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NOTES AND NEWS

OBITUARIES

PrOFESSOR MORDECHAI GICHON, one of the
outstanding Classical archaeological and
military historians of Israel in the last de-
cades, passed away on 19 September 2016
at the age of 94.

Born in Berlin in 1922 as Mordechai
Gicherman, he moved to Tel Aviv in 1934
with his family. He began his studies of ar-
chaeology and history at the Hebrew Uni-
versity of Jerusalem, but interrupted them
to join the Haganah in 1940, in what
would become a long-lasting military ca-
reer, prompted by the dramatic events of
the times. In 1942, he enlisted in the Brit-
ish army, taking part in various wartime
operations; later he was involved in orga-
nizing illegal immigration of Holocaust
survivors to Palestine. He was discharged
from the British army in 1946 and re-
turned to Palestine, where he resumed his
studies at the Hebrew University. He re-
joined military service before the Israeli
War of Independence, serving in the mili-
tary intelligence units of the IDF at the
rank of lieutenant colonel until 1963.

During and after his military activity
he completed his studies with a Ph.D. dis-
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sertation on the ‘Palestinian Limes’ (sub-
mitted in 1969). He joined the newly es-
tablished Tel Aviv University, becoming
head of the Department of Military His-
tory and later (in 1965) co-founding the
Division of Classical Archaeology in the
Department of Classics with Prof. Shimon
Applebaum. Mordechai Gichon was ap-
pointed associate professor in 1971 and
full professor in 1980, retiring in 1990.

Immediately after joining the Depart-
ment of Classics, Mordechai initiated and
developed pedagogic and research activi-
ties for the Division of Classical Archae-
ology. His scientific activity covered di-
verse fields, such as archaeology of the
Roman frontier in the East, archacology of
settlements and the communication sys-
tem between them, the Bar Kokhba Re-
volt, and military history and geography
in general and that of Napoleon’s era in
particular.

His main interest, to which he devoted
much of his career, remained the study of
the limes. He conducted a survey in the
Central Negev (1956-1970), focusing
mainly on the remains of the fortified sites
and their hinterland. The latter, in his
opinion, played a crucial role in the main-
tenance of the largely fragile border of the
Roman Empire in the desert regions. He
surveyed and recorded some 150 sites,
many of which have since been lost due to
development in that area. He incorporated
the results of his work in his Ph.D. disser-
tation on the limes in the Negev, which,
unfortunately, remains unpublished. How-
ever, Gichon has published over 100 arti-
cles on his pioneering research, including
a groundbreaking article titled ‘Idumea
and the Herodian Limes’ (/EJ 17 [1967]:
27-42).

Mordechai Gichon organized field re-
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search in military installations of the an-
cient Negev and their hinterland. Thus,
excavations at ‘En Boqgeq (1968-1970),
Migdal Tsafit (1975), Mezad Tamar
(1973-1976) and Tel Malhata (1979) be-
came teaching, training and research pro-
jects, in which a whole generation of
scholars was trained in this field.

The publication of his monograph En
Bogeq 1 (Ausgrabungen in einer Oase am
Toten Meer, 1. Geographie und Geschichte
der Oase. Das spdtrémisch-byzantinische
Kastell; Mainz, 1993) represents one of
the outstanding archaeological and histor-
ical reports regarding the Byzantine pe-
riod. It was followed with the publication
of ‘En Bogeq 11, co-authored by O. Tal and
myself (Excavations in an Oasis on the
Dead Sea Shores, 11. The Officina; Mainz,
2000), illuminating the Early Roman pe-
riod of the Dead Sea area. These publica-
tions, which offered an important contri-
bution to the knowledge of the fringe areas
of ancient Israel, have generated challeng-
ing discussions and debates on the charac-
ter and role of the limes and its hinterland
in the Near East. Gichon pursued his first
field of archaeological interest, the study
of the limes in the Near East, throughout
his career, and became one of the leading
promoters of the International Confer-
ences on the Study of the Roman Frontiers
(Limes), where he was several times hon-
ored with special distinctions. In 1967 he
co-organized (with S. Applebaum) the In-
ternational Limes Conference in Tel Aviv.

In 1970 Mordechai Gichon formed the
Isracl Milestone Committee (IMC) as a
branch of the International Curatorium of
the Corpus Miliariorum, and in 1976 he
initiated and founded the Israeli Commit-
tee of the Study of Roman Roads and
Milestones, on which he remained active
until his retirement. On behalf of this insti-
tution and the Department of Classics of
Tel Aviv University, he conducted and

supported a series of surveys and excava-
tions along central roads of ancient Israel,
mainly between Jaffa and Jerusalem.
Thus, at his initiative, a large-scale survey
was conducted in that region by B. Isaac,
I. Roll and myself, all close collaborators
of Mordechai. At the same time, he orga-
nized a major excavation project focusing
on ancient Emmaus and its surroundings,
in the course of which remains of ancient
Emmaus (such as a completely preserved
Roman period bathhouse), the fortified
site of Horvat ‘Aqed (including Hellenistic
remains and hideouts from the Bar
Kokhba Revolt) and the road station at
Horvat Mazad (a Jewish pilgrims’ station
from the Early Roman period) were un-
earthed and published. This activity
(1977-1983) had a strong impact on the
research of ancient roads and their hinter-
land. Mordechai Gichon earned numerous
awards, including of the Volkswagen
Foundation and the Fritz Thyssen Founda-
tion, and used them to promote the above-
mentioned excavations and publication
projects.

The military history of the Land of Is-
rael was another field of interest of
Mordechai Gichon. His book, Battles of
the Bible, co-authored by the late Chaim
Herzog, former president of the State of
Israel (London, 1978 [rev. ed. 2002]), is
considered a masterpiece of history of
military and intelligence activity of the
Land of Israel through the ages and has
been translated into many languages.

In addition to his rich archaeological
activity, Mordechai Gichon had a deep
knowledge of Napoleon and his times. For
many years he headed the Napoleonic So-
ciety in Israel, publishing books and arti-
cles on this topic. While his main focus
was on Napoleon’s activity in the Holy
Land (Napoleon in the Land of Israel,
Reut, 2003; Hebrew), he knew how to dif-
ferentiate between his personal sympathy
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for Napoleon as an outstanding historical
figure with innovative achievements
(such as the emancipation of Jews in Eu-
rope) and the negative impact of some as-
pects of his personality and actions.

Another subject of his research, per-
haps dearest to his heart, was the Bar
Kokhba Revolt, a topic that drew his inter-
est particularly after the discovery of the
Bar Kokhba hideouts at Horvat ‘Aqged. Just
a few weeks before his death, the Hebrew
version of his monograph, 4 Star Came
out of Jacob. Bar Kokhba and His Time,
was published (Tel Aviv, 2016). At the cel-
ebration of his 94th birthday in August
2016, he told me that he was working on
an English version of this book; regret-
fully, he did not complete this endeavour.

Mordechai Gichon’s main scholarly
approach was a deep involvement in field
work, combined with careful scrutiny of a
large spectrum of written sources, from
Hebrew and Aramaic through Greek,
Latin and Arabic.

Mordechai Gichon was always ready
to share his vast knowledge, lecturing be-
fore non-academic circles and publishing
his opinions in popular journals. Many

generations of students and archaeologists
have benefitted from his teaching and
guiding. His office in the Yad Avner facili-
ties of the Division of Classical Archaeol-
ogy was always attended by scholars from
Israel and abroad seeking his help and ad-
vice. Over the years, many young scholars
— myself included — were ‘recruited’ by
him (as he liked to term it), joining the fac-
ulty and becoming leading scholars in this
field. I owe a good part of my career to
Mordechai Gichon and remain grateful for
the humane way in which he combined
daily familiar cooperation with the experi-
ence of a traditional teacher.

Mordechai Gichon was married from
1948 to Chava Goldberg (who passed
away in 2015); she was his close collabo-
rator in organizing the research projects
and their publications.

With the passing of Mordechai Gichon,
the family of Classical archaeologists and
historians in Israel has lost one of its im-
portant members as well as one of its most
humane representatives.
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