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R e s e a R c h  U p d at e

 “Go down to Gath of the Philistines,” said Amos 

the prophet (Amos 6:2). For the last dozen years, that’s 

exactly what I have done each summer, leaving the 

comfort of the BYU Jerusalem Center for an hour’s drive 

through the picturesque countryside of Israel down to Tell 

es-Safi, the huge mound that was once the capital city of 

Philistia. As senior field archaeologist for the Tell es-Safi/

Gath Archaeological Project, I serve as director of excava-

tions in “Area F” at Tell es-Safi, the summit of the ancient 

biblical city of Gath.

 Since 2001, it has been my privilege to represent BYU 

in excavating and researching at Gath. My participation 

has been supported by the BYU Religious Studies Center 

and generous donors to BYU Religious Education and 

facilitated by the BYU Jerusalem Center. I also represent 

BYU as a senior research fellow at the highly respected 

W. F. Albright Institute of Archaeological Research in 

Jerusalem. The Tell es-Safi/Gath Archaeological Project 

is a long-term Israeli research, excavation, and publica-

tion project directed by Professor Aren Maeir of Bar-Ilan 

University in Tel Aviv. This annual expedition is one of 

the biggest in the entire Middle East. In 2012 our staff 

numbered over 130 people. My job is to manage about a 

fifth of that group as we work in the highest of the five 

large excavation areas.

 We opened Area F in 2004 at the very top of the 

150-acre site, a 300-foot-high mound at the west end of 

Israel’s famous Valley of Elah. This hilltop was the elite 

zone of Gath, the place where the Philistine king Achish 

maintained his palace three thousand years ago when 

he hosted the young warrior David, who was on the run 

from King Saul. The ruins of that palace were obliterated 

in the twelfth century AD when Crusaders built their 

own fortress complex on the hilltop. But the remains of 

Canaanite and Philistine houses ring the site on the terrace 

below the summit. As my crew of twenty-five Jewish and 

Christian graduate student supervisors and undergraduate 

volunteers carefully unearth the wall foundations of those 

structures, I cannot help but occasionally wonder whether 

one of these was the home of the city’s most famous elite 

warrior—Goliath of Gath.

 Excavations at Gath have shown that the ancient city 

was inhabited from the Early Bronze Age forward, begin-

ning around 3000 BC. Both its prime location in Canaan’s 

coastal plain, which foots the hill country of Judah, and 

its massive size and impressive height made it the most 

powerful and influential site in the entire region. Gath was 

the largest city in the entire southern area of the country 

during several ancient periods. Results from the scientific 

excavation efforts of the Tell es-Safi/Gath Archaeological 

Project have shed much light upon the ancient Canaanite 

and Philistine inhabitants of the region and have pushed 

forward our knowledge of the historical and biblical 

setting. It would be impossible to share it all in one article. 

But here is a “top ten” summary of some of our most inter-

esting finds in Area F at Gath.

 1. The Middle Bronze Age city wall of Gath. Built 

around 1600 BC, the wall served the city for nearly 800 

years—four centuries through the Canaanite periods and 

four centuries through the Philistine periods. The wall 

foundations were three meters thick and supported a 

massive brick superstructure which rose an estimated ten 

meters high, protecting the houses built on the terraced 

levels inside the city. This was the very type of fortifica-

tion spoken of in the Bible; the Israelites were intimidated 

by Canaanite cities which were “walled up to heaven” 

(Deuteronomy 1:28).

 2. Houses from the Late Bronze Age city of 

King Shuwardata, the rogue king of Canaanite Gath 

(ca. 1350 BC) mentioned in the famous El-Amarna letters 

from Egypt. Pharaoh Akhenaten simply could not main-

tain control over Shuwardata and Gath at that time, to 

the chagrin of the other Canaanite kings. The Canaanite 

houses we are still excavating were built right up against 

the inside of the city wall, just like Rahab’s house at 

Canaanite Jericho (see Joshua 2:15).

 3. A short Egyptian inscription mentioning the 

“prince of Tzafit,” which sheds light on a biblical passage. 

Judges 1:17 mentions a city that can only be Gath but calls 

it Tzafit (Hebrew Tzafit is rendered as “Zephath” in the 

King James Version). Ancient biblical cities often had dual 

names (such as Hebron/Kirjath-arba, Luz/Bethel, Laish/

Dan, and so forth), and Gath seems also to have been 

known as Tzafit, a term which means “observation point.” 

The Arabic name es-Safi seems derived from the ancient 

Tzafit, and Israelis call the site Tel Tzafit in Hebrew even 

today. 

 4. Houses from the Iron Age Philistine city of Gath, 

beginning in the twelfth century BC. This was the period 

of the Judges, when the Philistines invaded Canaan from 

the sea and became the new foe of the biblical Israelites. 

The story of Samson (see Judges 13–16) involves the 

Philistines, and the lost ark of the covenant was kept at 

Gath during this period (see 1 Samuel 5:8). Goliath came 

from this city (see 1 Samuel 17:4), and David stayed at Gath 

with King Achish (see 1 Samuel 27).

 5. The destruction of Philistine Gath by King 

Hazael of Syria. In Area F, and indeed over the entire site 

of Tell es-Safi, a thick destruction layer bears witness to 

the devastating attack and siege on Gath which took place 

around 840 BC and which was mentioned in 2 Kings 12:17. 

At 130 acres, Iron Age IIA Gath was the largest city in the 

entire land (larger than Jerusalem or Samaria). The Syrian 
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example of the projects that students can work 

on because of MEGs and other university grants. 

Recently, for instance, Roger P. Minert, profes-

sor of Church history and doctrine at BYU, and 

his team of students finished compiling the 

testimonies and anecdotes of Latter-day Saints 

in East and West Germany during World War II. 

In addition, Thomas A. Wayment, professor 

of ancient scripture at BYU, frequently finds 

mentoring opportunities for students of ancient 

Near East studies; once he even traveled with 

students to Yale University to examine a frag-

ment of a copy of the Acts of Paul.

 Students can also propose their own 

research for grants through BYU’s Office of 

Research and Creative Activities (ORCA). 

During the fall, students can apply for ORCA 

grants of $1,500, which are awarded across all 

colleges of the university, including Religious 

Education. Among the ORCA-funded projects 

in Religious Education for 2012 were Mallory 

Hales Perry’s “The Church in Transition: A 

Letter from Joseph F. Smith to Susa Young 

Gates” and Elizabeth Montgomery’s “I’m Glad 

They Called Me on a Mission: What Young 

Adults Learn from Serving an LDS Mission.”

 As students use grant money to research 

historical documents, analyze survey data, 

and translate ancient papyri, they expand 

their educations far beyond the boundaries of 

Provo, Utah. With mentoring from professors, 

students at BYU can accomplish real scholarly 

work that will prepare them for any career they 

might pursue. 

For the past thirty years, BYU’s L. Tom Perry 

Special Collections has housed a torn half of a fifth-

century papyrus, a commentary on Psalms 26–29. Though 

this document, known as the Didymus Papyrus, has gone 

virtually untouched for decades, its other half, located 

in Cologne, Germany, has received plenty of scholarly 

treatment. The contents of this second half of the papyrus 

were published in the 1970s, and scholars of the ancient 

world are now pressing for the publication of BYU’s 

half. Lincoln H. Blumell, assistant professor of ancient 

scripture at BYU, is currently taking on this project with 

funding from a Mentoring Environments Grant (MEG).

 With money from the MEG, Blumell has hired two 

students to help prepare the papyrus for publication: 

Justin Barney, a graduate student in comparative studies 

with an emphasis in Greek studies, and Michael Trotter, 

a classical studies major. Over the next eighteen months, 

Blumell and his students will transcribe, translate, and 

edit the text of the Didymus Papyrus, write accompanying 

commentary, and submit the results for publication.

 The Didymus Papyrus is the crown jewel of BYU’s 

Special Collections, says Blumell, and the project will 

provide Barney and Trotter with invaluable experience in 

classical studies. As they translate, they will deepen their 

knowledge of Greek philology and papyrology, prepar-

ing them for further academic work. In addition, Blumell 

plans to travel to Germany with Barney and Trotter to 

study the other half of the papyrus. They will be practic-

ing codicology—in other words, they will study how the 

physical pieces of parchment fit together—to enhance their 

scholarship on the ancient document. With this knowl-

edge, Blumell and his research assistants will be prepared 

to publish a landmark text in classical studies.

 The publication of the Didymus Papyrus is just one 

student section

attack destroyed Gath so thoroughly that the Philistine 

capital never recovered, and it lay desolate thereafter for 

decades. Its devastation is alluded to in Amos 6:2. 

 6. Widespread evidence of the earthquake 

mentioned in Amos 1:1. We have unearthed piles of 

broken and scatted brick from the walls of abandoned 

Philistine buildings which collapsed in the strong earth-

quake that struck around 760 BC. Our engineering 

assessment of the g-force that produced the collapses 

suggests a devastating earthquake of about 8 on the 

Richter scale.

 7. The Judahite houses at Gath from the time of 

King Hezekiah of Judah. We have learned much from 

excavating two houses from the late eighth century BC, 

when Iron Age IIB Gath was a border town of the kingdom 

of Judah. When Sennacherib attacked Judah in 701 BC, 

the town was destroyed and its Israelite inhabitants were 

carried away to Assyria (see 2 Kings 18:13).

 8. An impressive kitchen and bakery from 

Judahite Gath. We uncovered a large baking hearth, a 

huge basalt millstone installation, and a seven-handled 

“barrel pithos” jar (200-quart capacity!) for grain  storage, 

along with numerous other pottery vessels, including 

intact olive oil juglets, the biblical “cruse.” These reminded 

us of the words of Elijah: “the barrel of meal shall not 

waste, neither shall the cruse of oil fail” (1 Kings 17:14).

 9. Houses from the Persian and Roman periods. 

These structures date to the times of Malachi in the Old 

Testament to Matthew in the New Testament, when Gath 

was known as Safita in Greek.

 10. The wall and tower of the Crusader fortress 

Blanche Garde. Built around AD 1140 to control the road 

from the coast to Jerusalem, Blanche Garde was a fortress 

where the English king and warrior-knight Richard the 

Lionheart stayed on his way to Jerusalem to battle against 

the Muslim warrior Saladin. 

 We will be back in the field in July 2013 for our 

tenth season of excavation in Area F at Gath, and I am 

again grateful for the generous support of donors to BYU 

Religious Education which makes teaching, research, and 

outreach efforts such as these possible. We will keep you 

informed on what we find!  
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