev 

would rather support the alliance between Egypt and Judah.106 However, it is most 

likely to recognise this expedition as the Egyptians’ attempt to restore their control or 

at least influences in Palestine, ensuring the continuity of trade contacts. The effect of 

the pharaoh’s military actions on Egypt could have completely unexpected and 

perhaps undesired results. The assurance of Egypt’s rules in Palestine must have taken 

place at the cost of the strongest political entities in the region, i.e. the Philistine 

cities. The blow that the Egyptians stroke against them created a political vacuum, 

which must have been caused by the inability to maintain the Egyptian rule over this 

region, which in turn was used by the newly formed states. Undoubtedly, the biggest 

beneficiaries of the shock from the end of the tenth century were Tyre and Israel, 

                                                           
103 L. D. Morenz, Reconsidering Sheshonk’s Emblematic List and His War in Palestine, w: P. 

Kousoulis, M. Magliveras (eds.), Moving Across Borders. Foreign Relations, Religion and Cultural 

Interactions in the Ancient Mediterranean, (OLA 159), Leuven 2007, pp. 101–117. Por. również HTAT, 

p. 102. 
104 K. A. Wilson, The Campaign of Pharaoh Shoshenq I into Palestine, Tübingen 2005. 
105 E. Lipiński, On the skirts of Canaan in the Iron Age. Historical and Topographical Researches, 

OLA 153, Leuven 2006, pp. 99-130, especially. pp. 99-103. 
106 Ibid, pp. 102-103. 



which grew to be local powers in the ninth century. The answer to the question cui 

bono usually provides a decisive argument in the historical reconstruction.  

Despite the intensive acculturation the Philistines constituted a separate 

community – at least the authors of accessible sources regarded them to be such a 

community – throughout the whole first millennium. The mentions of them as the 

Philistines, inhabitants of Philistia, and their biggest cities, form a fragmentary image 

but it is still enough to acknowledge the existence of a cultural-political category, 

which the Philistines constituted in the ancient times.  

 

 

Translated by Maria Kantor 

 
 


