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The Geography of the Cities of the Plain

Steven Collins
Dean, College of Archaeology,
Trinity Southwest University

The environs of the southeast corner of the Dead Sea have always been theelfeabidin for
Sodom and GomorrahVery few scholars have suggested other locafidhthe Cities of the
Plain were not located toward the southern end of the Dead Sea, then how is it that a virtua
scholarly consensus places them there? What data have they missed, migdiepret
misrepresented? One of the categories of evidence that needs to be exarafnby isahe
geographical data contained in the biblical texts relating to Sodom and Gomorrah @itckthe
of the Plain.

GEOGRAPHICAL INDICATORS FROM THE BIBLICAL TEXT

The following geographical data points (words and phrases) are drawn bilicallpassages
dealing with Sodom and Gomorrah and the Cities of the Plain in their textual ogr (m
citations are from the book of Genesis; those from other books are specifiedndlyst
recommend that you read all the relevant passages before continuing.)

“*Sodom and Gomorrah” (10:19ff)These are the two prominent Cities of the Plain. When the
two are paired together, as they almost always are, Sodom is liste@Hisssuggests that, of the
two, Sodom was the larger, more important city. There is no indication as to thetiodae
juxtaposition, but the fact that they are usually mentioned together probablyesditzse
geographical proximity. In the ancient Levant, particularly in this arege keties generally did
not exist in close proximity to each other, a phenomenon that is simply a functizailable
arable land and water resources needed to support larger popul&dimmsyer, it was not
uncommon for larger cities to have one or more “daughter” cities (towns and/ges)lia the
immediate vicinity” Biblically speaking, Sodom and Gomorrah are never mentioned again by

1 Wright, Archaeology 30; D.M. Howard Jr., “SodontSBE vol. 4 G.W. Bromiley, gen. ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdm4@88g)
560-561; R.K. Harrison, “Cities of the ValleySBE vol. 1704. Perhaps the best recent geographical wotkeon
Transjordan, holding a “split view” on the locatiofithe Cities of the Plain, is B. MacDonakRst of the Jordan: Territories
and Sites of the Hebrew Scriptur@oston: ASOR, 2000) 45-61.

These consist mainly of a few nineteenth- anty éaentieth-century scholars; see G.A. Smithe Historical Geography of
the Holy Land twenty-fifth ed. (London: Hodder and Stoughto®31) 505-506. While their consideration of the aregeth

of the Dead Sea was eventually buried by the paveginions of W.F. Albright and G.E. Wright, wheted for a southern
location, | think the earlier scholars exercisedenmgent analysis and were ultimately correct.8eke Mulder, “Sodom
and Gomorrah,ABD vol § D.N. Freedman, ed. (New York: Doubleday, 1992J198; and Harrison, “Cities of the Valley”
704.

3 See W.R. Kotter, “Settlement Patterr®EANE vol. 55-10; M. Broshi and R. Gophna, “The Settlement$ Rapulation of
Palestine During the Early Bronze Age II-IIBASOR253 (1984); Y. Shiloh, “The Population of Iron ABalestine in the
Light of a Sample Analysis of Urban Plans, Areasl Ropulation Density BASOR239 (1980); and R. Gophna and J.
Portugali, “Settlement and Demographic Processésrael’'s Coastal Plain from the Chalcolithic te tiddle Bronze Age,”
BASOR269 (1988).

Bethel and Ai constitute another doublet andcaremonly linked together, especially in Genesighia case, Bethel was the
more prominent city. In the time of Abraham, Ai-{egll) was an unoccupied ruihg’ay means “the ruin”). In the time of



these names as occupied sites or geographical markers beyond their dastr@génesis
chapter nineteen.

“Admah and Zeboiim” (10:19ff)These two cities are invariably mentioned together. Since
Admabh is always listed first, it can be assumed that it was the larger aagbraorinent of the
two. It is possible, even probable, that Zeboiim was a daughter town/village ohAttnsaalso
quite possible that Zeboiim, being plural, refers to more than one (two?; threafy)tow
village(s). Zeboiim may mean something like “the gazelles” or “theigrar™ but frankly, no
one has a clue as to its actual meaning. As with Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboiim ar
never mentioned again by these names as occupied sites or geographiaal Inegdeed their
implied destruction in Genesis 19.

“Bethel and Ai” (13:3) Whether ancient Bethel is to be found at modern Beitin, as Albright
and others suggeSpr at nearby El Bira, as Livingston and Wood inSistyvas located in the
central highlands of Canaan approximately sixteen to twenty kilometers ndehushlem. The
city of Ai mentioned in Genesis 12:8 was a large ruin (Helhr@ay means “the ruin”) located
at the nearby site of et-Tell in modern Deir Dibwan, about four kilometers e@sttafl® The
story of the separation of Abram and Lot recorded in Genesis 13, which takesteee i
vicinity of Bethel and Al, is quite clear about what Lot could see from his vapiaigt
somewhere in that area:

Lot looked up and saw that the whole plain of the Jordan was well waikecthd garden of the
LORD, like the land of Egypt, toward Zoar. (This was before the LORDaest Sodom and
Gomorrah.) So Lot chose for himself the whole plain of the Jordan and setvand the east.
The two men parted company: Abram lived in the land of Canaan, while Lot livaelgathe
cities of the plain and pitched his tents near Sodom. (Genesis 13:10-12)

| will discuss the relevant words and phrases of this passage subsequenthhibydcant |
should note that | excavated in the refaBethel and Ai for six seasons, and |, along with

Joshua, Ai (Khirbet el-Maqatir, less than two kileters west of et-Tell) was a small border forti@dsse to Bethel. The Old
Testament is full of references to the smalleriésif’ towns, and villages closely associated wittirtlarger “mother” cities
(together constituting what we routinely refer &o“aity states”) (Joshua 13:23, 28; 15:32, 36,44,,51, 54, 57, 59, 60, 62;
16:9; 18:24, 28; 19:6-8, 15-16, 22-23, 30-31, 3840 1 Samuel 6:18; 1 Chronicles 4:32-33; 27:2bethiah 17:26; 32:44;
33:13). Such smaller, associated sites were offlemred to as “daughters,” as in the “daughtethefhilistines” and
“daughters of Edom” (2 Samuel 1:20; Ezekiel 1624-49).

The spelling of Zeboiim is rendered variouslyhe Old Testament: , ,and (it may even include the
variation , but that is questionable). Most sources listétely as a toponym of unknown meaning. Howeverlccau

not be related to the Hebrew word for “gazelle” { ), the m. plural of whichis  , or the m. plural form of the word
for “war/warrior,” ? In either case, the only real difference is mpbinting. See L. Koehler and W. Baumgartner,,eds
Lexicon in Veteris Testamenti Libros: A Dictionafythe Hebrew Old Testament in English and Genfwaiden: E.J. Brill,
1985) 791; W.L. HolladayA Concise Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Olddresnt(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1971)
302; and M.S. Moore and M.L. Brown, “7383/7386,” NIDOTTE vol. 3W.A. VanGemeren, gen. ed. (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1997) 739-740.

& J.L. Kelso and W.F. Albright, “The Excavation®éthel,”"BASOR39 (1968) 1-3.

" D.P. Livingston, “Traditional Site of Bethel Quiesed,”WTJ34 (1971) 39-50; B.G. Wood, “Khirbet el-Magatir®DDig
Report,”"BS13.3 (2000) 67-72.

8 J.A. Callaway, “Ai,"NEAEHL vol. 139-45; R.K. Harrison, “Ai,1SBE vol. 181-84.

% For six seasons (1995-2000) | served as a FigieSisor for the Khirbet el-Magatir excavationedited by B.G. Wood of
the Associates for Biblical Research. The sitedated about one mile west of et-Tell (the Ai ofrattam’s day, excavated
by Callaway). See B.G. Wood, “Khirbet el-Magati®95-1998,"IEJ 50.1-2 (2000) 123-130; B.G. Wood, “Khirbet el-



several of my colleagues, have hiked all over the territory in question. | anately familiar

with what can and cannot be seen from practically every vantage point between i#¢ adde

of the Jordan Valley to the east. The southern Jordan Valley north of the Dead Sea and the
foothills on the eastern edge of the Jordan Valley are easily visible froeré&aatOn a clear

day, you can even see a portion of the northern end of the Dead Sea itself. But under no
circumstances or by any stretch of the imagination can you see with titkayakibeyond that

point to the middle (Lisan) regions or the southern end of the Dead Sea. The vantage point of the
area of Bethel and Ai is a bit of evidence that should not be passed over lightly.

“altar” (13:4) . Abram built this altar when he first came into the land of Canaan in Genesis
chapter twelve. He “pitched his tent with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east.HENeuilt an
altar to the LORD and called on the name of the LORD” (Genesis 12:8). Thiswsitifiat
Abram and Lot’s location, from which the “well watered” “plain of the Jordarg waible, was
indeed the area of Bethel and Ai.

“whole plain of the Jordan” (13:1Q)From the area (no doubt) east of Ai, Lot was able to see
enough of the “plain of the Jordan” in order to justify the use of the Hebrew word forétwhol
(kol). If the plain of the Jordan is made to include the entire rift valley includinDehd Sea, as
some have suggest&tthen it must be explained how Lot could have seen enough of the “plain”
to warrant the use &l. The lines of sight from Bethel/Ai only take in a small fraction of the rift
valley, certainly not enough to be considered the “whole” of it, if the “plain” induide rift
valley from the Sea of Galilee to the southern tip of the Dead Sea. Thus it onlyseakeghat
the “plain” referred to is mostly, if not entirely, visible from the foothidsteof Ai.

“plain” (13:10) . The Hebrew word for “plain” in every context dealing with Sodom and
Gomorrah ikikkar. This word is interesting because its basic meaning has nothing at all to do
with geography. In fact, of the 68 times that the term is used in the Old Tastérnseonly
applied within a geographical context in thirteen instant€X.those thirteen, seven of them are
found in Genesis in relationship to Sodom and Gomorrah where it is translated “plain.” The
remaining usages aéfkkar reveal the real sense of the term: 45+ times it is used to designate a
“talent” of silver, gold, iron, or lead; seven times it is translated “loafh&taf of bread.” The
root meaning okikkar is “disk” or a “circular, flat disk.** Thus, a talent of silver or any other
metal is a round, flat disk of metal used as a medium of excliahiewise, loaves of bread in
antiquity were usually flat and disk-shapéd-his meaning holds true throughout the Semitic
cognates (it even carries the meaning of “circle” in modern ArdbiB)erefore, as a

Magatir, 1999,"1EJ 50.3-4 (2000) 249-254; B.G. Wood, “Khirbet el-M#ga2000,”IEJ 51.2 (2001) 246-252; and B.G.
Wood, “Kh. el-Magatir 2000 Dig Report” 67-72.

10 M.J. Mulder, “Sodom and Gomorrah,” 99-103.

11 see my discussion of primary and secondary séovaiérents toward the end of this paper.

2 Domeris and Hess, “3971 ,” NIDOTTE vol.2636-637. For the definitions and usagegikkar and other Hebrew terms
identified or discussed in this paper, see Koedutet Baumgartnet,exicon Holladay,Lexicon Brown, Driver and Briggsh
Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testamg@dxford: Clarendon, 1975); and VanGemeDOTTE

3 Ipid.

14" Ibid. See also P. Bienkowski, “Breadictionary of the Ancient Near Eadt. Bienkowski and A. Millard, eds. (London:

British Museum, 2000) 59.

%5 N Akkadian/Assyrian the word ksakkary meaning “metal disk” or “round loaf of bread”;esBlack, George, and Postgate,

eds., A Concise Dictionary of Akkadiasecond (corrected) printing (Wiesbaden: O. Hamagtz, 2000) 141; and Civil,



geographical semantic referent in the context of “the plain of the Jordan” andti¢ketthe
plain,” there is no doubt that the very use of the wkikkar denotes a (relatively) flat, circular,
disk-shaped region. If the nature of the area being described were somethiniaotizer
“circular plain,” another word would have been selected. There are severatatimaon

Hebrew words for valley, vale or regidhScholars who translatékkar as “valley” or merely
“region” have completely missed the point of the wbt.is quite clear that when we search for
a geographical area upon which sit the Cities of the Plain, we are looking fooratte is
observably circular and disk-like.

Even a cursory glance at a topographical map of the southern Jordan Valley noetbeéd
Sea reveals the circular nature of the area (see Maps 2 and 3). But the sendislofiltes
circular plain is very impressive when you actually descend from the feabdhiib the plain
(kikkar) from the east (from the direction of present-day Amman), which sweeps around to the
south and west toward the Dead Sea and around toward the north and west toward Jerscho acros
the Jordan River. Indeed, Koehler and Baumgartner define the geograpltacatgnafkikkar as
“the (roughly circular) territory of Lower Jordan (around Jericho) Gn 13, 10 fir [faeentheses
and notations], which is precisely the area | have just descfibed.

Gelb, Oppenheim, and Reind@ihe Assyrian Dictionary vol. @hicago: Oriental Institute, 1971) 49-50. Theieglent of
Heb.kikkarin Ugaritic iskkr/kakkar meaning “metal disk” (“talent”); see C.H. GorddJgaritic TextbookRevised Reprint
(Roma: Editrice Pontificio Instituto Biblico, 1998)19. Even Egyptiakerkermeans “to circle, to mark out a circle with a
stick” and “talent” (a disk of metal); see E.A.Wudge,An Egyptian Hieroglyphic Dictionary vol. @ew York: Dover,
1920/1978) 696.

Common Hebrew words sublgah, ‘emeq,gey’, nakhal ‘arabah, ‘elon, mishorandshephelahfor example, all have a wide
range of meanings having to do with low placespgppphical depressions, low-lying plains, clefiewd, and wadis. But
this is not true okikkar which, when used geographically, refers only tireular area resembling a talent (metal disk) or a
round, flat loaf of bread. Ankiikkar is absolutely consistent in retaining its mearontflat circle” throughout all its known
uses among the Semitic cognates.

16

17 Harrison, “Cities of the Valley” 704. Harrisorreneously translates Hetare hakikkaras “cities of the valley,” in spite of

the fact that he correctly descridékkar as “actually the old Canaanite term for ‘circlé’But from that point he proceeds
into a completely illogical meandering and endsapcluding (for no real reason at all!) that “maudscholarship locates
[the Cities of the Valley] under the waters of gmithern end of the Dead Sea.” Of course, wherigauat the bibliography
for his entry, it is dominated by two prominent reemW.F. Albright and G.E. Wright who championedtthypothesis. The
fact of the matter is th&ikkar never means “valley,” not in Hebrew, not in anytied Semitic cognate&agkkarukkr), not
even in Egyptiankerkan.

8 Through the years | have spent a good deal & ifnihe region of the Lower Jordan Valley andBiead Sea, and | have

made two visits to the area in the year of thigiagi(2002). When you stand on Mount Nebo, for eplemand look toward
the Jordan and the northern end of the Dead Seajdtv of the circular plairk{kkar) is quite dramatic. The disk-like
character of the area immediately north of andhmg-the Dead Sea is especially distinct when logkit a satellite
photograph of the area; see the monumental geagedpiork by R. CleaveThe Holy Land Satellite Atlas vol.(Rlicosia,
Cyprus: Rohr Productions, 1999) 126-127, 130-130, My good friend Richard Cleave has (admittedigpended upon
traditional sources for his location of Zoar ansl tliscussion of the Cities of the Plain, but astides resisted putting Sodom
and Gomorrah on his maps of the southeastern Deadegion. By using both overhead and oblique lafesght, he has
provided the most stunning collection of viewsltd tower Jordan/Dead Sea region available (his evtvab-volumeAtlas
is superlative), providing a truly Divine geogragddiperspective of thiikkar. And from that Divine aerial perspective,
presented so wonderfully by Cleave, one can clesdywhy God inspired the biblical writers to sekéickar as the
descriptive term for the disk-shaped plain of tbetsern Jordan Valley.
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“Jordan” (13:10). The “plain” kikkar) we have been discussing is the plain of the Jordan
River. It is not the plain of the Dead Sea. It is ludicrous to think that the ancieulis have
included the Dead Sea portion of the rift valley as a part of “the plain of the JordlayoUA
have to do is visit the area and look for yourself, as | have many, many times (anondga
few days before writing this!). In fact, the writer of Genesis hastaditerm for the Dead Sea
area proper, and it is “the Valley of Siddim (the Salt Sea)” (Genesis 14:Bja&®6). The
Hebrew word for “valley” tmeq in “Valley of Siddim” is a different idea altogether, the root
of which means “deep"* Observably, the Dead Sea lies at the bottom of a deep valley, so the
term is a perfect description of the fact. But the tkikkar has nothing at all to do with

19 €. Rasmussen, “6677 ," NIDOTTE vol. 3440-441.



elevation or valley-ness and, in its relationship to Sodom and Gomorrah, refers onlyda an ar
specifically associated with the Jordan River that ends at the northern end eath&&a.

“well watered” (13:10) The Hebrew word for “well watered” mashqehlt is also the word
for “cupbearer” and “drink?® The idea is clear enough. The plakikkar) of the Jordan was
blessed with abundant sources of water including the Jordan River itself, numeesusgber
springs, and many major wadis through which flowed the seasonal runoff from both the
Cisjordan and Transjordan highlands. All these water sources are still evidgnip@dularly
in the Transjordan portion of the Kikkar.

“like the garden of the Yahweh” (13:10yhe metaphorical reference here is obviously to the
Garden of Eden, which was also well watered (see Genesis 2:10ff) by-asaamningly spring-
fed—that subsequently separated into multiple channels. There are multiple sptirg&ikkar
area which flow down from the surrounding hills and wadis.

“like the Land of Egypt” (13:10)This metaphor is interesting because the well-watered
Kikkar is compared to (lower) Egyitand the Nile River, which empties northward into the
Mediterranean Sea through a system of tributaries comprising thBé&like Both the Nile and
the Jordan empty into saline waters. And—on a much smaller scale—the Jordan, like,the Ni
also has an alluvial “delta” through which it empties into the northern end of the BaabhS
antiquity, both rivers underwent an annual inundation due to rainfall and snowmelt faanmpstre
It seems that the writer/compiler of GenéSisas familiar with the lower Nile area and viewed
the Jordan as a “Nile in miniature.”

“toward Zoar” (13:10). The Hebrew wordo’ar means “small.” Thus, Zoar was probably a
rather nondescript place, perhaps a caravan center on one of the routes to angitéf Eg
Although Zoar (it was also known as Bela) is often listed as one of the five Gfitiee Plain,
the biblical record at no point tells us that there were five such citiesctirttiere are only four
cities stated or implied: Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim (Zeboiim is plural; pgrhaps
consists of two or more villages). These are the four cities destatyegl with that portion of
the Kikkar with which they were associated. As | stated previously,taftgrdestruction these
four cities are never mentioned again in the Bible as living cities or evesogsaghical
markers. But unlike Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim, Zoar is found beyond the book of
Genesis at least as a geographical marker (Deuteronomy 34:3; Is&abet&miah 48:34).
Clearly, Zoar was on the route to Egypt from Sodom, and it was where Lot flepzdbe
destruction of Sodom and the Kikkar. The location of Zoar remains unknown and current
identifications are highly speculative. The point is this: the location of Zoar canneeti¢o
determine definitively the location of the Kikkar or the cities associatddityexcept to say that
the Cities of the Plain were north of Zoar. However, if Zoar was positioned julstafdite
Arnon River border in the Transjordan Israelite territory of Reuben, asaéeehplars have

20 R.H. O’Connell, “9197 ,” NIDOTTE vol. 4(see notation omashqeh231-234.

2L From now on, | will routinely use the term “Kikikaas a proper noun designating the flat, circuégyion of the southern

Jordan Valley immediately north of the Dead Sed,tasre described it in this paper (as one woufidtaklize the proper
noun, “Negev”).

22 This makes abundant sense if Moses was the ledier of this section of Genesis.

2 Moses was intimately familiar with both the Nélad the Jordan as he viewed it from Mount Nebo.

2 M.D. Carroll R., 7592 ,” NIDOTTE vol. 3830-831.



suggested is the meaning of Deuteronomy 34:1-4, then the (former) Cities of thedrilin w
have to have been north of the Arnon, effectively eliminating the traditional soubatioh of
Sodom and Gomorrah within the borders of Moab and Edom, kingdoms that were off limits to
the Israelites.

“before Yahweh destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah” (13:T@g plain Kikkar) was well
watered like the garden of Yahweh until the time of its destruction. Whatevpfain looked
like before it faced the wrath of God, it looked very different afterward strasgly implied
that the plain was so severely damaged that habitation would have been difficidigioifieant
period of time. Thus, the archaeology of the involved area should reveal an occupattasal hia
of considerable length (say, several hundred years).

“whole plain of the Jordan” (13:11)This is what Lot chose for himself. It was not the entire
Jordan Valley, but the Kikkar section of the valley just north of the Dead Sea into which the
narrower Jordan Valley opens (see Maps 2 and 3).

“set out toward the east” (13:115ince Abram and Lot were at that time located in the
vicinity of Bethel/Ai—about sixteen to twenty kilometers north of Jerusalémgst due west of
Jericho—when Lot separated from his uncle and traveled “toward the east,s headed
directly into the circular plain of the southern Jordan River (the Kikkar).

“east” (13:11). From Bethel/Ai, Lot went east; not north, not south. And that is precisely
where the Kikkanof the Jordan is located. If Sodom and Gomorrah had been located toward the
southern end of the Dead Sea, or even in the area of the Lisan peninsula, Lo#isdeaskwv
would have lasted only until he had crossed the Jordan. In fact, if a southern destination had been
his goal, he would not have traveled in an easterly direction at all, but toward the sipithea
order to cross the Jordan. At that point, or shortly thereafter, he would have made ghhard ri
turn toward the south. If Lot had had a more southern location in mind, then you could only say
that he traveled eastward (if southeastward = eastward) for about a thifdusth of the trip.

He would have spent two-thirds to three-fourths of the distance traveling due dwathiblical

text gives us no hint whatsoever that Lot’s journey toward Sodom ever took him in a goutherl
direction. (The only biblical reference that may use the term “south” in aisocwith Sodom

is Ezekiel 16:46; but the passage, which speaks judgment against JerusalemhuS=saria”
and “Sodom” metaphoricalfy)

“Abram lived in the land of Canaan” (13:12Fanaan never extended over the Jordan River.
Abram lived on the west side of the river, in Canaan. Thus, the distinction betweenrAlveere
lived, in Canaan, and where Lot chose to live, in Sodom, was that they were on opposite sides of
the Jordan.

% The passage (Ezekiel 16:45-46; see all of ch@)psfieaks judgment against Jerusalem and readsr ‘fifother was a Hittite
and your father an Amorite. Your older sister wam8ria, who lived to the north of you with her daiggs; and your
younger sister, who lived to the south of you widlr daughters, was Sodom.” This chapter not ontglemns the spiritual
crimes of Jerusalem as being far worse than thbSamaria and Sodom, but also promises the comgdsteration of
Samaria, Sodom, and Jerusalem (v. 53 ff.). But bowd it be that Yahweh would someday restore g wity of Sodom,
which had been the object of such particular judgras recorded in Genesis 19? The passage in Entddes sense only if
the usage of both “Samaria” and “Sodom” are litgraetaphors, i.e., Jerusalem is metaphoricallykidrby Samaria and
Sodom, her “partners” in corruption. This can beetHfer supported by the fact that the words traadlaborth” and “south”
are literally “the left hand” and “the right handgspectively, and, more often than not, refer §tipthe concepts of “left”
and “right.” See D.F. O'Kennedy, “8521 ,” NIDOTTE vol. 31247-1250; and F.C. Putnam, “3545,” NIDOTTE vol. 2
466-471. Thus, there is no geographical point tsmbade from the terms “left/north” and “right/souin”Ezekiel 16.



“Lot lived among the cities of the plain” (13:12fven though the circle of the Kikkar
extended to both sides of the Jordan, Lot did not choose to live on the Canaan side with Abram,
but on the Transjordan side where the cities of his interest—particularly Sodorar@h and
Admah-Zeboiim—were located. Since Lot was a chieftain among nomadic herdsthen a
caravaners, it was a strategic place t6°be.

“cities of the plain” (13:12) The four cities of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim were
located on the Kikkar. The location of an ancient city was dependent on three prinesigy. cr
water resources, arable land, and proximity to trade routes. The Kikkar arath oh¢hese
criteria?’ (Another important consideration for the location of an ancient city during most
archaeological periods was the defensibility of the micro-locale, whichaiy cases, meant
either building on an already-existing rise in the terrain or constructrtigeearamparts around
the site.) The plain that is clearly the Kikkar of the Jordan River is, by sizecapédyple of
supporting a very limited number of medium-to-large walled towns (city; Heh, $ingThere
is only one city of this size on the Cisjordan side of the Kikkar, i.e., Jericho. By coomdris
estimate that the Transjordan side of the Kikkar could accommodate two su¢tvisitesfew
daughter towns and/or villages), but no more. The fact that the Bible lists onlyifauon the
plain—with only two, Sodom and Admah, as the likely larger, principle cities—is a good
indication of the organic, historical link between the actual Kikkar region andattyeo$tSodom
and Gomorrah. The geographical description of two prominent cities, each with one main
“daughter” town in tow, perfectly matches the resource capabilities of kkaarea east of the
Jordan.

“pitched his tents near (as far as) Sodom” (13:1Phere was a tent city next to Sodom, and
Lot’s tents were probably not the only ones. If Sodom was a relatively largencatynain trade
thoroughfare, with abundant water resources and plenty of arable land, then ityphaiobhl
considerable history prior to the time of Abram and Lot, as is evidenced in &&0ek, which
speaks of the existence of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim at an extremelgtear
The phrase “near Sodom” is probably better translated “as far as SGtsmggesting that
Sodom may have been on the extreme eastern edge of the Kikkar, or possibly therezsite
location of the two large Kikkar cities, the other being Admah.

“Mamre near Hebron” (13:18) After Abram and Lot parted ways, Abram ventured to the
region near Hebron. Hebron lies on the spine of the central highlands south of Jersaiem
this vantage point, he would later view the rising smoke from the destruction of Snddhea
Cities of the Plain (Genesis 19:28). The visual distances and lines of sight fromaleast of
Hebron are virtually the same toward both the southern and northern ends of the Dead Sea, so to
say that Abraham’s ability to see the rising smoke from the vicinityetiron supports only a
southern location for Sodom and Gomorrah is geographically in error.

2 Aharoni,Historical Geography3-63; D.A. DorseyThe Roads and Highways of Ancient Isiésltimore: Johns Hopkins
University, 1991) 202-204; CleavBatellite Atlas vol. 226-127.

27 F.S. Frick, “Cities: Overview,DEANE vol. 114-19; V. Fritz, “Cities: Cities of the Bronze ahdn Ages,”"OEANE vol. 119-
25; R. Gophna, “Early Bronze Age Canaan: Some 8ipatid Demographic Observation$}ie Archaeology of Society in the
Holy Land T.E. Levy, ed. (New York: Facts on File, 199592#0.

2 The phrase in Hebrew is —



“looked down toward Sodom” (18:16The same logic applies here as in the previous
paragraph. From the vicinity of Abraham’s tent near Hebron (no doubt east of Hebron), the woul
have been able to look down toward Sodom.

“a town near enough to run to” (19:20Yhe location of Zoar is unknown. Past attempts to
associate it with sites such as es-Safi are purely speculativems §®@en Deuteronomy 34:1-4
that its location is south of the Kikkar near the Arnon River.

“small” (Zoar) (19:20). See my note on Zoar above (Genesis 13:10).

“the entire plain” (19:25) When God overthrew the four cities of the Kikkar, how much of
the plain did he destroy? It is reasonable to think that only the part of the plain tessadia
the targeted cities was destroyed, i.e., the portion of the Kikkar lying tashefehe Jordan.
However, it is entirely possible that there was collateral damageas swerounding the primary
destruction targets. For example, Jericho was the prominent city on the Kiktaonfwhe Jordan
and was certainly occupied throughout this patriarchal period; therefore, it mayuffaveds
from the peripheral effects of the calamity.

“the vegetation in the land” (19:25)This underscores the fact that the Kikkar was full of
vegetation before its destruction and devoid of vegetation immediately afleivis is not to
say that over time the effects of this localized ecological disaster didssein, even reverse.
Certainly one would not be surprised to find that several decades, or even centuiddev
needed for such a recovery to be complete enough for the land to again support theeefistenc
cities and towns.

A SUMMARY OF GEOGRAPHICAL INDICATORS FROM THE BIBLICAL TEX

The foregoing geographical indicators from the biblical text provide a veay pieture of the
location of the Cities of the Plain. In a nutshell, here are the geographisaliésiwed from the
relevant biblical passages:

1. There were probably two prominent cities on the plakkér): Sodom and Admah.
Each of these cities controlled a nearby smaller town (city), Gomorrah aodrde
respectively, that was still significant enough always to be lingallticoupled with
its larger neighbor, i.e., Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboiim. Other such
“daughter” villages cannot be ruled out.

2. Abraham remained in Canaan on the west side of the Jordan. Lot chose to live on that
portion of the plain lying on the east side of the Jordan. Thus, the Cities of the Plain
where Lot lived were not in Canaan (Cisjordan), but in the Transjordan area.

3. When standing in the vicinity of Bethel/Ai (to the east of Ai), one’s lineghit $0 the
east primarily included the southern end of the Jordan Valley just north of the Dead
Sea. Locations farther north and south were not visible (see Map 4).

4. From (east of) Bethel/Ai, the “whole plain of the Jordan” was visible, not jusak s
portion of it. This meant that the plain was mostly, if not entirely, visible from the
foothills east of Ai overlooking the southern Jordan Valley (see Map 4).

5. Inorder to reach the plain and its cities, one traveled eastward from Bethet/A
southeastward or southward.



10.

11.

12.

The plain upon which the cities were located was a flat, circular regionghatlyi

gave the impression of a large disk, hence the use of the specialized term Kikkar
which primarily referred to a talent (a circular, flat disk of gold, silventber metal

used as a medium of exchange) or a loaf (a circular, flat, disk-shaped bread commonly
baked in antiquity) (see Maps 2 and 3).

The circular plain was associated with the Jordan River, not with the DeatieSea (
valley of which had its own specific term: the Valley of Siddim) (see Map 5).

The circular plain was well watered, not only by the Jordan, which cut through it and
provided an annual inundation (similar to that of the Nile River), but also by
subterranean sources (like Eden).

The size of the circular plain was such that the arable land and water resbtisces
Transjordan portion were only capable of supporting two large cities and several
smaller “daughter” towns or villages. Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and Zeboiim
held the bulk of the circular plain’s population.

The Cities of the Plain existed on a main trade thoroughfare (probably both
north/south and east/west), giving rise to their very early development and tgngevi
(until they were destroyed).

Because “the entire plain” was destroyed, other cities on or around the Kdgkar m
have suffered collateral damage or even destruction, but not to the degree that the f
primary targets did.

At the time of the destruction of the plain and its cities, the vegetation of the Kikkar
was obliterated in an ecological disaster that would have required a considerable
period of time (decades or centuries) for recovery.
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ADDITIONAL COMMENTS ON THE LOCATION OF THE KIKKAR

The biblical geography of the Cities of the Plain is abundantly clear: thekakkithe cities
that thrived upon it were located at the southern end of the Jordan Valley at the nowdhafrn e
the Dead Sea. One has to play fast and loose with the biblical text in order tteface t



anywhere else. But it is a matter of fact that such a place (the Kilkdgsaribed in Scripture
does actually exist (even today) in the very place that the biblical eviderated it: a flat,

circular plain twenty-five kilometers in diameter, split precisely in twahe Jordan River

which, at the southern edge of the circle, empties into the Dead Sea (see Map @jciilar

plain is watered not only by the Jordan, but also by many springs (particutanlyth the east

and west thirds) and by seasonal runoff from the Cisjordan and Transjordan highlands throug
numerous wadis. It is highly probable that the area was even wetter in eaglytaAti

At this point, an additional comment about the t&rkkar is in order. | have already noted
that the primary meaning of the word does not point to a geographical semantic rbferemt
circular, flat disks like talents of gold or loaves of bread. Let me add thatidifoglly speaking,
such commonly used material referents are always primary and are only apgjeographical
contexts secondarily, specifically those cases where the secondargpecarreferent bears a
distinct phenomenological similarity to the primary referent. In discussiomE®gnitive
grammar and the way language is structured, we see many examples frbguerstly-used
morpheme or lexical term has a variety of interrelated senses that can be tdi@sgturming a
network, where some senses are prototypical or primary and others consghigrtex¢ensions
or specializations of a prototypical value.

In the case at hand, we see where the primary or prototypical meaning of tHekkard-
referring to circular, flat disks like talents of gold or loaves of bread—eis éixtended to
geographical phenomena. This kind of linguistic convention is universal and easily
demonstrated. For example, in the American Southwest where | live, a hivateela@rea that
is flat on top is typically referred to asraesa which in Spanish means “table”; in specific
contexts, if you say, “Meet me on the mesa,” you are actually referringpecic geographical
area known by locals as “the mesa.” Likewise, when you mention the “boot héllyasr the
“panhandle” of Texas, most people know the precise geographical area you aterggscri
Another example of this type of semantic pattern involves extending the team &mimal to
indicate a person who resembles that animal in certain aspects, e.g., ffitg"s‘@he lawyer is
a real fox,” and “You're a rat.” But such usage is not limited to English. In Cerage a
relationship of extensionality between the view of a dog’s tail from the rear carsidine slope
of a mountair??

Such is the nature of the secondary geographical meankiigkaf in the Bible. The primary
meaning is a circular, flattened disk of metal (a talent) or bread (a lemBetlondary meaning
of which is a specific geographical area that has those phenomenologreatetstics. That
only thirteen of the 65+ biblical usageskikar refer to a geographical area, and all but two of
those refer to the same approximate region, is a strong indicator that the seowaiang of
the term in antiquity was locally identified with a particular place, tinam every direction,
looked like a giankikkar, i.e., a circular, flat disk. Again, | emphasize that the area
unequivocally located by the Genesis data immediately north of the Dead Sea kxikslie

2 A.D. Crown, “Toward a Reconstruction of the Climaf Palestine 8000 BCE-0 BCEINES31 (1972); G.W. AhlstroniThe
History of Ancient PalestingMinneapolis: Fortress, 1994) 158.

%0 R.W. LangackefThe Cognitive Basis of Grammaecond ed. (Berlin/New York: Mouton de Gruyteéd02) 35-57, 276-277.
Also, my lengthy discussions of this topic with eamed linguist J.W. Oller, Jr., (University of Laiana, Lafayette) with
whom | have had the privilege to collaborate oresalprojects, confirm the phenomena | have desdrib



that. Whether you look at that section of the southern Jordan Valley from land or aurstt is |
what the primary meaning &fkkar lends to its secondary referent: circular and flat.

But as word usages tend to meander over thikkar does seem to have a definite drift in the
application of its geographical meaning from the Bronze Age through the Iron Adeagwill
become obvious, the drift is never (ever!) to the south. Of the seven instakidsothat
appear in an Intermediate Bronze through Middle Bronze Age context (G&Beiis 11, 12;
19:17, 25, 28, 29), all of them refer specifically to the circular plain at the south end of the
Jordan Valley (as discussed above) associated with Sodom and Gomorrah. Thecsingémce
of kikkar within the timeframe of the Late Bronze Age (Deuteronomy 34:3) refers tpldire
(kikkar) of the valley of Jericho,” which is simply the Cisjordan extension of the samgar
plain found in the Genesis passages cited above. The three uses of thikkayid an Iron
Age setting (2 Samuel 18:23; 1 Kings 7:46; 2 Chronicles 4:17), all refer to a sectien of t
Jordan Valley near the Jabbok confluence immediately north of and contiguous witleules cir
plain of the earlier (Bronze Age) passages (see Map 6).

From the Persian Period, there are two instancksidir (Nehemiah 3:22; 12:28) with
reference to the place of origin of men involved in the rebuilding Jerusalemigadisy While
in each case the meaning could be construed as “surrounding region,” the meéikikar afs
the larger area encircling a locale (in this case, Jerusaldinpyesierves the idea of a circular
geographical referent. However, | must point out that in each of these passagesnmalethe
use ofkikkar could still be taken as a reference to men whose home villages were located in the
vicinity of Jericho in the southern Jordan Valley to the east of Jerusalem.

These are all of the geographical usagdskidar in the Old Testament. And it is abundantly
clear that every time it is used in a Bronze Age context the meaning is cbtafithee circular
plain of the southern Jordan Valley at the north end of the Dead Sea, upon which were built the
cities of Jericho (the western Kikkar) and those targeted for destructioragtieereKikkar):
Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim. In fact, when the term was used geographibally in t
Bronze Age, it was likely heard as “the talent” or “the flat loaf’ (tha piead!) in the same way
that the Spanish word mesa (table) refers to a “table” of land; i.e., mesa isisedavithout the
conscious understanding of “table” any more tkikkar would have been used without the
conscious understanding of “talent” or “flat loaf’ as referring to ardistocale.

In other words, at least in biblical passages set in the Bronzekikgar was not a common
Hebrew term for “plain” that could be applied to any flat land surface, but orthe tairicular
plain at the southern end of the Jordan Valley. [Hebrew has several other words éorettad g
meaning “plain” or “low place” that are applied to many different gaplgical areas (such as
mishor, big’ah, ‘arabah, shephelahand‘abel).] Several hundred years later, in passages with an
Iron Age setting, the application kikkar drifts slightly northward to include the southern
Jordan Valley up to the area of the Jabbok confluence, suggesting a slight moosrashat
more generalized idiomatic application, although the area is still contiguouserithiginal
Kikkar of the Bronze Age. A thousand years or more after its Bronze Age spgcthiel
geographical use &ikkarin the Persian Period (Nehemiah) may reflect a drift into a truly
generalized usage (“surrounding region”), but even that can be questioned.



MAP 6




In summary, here is the point: given the geographicaftfatan the biblical text regarding
the location of the plain (Kikkar) associated with Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboian, log
precludes that it could be anywhere south of the circular plain of the southern Joreégn Vall
located immediately north of the Dead Sea. The very low section of the rift,wahech holds
the Dead Sea, is a different and distinct geographical area (the ValleldwhBnever confused
in Scripture with the Kikkar. When the biblical geography of Sodom and Gomorrah is
superimposed upon the physical geography of the actual land itself, it ieet peatch, and the
Cities of the Plain are nowhere near the Lisan peninsula or the southern enDeddn®ea.

31 B.G. Wood, who has probably made the best cashdadentification of Bab edh-Dhra and Numeirs&aslom and
Gomorrah, in his 199BSarticle (see reference in my footnote 5), referart article by W.S. Shea [see W.S. Shea, “Two
Palestinian Segments from the Eblaite Geograpitas,” The Word of the Lord Shall Go Fort6.L. Meyers and M.
O’Connor, eds. (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1983}&B in order to demonstrate support for a solyHecation of the
Cities of the Plain. But Shea’s identificationsfeufrom the same acceptance of the mid to soutbead Sea locale for
Sodom and Admah as those of many other scholalsding Wood. A careful analysis of Shea'’s sitechitifications” based
on the Eblaite “Atlas” reveals a level of specuatthat would make any cartographer nervous. Ttiedahat Shea draws
his “roads” in order to match his ideas of whergair sites might be located. If the Cities of Blain were located in a more
northern area, then Shea’s dot-to-dot approachdwsiiply adjust. Ancient trade routes course thhoudg the region of the
Jordan Valley and the Dead Sea in a wide variegoafigurations. | must also point out that mosgbga’s identifications
are highly speculative in nature and would be tefeby most (if not all) scholars of Eblaitica (8lseanalysis was based on
the early work of Pettinato, most of which has beitiner rejected or corrected by more recent rebeéor example, see
C.H. Gordon, G.A. Rendsburg, and N.H. WintébJaitica: Essays on the Ebla Archives and Eblaa@guage 3 vols
(Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 1987, 1990, 1992); EmeMulder, “Sodom and GomorrahABD vol 6102]. But even if
Shea’s identifications were correct to some degteeprder of toponyms could just as easily wraquad the northern end of
the Dead Sea as around the southern end. But fegsuaf their geographical placement, the date@Bblaite toponym lists
is much too early to be contemporaneous with the tf Abraham.



