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Abstract 

 The site of Eshtaol has been biblically connected to Zorah, the birthplace of Samson.  Unlike 

Zorah, however, the location of Eshtaol has never been conclusively determined.  Nineteenth century 

explorers, such as Edward Robinson and the Survey of Western Palestine team, attempted to identify 

Eshtaol with various towns in the eastern Sorek Valley based on toponymics.  In the early 20th century, 

various scholars built upon these first toponymic observations and, with some added archaeological 

evidence, made conclusions of their own.  This paper will look at the suggested locations for Eshtaol, 

weigh the evidence, and, after surveying three of the possible sites, a conclusion on the location of biblical 

Eshtaol will be reached. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The location of biblical Eshtaol has been greatly disputed over the years.  

Scholars have agreed on a general location for the city, but not on the actual site.  At least 

six sites have been proposed; however, little actual research has been done on Eshtaol 

since the first half of the 20th century.  Much of the research done has focused on 

toponymics due to the lack of archaeological remains.  These two methods (toponymics 

and archaeology), along with geography, will be used in this paper to determine the 

actual location of Eshtaol. 

The city of Eshtaol is mentioned seven times in the Old Testament,1 and in every 

instance it is mentioned along with Zorah.  The Hebrew place name lw)aT*va# comes 

from the root la^v* (shâ'al), meaning “to ask, inquire, or borrow.”  A. F. Rainey 

understands this word to be a preservation of the infinitive form of the obsolete Gt stem 

in Akkadian as a carryover from the Canaanite language that has lost any definitive 

meaning in the Hebrew (Rainey 2006: 16).  The form could also be derived from the 

Hithpael stem, which would give it a general reflexive meaning.  These grammatical 

suggestions indicate that the place name “Eshtaol” should be defined as “to ask,” 

“entreaty,” or “(place of) asking.”  The third option, if taken as the most accurate 

definition, indicates that Eshtaol could have been the location of a Canaanite sanctuary or 

of an oracle.2 

 

 

 3



TEXTUAL REFERENCES: GEOGRAPHICAL AND HISTORICAL 

INFORMATION 

 Biblically, Eshtaol is first mentioned in the city lists of Joshua 15.  In verse 33 it 

is listed with Zorah and Ashnah as one of the first cities mentioned in the “lowland” or 

Shephelah grouping (fig. 1).  The next reference is Josh 19:41, where Eshtaol is listed 

between Zorah and Ir-shemesh (probably Beth-shemesh) as one of the first cities included 

in the territory of Dan.  In Judges 1:34 it states, “The Amorites pressed the people of Dan 

back into the hill country, for they did not allow them to come down to the plain.”  Thus, 

it seems as if the Danites, after being allotted a number of cities, were forced to abandon 

all of their territory except for Eshtaol and Zorah along with a few camps located around 

those cities.  According to these verses, we know that Eshtaol was a city located in the 

Shephelah, situated in close proximity to Zorah and in the general area of Ashnah and 

Beth-shemesh.  It was also a Danite stronghold during the time of the Judges. 

Judges 13 records the story of Samson’s birth to Danite parents in the city of 

Zorah.  Judges 13:25 says, “The Spirit of the Lord began to stir him in Mahaneh-Dan, 

between Zorah and Eshtaol.”  The name “Mahaneh-Dan” can be translated as “the camp 

of Dan,” a definition which seems to indicate that this group of Danites was not 

permanently settled in this area.  Perhaps the phrase is simply a general term for the area 

where the Danites were located, yet it still denotes impermanence.  The end of the 

Samson saga also mentions Eshtaol.  In Judges 16:31, Samson was buried in the tomb of 

his father Manoah that was located between Zorah and Eshtaol.  In addition to this 

reference, Eshtaol is also mentioned three other times in Judges 18, in the account of the 

Danites leaving their area of the Shephelah and settling in the far northern region of the 
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country.  In this account, it seems as if Zorah and Eshtaol were the two main locations 

where the Danites dwelled.  Judges 18:2 reports that five men from each city were sent to 

spy out and explore the land.  When they returned to the two cities with news of a better 

land at a place called Laish, 600 men set out from Eshtaol and Zorah to attack and claim 

the city of Laish as their own.   

From the above passages, it appears as if Eshtaol and Zorah were the two most 

important cities for the tribe of Dan during the period of the Judges.  It also seems as if 

Samson was the tribe’s one hope to claim its inheritance in the northern Shephelah.  Any 

inroads he may have made during his life, however, were quickly wiped away after his 

death.  This lack of long-term success means that the Danites, living in only two 

permanent settlements (Eshtaol and Zorah), were even more pressured by the Philistine 

presence in the Sorek Valley to find a new place to live. 

In his Onomasticon, Eusebius mentions two Eshtaols, one near Ashdod and the 

other near Zorah.  Eusebius considered the Eshtaol (spelled  JEsqaojl in the LXX) 

near Zorah to be the place “where Samson was stirred” (Notley and Safrai 2005: 86).  

Eusebius placed this location 10 Roman miles north of Eleutheropolis on the way to 

Nicopolis (Emmaus).3  This early-recorded distance, however, is supposedly a faulty 

measurement and has since been corrected to 14 Roman miles (Thompson 1978: 104). 

While the distance first proposed by Eusebius is too short to support the proposed 

location of Eshtaol, the new calculation of distance is a better match for the proposed 

location.  Eusebius’ mention of this site is the earliest reference to Eshtaol outside of the 

Bible until the 14th century C.E. when Estori ha-Parhi identified Eshtaol with the modern 
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village of Ishwa.4  He based this identification on the similarity between the modern 

Arabic name and the Biblical Hebrew name. 

19th CENTURY SOURCES: GEOGRAPHICAL AND TOPONYMIC 

INFORMATION 

The early explorers came to the land of Israel in the 19th century C.E. trying to 

identify ancient sites and archaeological ruins, as well as to map the country.  Their 

journals of traveling the land can be very helpful in identifying biblical sites and 

understanding the land as it was before modern construction.  Edward Robinson was the 

first to travel through the northern Shephelah, and though he discussed Zorah, for Eshtaol 

he only said: “Of Eshtaol, which also lay in the vicinity, we could find no trace” 

(Robinson 1970: 225).   

The next explorer who went through the Shephelah was Charles Clermont-

Ganneau, who attempted to identify Eshtaol, but had a hard time deciding between 

‘Eselin (modern Islin) and Eshu (Ishwa).5  He originally thought that, phonetically, 

‘Eselin was more similar to Ashnah than it was to Eshtaol, and thus he attributed Eshu to 

the biblical city of Eshtaol.6  However, based on the biblical evidence, he realized that 

Ashnah has to be south not only of Zorah, but of Beth-shemesh as well.7  Clermont-

Ganneau admitted that M. Guerin had heard of a legend that the sanctuary of Sheikh 

Gherib is the tomb of Samson (Guerin 1869: 14), a reality which if true would identify 

‘Eselin as the biblical site of Mahaneh-Dan and Eshu (Ishwa) as Eshtaol.  Clermont-

Ganneau dismissed this view based on unsubstantial evidence and the fact that it seems as 

if the tomb of Samson is identified with several different buildings.  This idea brought 

about by Guerin must hold some credence, nonetheless, because for ‘Eselin to be 
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identified with Eshtaol, there must be an ancient site or ruins of some kind between 

‘Eselin and Zorah (modern Tel Zor’a or Sar’a), and there is not. 

Conrad Schick examined the area of the northern Chalk Moat in 1887, focusing 

on Artuf but also examining the area around it.  He viewed Artuf as the best possible 

location for Eshtaol, based on both its name and archaeology.8  The archaeological 

evidence found includes several installations that Schick discovered around Artuf.  There 

was a press of some kind, which probably was a wine press.9  He also found a tomb with 

an inner chamber cut into bedrock, from the Roman or Byzantine period.  Schick 

excavated a small area around a large columbarium and found another press along with 

three graves (two square and one round) and an ancient wall.  These ancient finds, along 

with the Roman road running near the site, led Schick to identify Artuf with Eshtaol.  But 

because he was not able to produce solid dates for the remains, it is hard to agree with his 

conclusions.  In fact, the majority of his finds appear to be from the Roman or Byzantine 

period, but he did not have the knowledge of ceramic dating to confirm his finds. 

The Survey of Western Palestine also examined the area being discussed while 

mapping the country in the late 1800’s.  They did not even consider ‘Eselin as a 

possibility, and at the same time determined that the other sites in the area, such as Deir 

esh-Sheikh (also called Deir es-Sheikh Ibrahim), Artuf, and Deir abu-Kabus, were for the 

most part Arab sites with little to no ancient remains.  They concluded that Eshua is “a 

small village near the foot of a hill, with a well to the west, and olives beneath” (Conder 

& Kitchener 1970: 25).  There seems to be no doubt that the SWP considered this modern 

town to be biblical Eshtaol.10   
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After traveling through the Shephelah in 1891, George Adam Smith considered 

Eshua to be the site of Eshtaol, explaining that its location is in close proximity to Zorah 

and its name is possibly a carry-over from the Hebrew word Eshtaol (Smith 1894: 218).  

In fact, he writes that Guerin heard at Beit Atab an old tradition that the name Eshua’ was 

originally Eshu’al or Eshthu’al (Guerin 1869: 13).  It is clear that the majority of the early 

explorers placed Eshtaol at Eshua’ for reasons mainly relating to toponymics. 

20th CENTURY SOURCES: ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL 

DATA 

Throughout the years, several different sites have been suggested for Eshtaol: 

Artuf (1503.1306), Kh. Deir abu-Kabus (1511.1325), Kh. Deir Shubeib (1488.1336), Kh. 

esh-Sheikh Ibrahim (1516.1315), Eshua (or Ishwa) (1512.1320), and Kh. Islin (or Eselin) 

(1500.1326) (fig. 2).11  In the beginning of the 20th century, after the research of the 

earlier explorers, there was another group of scholars with greater knowledge of 

archaeology and toponymics who approached the problem of site identification in greater 

detail than had the early explorers.  W. F. Albright and John Garstang were the first to 

weigh in on the side of Eshua,12 although neither of them gave very much reason for their 

identification other than its proximity to Zorah.  Garstang did go into more detail, 

however, writing that the modern village of Eshua occupies part of the ancient site, which 

appears to date to the period between the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age I, around 1200 

B.C.E.  He visited the site in 1928 and identified several pieces of pottery that date to the 

Early Iron Age I.  F. M. Abel also examined this area in the 1930’s and found that Artuf 

has pottery from the Iron Age I, while Deir abu-Kabus has pottery from the LB III and 

the Iron Age I, as well as a water source (Abel 1938: 321).  He made no final statement 
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about which site is the most likely, but he was the first to find pottery dating from the 

Late Bronze and Iron Age at these sites.   

John Malky was one of the last of these early 20th century scholars to weigh in on 

the debate over Eshtaol.  He favored Artuf because he believed that its features were 

similar to what a Canaanite city would have: it had a raised position; several water 

sources, including a spring called “Ain Shattaleh;” a fortification wall made of large 

dressed stones; and a Roman road near to the site (Malky 1946: 44).  He also believed 

that the name “Eshtaol” could mean “town at the junction of watersources” (Malky 1946: 

46), a definition that is highly unlikely based on the previously discussed grammatical 

constructs.  Malky’s argument also continues to lose weight because of his own 

uncertainty.  He seemed unsure of his previous definition, so he proposed another: that 

the modern name “Artuf” is a variant of the Arabic word ‘arafe meaning “oracle,” and is 

based on the original Hebrew definition of Eshtaol that means “(place of) asking.”  This 

translation also does not stand up to evaluation because it is very difficult linguistically to 

get “Artuf” from ‘arafe; this linguistic process is infrequent at best.13 

Today it is up to modern scholars to sort through the many ideas that have been 

presented by scholars of the past on the location of biblical Eshtaol.  Kallai (1986: 368) 

and Rainey (2006: 141) favor its identification with Kh. Deir Shubeib, but both admit that 

the village name of Ishwa might preserve a vague remembrance of Eshtaol, and neither 

cites any evidence for Eshtaol’s identification with Deir Shubeib.  Kallai, however, does 

mention that the finds at Deir abu-Kabus and Ishwa are incompatible with the historical 

account of Eshtaol (Kallai 1986: 368).  Aharoni (1967: 376) favors Ishwa, Simons (1959: 

146) favors Artuf, and Dorsey (1991: 154) is the only one who favors esh-Sheikh 
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Ibrahim.  However, none of them gives any evidence for why they favor these sites.  

Lehmann, Niemann, and Zwickel completed a comprehensive survey of the Zorah and 

Eshtaol area in 1996, and their survey showed that Deir Shubeib and esh-Sheikh Ibrahim 

have Iron Age remains.  They also claim to have found one Iron Age IIC piece at Ishwa.  

Their survey also revealed that Artuf, Deir abu-Kabus, and Kh. Islin have no remains 

earlier than the Byzantine period.14  They completely dismiss Deir abu-Kabus, saying 

that there is no toponymic or archaeological evidence.  They even go so far as to say that 

Abel mistook Garstang’s ceramic evidence from Ishwa for that of Deir abu-Kabus 

(Lehmann, Niemann, and Zwickel 1996: 352).  In this same article, they also do not focus 

on Kh. esh-Sheikh Ibrahim or Deir Shubeib as legitimate possibilities, despite the Iro

Age sherds found.  This group of German scholars views Ishwa as the most likely 

location of Eshtaol based on archaeological evidence and on toponymics.  They found an

Iron Age IIC sherd at the site, and Kuschke found two Iron Age IIC pieces, one being a

n 

 

 

lmlk jar handle (Kuschke 1971: 300-1).  They also say that the site name “Eshua” (or 

“Ishwa”) is related to the personal name Su’a (Genesis 38:2, 12 and 1 Chronicles 2:3) or 

Sua’ (1 Chronicles 7:32) (Niemann 1999: 28).  Niemann admits that this argument is 

relatively weak, but it is still adequate compared to its lack of linguistical connections

with the other sites in the area (see tab. 1 for Eshtaol pottery

 

 chart). 

PERSONAL SURVEY WORK 

In an effort to personally determine which of these sites should be identified with 

Eshtaol, three of the possible sites were visited in May of 2006.  Ishwa, Artuf, or Islin 

were not visited because of their current location (they had a town, kibbutz, or moshav 
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built on top of the remains).  The goal of visiting these sites was to get a good handle on 

the area, take detailed notes and pictures of any remains, and to identify pottery types.   

Khirbet Deir abu-Kabus (1511.1325) 

The first site visited was Kh. Deir abu-Kabus (see fig. 3), located on a hill 

overlooking Ishwa (modern Eshtaol), which is off of Route 38.  In fact, the first 

significant thing about the site was its commanding view of the area.  The location has an 

unobstructed view of Zorah, and the basin between the two sites (the beginning of the 

Chalk Moat)15 is completely open (fig. 4).16  Surface sherds were observed on the ascent 

to the south-southwest slope of the hill.  Near the summit a very shallow cave was 

noticed, with two openings.  On the southern summit are remains of walls, poorly 

constructed and made of small, loose fieldstones.  These walls are most likely remains of 

either a Byzantine or Arab village, though a Byzantine village is the more likely of the 

two options because none of the typical signs of an Arab village are present (namely, 

Sabra cacti, terracing, or olive orchards).  The rest of the remains found on the summit 

continuing north seemed to confirm that these building remains were Byzantine.  Next to 

the walls is a rock-cut installation, perhaps part of a larger press.17  Two circular cup 

marks can be observed near this installation, the first shallow and circular, the second 

deep (45.72 cm) with a square cut made next to it.  Continuing across the summit, there 

was a large cave with an entrance that had been carved from the bedrock.  The cave was 

probably used for burials, because no plaster can be seen on the walls; it was largely 

filled with debris, making further examination difficult.   

Part of a large olive oil press is also located on the summit (fig. 5), though it is 

now incorporated into a park area with benches.  The press is clearly Byzantine in 
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nature—a grooved-pier press dating to the second quarter of the first century C.E. 

(Frankel 1999: 122)—and is associated with a large industrial complex to the north.  The 

grooved-pier press supported a single rotating screw press that is found only in southern 

Israel (Frankel 1999: 126).  This industrial complex consists of a large rock-cut rectangle 

(18 x 15 m) with small, square and circular cuttings located sporadically around the 

perimeter of the area.  There is evidence of a large olive oil press to the northwest of this 

raised rectangle, and weight stones were found next to it.  A spur of the summit continues 

around to the northwest, and the slopes descend steeply on either side.  Pottery was 

mainly found on the southern slope and the southern summit (the sides facing the Chalk 

Moat), and the majority of it dates to the Byzantine period, with a few pieces from the 

Roman and Islamic periods. 

Khirbet esh-Sheikh Ibrahim (1516.1315)  

Kh. esh-Sheikh Ibrahim was next visited, which is just off and to the north of 

Route 395, shortly after the turnoff from Route 38.  This site has remains of many large 

buildings and a wall constructed of large, loose fieldstones as well as cut stones of ashlar 

masonry (1 m sq) (fig. 6).  These buildings take up a majority of the northern half of the 

area where remains are located.  Two large olive presses can be seen on the northern and 

southern sides of these buildings.  In the easternmost area of buildings is a cave, which 

was most likely used for burial; its interior stretches back a considerable distance and, at 

one point, contains evidence that it was once much deeper but has since been filled in.  A 

worked stone with several holes carved in it, along with a sherd that appears to be Iron 

Age, was found in the cave.  On the southern side of the buildings is a large, circular, 
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donut-shaped cut rock that covers up a large cistern.  Little other pottery was observed, 

but most of what was found dates to the Byzantine and Islamic periods. 

Khirbet Deir Shubeib (1488.1336) 

Kh. Deir Shubeib, the third and final Eshtaol site visited, is located off of Route 

44 on the right side of the road as you drive north.  It is located in an area with trails for 

offroading and mountain biking, just past the turnoff for Zorah and before the exit to 

Taoz.  This site was especially hard to find because the area is terribly overgrown with 

chest-high brush.  It was eventually found, but only six sherds and the remains of walls, 

poorly made with small fieldstones could be seen.   

CONCLUSIONS 

Based on research and personal exploration, the following conclusions can be 

made on the site identification of Eshtaol.  Islin, Artuf, and even Deir abu-Kabus can be 

ruled out as the location of Eshtaol because of their complete lack of archaeological 

evidence and lack of a toponymical connection.  If we are to read the biblical account as a 

geographical reality, then Mahaneh-Dan must be located between Zorah and Eshtaol, 

meaning that Khirbet Deir Shubeib would be the best candidate for this settlement (due to 

it being the only site located between Zorah and the other possible sites for Eshtaol).  

This site has produced pottery evidence from the Iron Age as well as foundation walls 

around a site of 50 x 50 m area.  However, based on the topography of the area, it might 

be possible that the term “Mahaneh-Dan” refers to the general area of the basin between 

Eshtaol and Zorah rather than a specific site (see fig. 4 for view of basin).  Eshtaol and 

Zorah act as guardians of the basin, watching the routes through the Chalk Moat and 

Sorek Valley out to the area of the Philistines.  “Mahaneh” does mean “settlement” in 
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Hebrew, and in Judges 18:12, Mahaneh-Dan is mentioned as being a place just west of 

Kiriath-jearim.  Thus, the name refers to the area where the Danites set up camp, making 

the basin between Zorah and Eshtaol a perfect location (this situation also makes Kh. 

Deir Shubeib a good possibility for one of their campsites).   

The above conclusions leave Ishwa and Kh. esh-Sheikh Ibrahim as the two best 

possible sites for Eshtaol.  The toponymic evidence does indicate that Ishwa is a stronger 

possibility, but its connection to the Hebrew name “Eshtaol” is by no means a certainty.  

Also, Khirbet esh-Sheikh Ibrahim is geographically close enough to Ishwa, that if the 

name Ishwa (Eshua) is related to the biblical name “Eshtaol,” it is conceivable that a 

transfer may have occurred from esh-Sheikh Ibrahim.  The archaeological evidence is 

also a toss up since both sites have Iron Age pottery, although the surface sherds at both 

sites are limited.  A large number of scholars identify Ishwa with Eshtaol, while very few 

consider Kh. esh-Sheikh Ibrahim.  After personally visiting the sites, based on location 

alone, Ishwa seems like a much more likely location for Eshtaol than does esh-Sheikh 

Ibrahim.  Ishwa is in a much more commanding location, slightly raised above the 

surrounding valley, while Kh. esh-Sheikh Ibrahim is tucked away below the slopes of the 

hills to the north and east.  Ishwa has a good, clean line of sight to Zorah (the one city 

with which it is always mentioned in the Bible) and of the basin forming the beginning of 

the Chalk Moat, while Zorah is hard to see from esh-Sheikh Ibrahim and the basin cannot 

be seen at all.   Based on all of these factors Ishwa can be identified as biblical Eshtaol.  

However, there is a strong possibility that we will never know which site is Eshtaol since 

the Iron Age I Danite settlements in this area were probably not very large; at best, they 
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were small villages with shoddy walls, and at worst, untraceable campsites (like the name 

“Mahaneh-Dan” indicates). 
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1 Josh 15:33, 19:41, Judg 13:25, 16:31, 18:2, 8, and 11.  The term “Eshtaolites” is mentioned once in 1 

Chron 2:53, describing descendants of the clan from Kiriath-jearim.  The people from Kiriath-jearim were 

descendants of Hur and were part of the tribe of Judah (1 Chron 4:1).  This verse indicates that after the 

Danites left this part of the country, their tribal territory was given to Judah. 

2 See Burney 1912: 83-4 for further discussion of the grammatical origins of the place-name “Eshtaol.” 

3 All Onomasticon references taken from Notley & Safrai 2005. 

4 See Ha-Parhi: 302. 

5 He also noticed that Artuf was an ancient site, but the name did not fit with any biblical name (Clermont-

Ganneau 1971: 203). 

6 See Clermont-Ganneau 1971: 215-16 for a detailed account of the toponymics. 

7 See Josh 14:1, Josh 15:33, Josh 19:41, and Josh 21:16. 

8 The idea of the name “Artuf” coming from the Hebrew is expanded by Malky (1946: 43-7).  For more on 

Schick’s examination of the area, see Schick 1887: 131-159. 

9 This conclusion was reached based on examining the drawings included with Schick’s article. 

10 See Conder 1880: 49, where he said there is no doubt as to the locations of Zorah and Eshtaol. 

11 Map Reference Number for location of each site. 

12 See Garstang 1931: 334-5 and Albright 1924: 9. 

13 See footnote 9 in Niemann 1999: 27.  

14 Remains at Hartuv (er-Rujm), next to Artuf (Moshav Naham), revealed a one-period site of 3 ha dating to 

the EB I (3500-3050 B.C.E.) (Mazar and Miroschedji 1996: 1-40).  No remains dating to later periods were 

found. 

15 The Chalk Moat is an area defined geologically and topographically.  Geologically, it is made up of soft 

Senonian chalk, which separates the hard Cenomanian limestone of the Hill Country from the soft Eocene 

limestone of the Shephelah.  Topographically, it is an area that begins just north of the modern town of 

Ishwa’, where the hill, made up of Eocene and Senonian, descends into the Sorek Valley.  At this point, the 

Moat is 2 km wide. As the Moat ends at Keilah, its width steadily decreases from it widest point across 

from the Elah Valley and comes to a point. 
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16 This basin can be considered the northern end of the Chalk Moat, with the sites of Zorah and Eshtaol as 

posts on either side. 

17 Grass and weeds covered the area, but the area of bedrock where the cup marking was found continued. 
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Table 1: Survey work for possible locations of Eshtaol (Source:  Lehmann, Niemann, and  
Zwickel: 1996, unless otherwise noted). 

Figure 1: The districts of the Shephelah. 
Figure 2: The possible locations of biblical Eshtaol. 
Figure 3: View of Khirbet Deir abu-Kabus from Khirbet esh-Sheikh Ibrahim (with  

modern town of Ishwa/ Eshtaol between). 
Figure 4: View of the basin separating the hill with Deir abu-Kabus from the hill in the  

distance where Zorah is located. 
Figure 5: Byzantine olive oil press on the summit of Deir abu-Kabus. 
Figure 6: Remains of large buildings on the western slopes of Khirbet esh-Sheikh  

Ibrahim. 
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