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In Memoriam: Yigal Tepper
1937-2024

Zeev Safrai

Yigal Tepper, the son of Yaakov and Leah Tepper, was born in 1937 on Kibbutz Yagur,
where his parents and three brothers had moved a few years earlier. When he was just
a few years old, his parents split up and his father left the family and the kibbutz, after
which Yigal had no contact with him for many years. His mother, Leah, enlisted in the
British army, and the children remained on the kibbutz in the communal children’s homes.
His eldest brother, Aryeh Tepper (Amit), was a student at Mikveh Israel in its first year,
but the other brothers attended kibbutz schools until the end of World War II. After the
war, Aryeh joined the Palmah and eventually became one of its celebrated scouts. He was
known for his bravery and his impressive command skills and rose to the rank of lieutenant
colonel. The second brother, Meir, was killed in the War of Independence in the battle at
Nabi Samwil, and his mother’s world fell apart.

Many years later, when I met Yigal and we became close friends, I heard about a boy
who had been a wildflower and had raised himself on the kibbutz. He hadn’t fit in at school
and didn’t talk much about his childhood. The kibbutz, of course, had surrounded him with
structure, but that entire period was seared in Yigal’s memory as a lonely time. Yigal grew
up alone and studied whatever he wanted. He read a lot but not what the class was reading
in school. When he was drafted into the army, he served as a youth guide in the Gadna
youth corps. For many years afterwards he headed the kibbutz movement’s Section for
Knowledge of the Land of Israel, and he dedicated himself to his work, making good use
of his guidance skills. As was customary in the kibbutz movement at the time, Yigal also

served as a youth guide in the Noar Ha’oved Vehalomed youth movement. Then, while
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riding a motorcycle, he met Yona from Kibbutz Dafna and demonstrated his great powers
of persuasion. The two got married, became part of Kibbutz Yagur, and had four children
(Nimrod, Yotam, Michal and Ofra). Yona worked as a preschool teacher, a schoolteacher
and a school principal, and eventually she became a famous author of children’s books.

Yigal started working on the kibbutz as a shepherd. In this capacity, he seems to have
learned the language of nature, absorbing it until it was an integral part of him. Over the
years Yigal also worked in the nursery and the cowshed, expanded his knowledge of
agriculture, and even served as the kibbutz kitchen manager. Then, in the early 1970s,
it became his turn to study. Yigal, who had no school diploma, chose not to enroll in a
formal program of study. Instead he decided to audit classes, as exams and assignments
didn’t speak to him. Although he audited many courses, he was mostly an autodidact. He
read a lot and quickly jumped to the creative stage. He formed warm relationships with his
teachers, asked lots of questions and challenged them, listened carefully to what they had
to say, and didn’t hesitate to express his learned opinion.

Yigal began his independent research in the pages of “Yagur Diaries”. From 1972
to 2006, he published semi-scholarly accounts of the history of the kibbutz and its
surroundings, beginning with the history of the region and going on to events such as the
Arab revolt of 1936-1939. He also wrote about specific sites in the region, such as the
“Bald Mountain” and the Nahal Yagur caves. Some of the articles were informational;
others included in-depth analysis. One of the latter was an article about the murder of three
kibbutz members, which his brother Aryeh helped him write. In it they analyzed how the
anti-Jewish Arab gangs were organized at the time of the Arab revolt. He wrote about these
local topics while also conducting research; his writing grew out of personal interest, but
also from a conceptual understanding of the need to make the information accessible to
the general public. A few of his articles of this sort were reprinted in national publications,
such as Teva va-Aretz and Mibifnim (Tepper 1979; 1981; 1983; Abu Rukun and Tepper
1983). All of these were subsequently collected in a book published in honor of Yigal’s 70th
birthday (Tepper 2007).

Yigal’s main research tool was the archaeological survey. Yigal blossomed in survey
work: he had the instincts of a predator that could “smell” walls from a distance. At first

he worked on surveys directed by other researchers, but over the years he started doing
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surveys of his own. I met Yigal in 1972 at a seminar given by Shimon Applebaum. We
were three kibbutz members there: Shimon Dar of Ma‘abarot, Yigal and me. Together we
worked on a survey directed by Dar in Samaria, under the inspiration of Applebaum’s
seminar on rural archaeology. This survey shaped each of our scientific paths.

Yigal was a man of the field in every fiber of his being. He knew the language of the
field, noticed every wall, every exceptional phenomenon, every human intervention. His
eldest brother, Aryeh, often joined us. I saw there how the language of the field was a mother
tongue for both brothers, and their familiarity with the outdoor world was a genuinely
intimate acquaintance. Yigal could look at a site and point out immediately where a road
was likely to be, where the ruins or ancient site were built, whether a line had been carved
naturally or not, whether what looked like a wall was actually just fallen debris, and so on.

One of the scientific achievements of the Samaria survey was the discovery of the
phenomenon of ancient roads. These were discussed at length in my doctoral dissertation
(Safrai 1978) and that of Dar (1981), each from our own angle. Usually, Yigal was the
one who found the road and correctly guessed its route and endpoint. Yigal refined the
method of studying the roads and knew how to locate supporting walls and remains of
infrastructure. His contribution to research was tremendous. In that survey, the concept of
the Samarian towers also took shape in our minds, and many papers have since been written
about them.

Yigal was the surveyor of our group. He adopted a simple table for use as a measuring
device (fairly primitive by today’s standards), and with it we measured the towers and ruins
that we found. This was how we decided to conduct our methodical work in Um-Rihan in
western Samaria. It was the first time an entire town had been measured; its remains, which
covered 3.6 hectares and stood 2 meters high, were built of impressively massive stones.
Yigal was not only the surveyor; he was also the one who saw the grand scheme of the
structure. He understood how the wall segments fit together to form one logical whole. This
study gave us a model of a large rural settlement from the Roman period. It was published
in a book in the names of the three partners (Dar et al. 1986).

Together with Dar, Yigal surveyed sites on Mt. Hermon and drew up plans of several
villages in the area. With Adam Zertal and Yuval Shahar he surveyed the siege system

around Kh. Hammam, which they identified as ancient Narbata. Afterwards he worked on
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other excavations and surveys, including a survey of the Roman road from Lod to Jerusalem.
Together with Shahar, Yigal published a meticulous survey of the large village of Arbel
(Tepper and Shahar 1991) and many other studies. His book about Beit She ‘arim, produced
with his son Yotam, contains descriptions of the settlement and burial complexes and an
analysis of the remains, with chapters contributed by many different scholars. The heart
of the book is an analysis by the authors that includes a meticulous survey of previous
excavations of the site, archival material, and most importantly, a survey of the remains
of buildings that have not been fully documented scientifically (Tepper and Tepper 2004).

Yigal’s special abilities are also clear from another study (also conducted with his son
Yotam) of sites containing stepped roads, a special kind of road that was more sophisticated
than the ordinary rural roads known in Samaria and elsewhere, but less sophisticated than
the Roman roads (Tepper and Tepper 2013). Yigal, who was thoroughly familiar with both
rural roads and Roman roads, discerned this intermediate level. The two partners surveyed
and sketched a few of these roads and offered a new interpretation of them. In their
estimation, these roads were built by the central Jewish authority for the benefit of pilgrims
to Jerusalem. Their interpretation was unique and innovative, and this archaeological
phenomenon is of great importance, even if their interpretation was not always accepted.

Although his tremendous contribution did not always receive public recognition, he
quickly became an independent researcher. He still carried out measurements for other
surveys, and he was behind some of the plans that I myself published, but the bulk of his
activity was his own research. He started his independent research activity relatively late,
around the age of 45. His first scientific project can be found in papers that he wrote about
irrigation methods in southern Sinai (Tepper 1982a), and especially papers about hiding
caves and columbaria. The two phenomena are intricately related, since hiding tunnels
were found in some of the columbaria, and in Yigal’s opinion they were created there only
after the columbarium caves were no longer in active use.

I do not know who first discovered the subterranean culture in general and hiding
complexes in particular. A few descriptions are found in excavation reports from the early
days of archaeology in Palestine, such as Azeka and Tel Goded, but subterranean research
was not part of the archaeological world and the excavators didn’t notice that this was

a widespread phenomenon. Caves were not examined systematically in archaeological
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surveys. Here and there underground installations and complexes were noticed: at
Maresha, for instance, the excavators discovered the large columbarium cave on the tell,
but not the tremendous wealth of underground installations there. In the early 1980s, Amos
Kloner turned attention to the large columbaria, but at first he did not recognize that it was
an extensive regional phenomenon and did not discover the hiding tunnels. Hard as it is
to believe, until the late 1970s the fact of subterranean complexes was not seen from the
surface. Yigal himself ascribed the first discovery in the new era to David Alon in 1978.

In 1979, Yigal joined the “Crawlers”, a group of researchers who each worked on their
own but sometimes collaborated, and he became one of the most outstanding and productive
of them. As early as 1982 he published his first paper on hiding tunnels in general as a
widespread historical phenomenon with archaeological features (Tepper 1982b). From then
on, he published new caves incessantly after discovering them in joint studies, many of
them with Yuval Shahar. He was also among the first to figure out how to present three-
dimensional sketches of caves, something that quickly became standard. Together with
Kloner, he edited a book on many of the caves and proposed a broad view of the subject
(Kloner and Tepper 1987). From then on, the subterranean culture, and the hiding tunnels
in particular, were part and parcel of archaeological research. Yigal’s special qualities as a
surveyor came to the fore underground, too, particularly through his tireless curiosity, his
diligence and his sharp discernment of every detail. Each wrinkle in the ground and every
ancient artifact on the surface led to the discovery of another cave, and another and another.
Yigal grasped the picture as a whole, connecting the underground finds to settlement
remains aboveground. We conducted several such projects together, and he did many others
either alone or with other partners.

In 1984 his popular paper on columbaria was published (Tepper 1984). He gave
a talk about these discoveries that year at an academic conference organized by the
Ben-Zvi Institute, “Man and Land in Eretz-Israel in Antiquity” (Tepper 1986). His paper
about dove-raising and one on underground stables (Tepper 1997) are just two highly
impressive examples of Yigal’s research method. His study of columbaria was based on a
lot of fieldwork involving an underground survey (most of it still unpublished), along with
extensive use of research literature and ethnoarchaeological finds. In the end the reader was

presented with a broad, comprehensive picture of agriculture in those days.
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In addition, Yigal engaged in surveys aboveground, identified installations, and offered
his own interpretations of the installations. One example is his joint paper written with his
son Yotam on mustard processing installations, which as usual with Yigal’s work became a
comprehensive paper on a previously unknown area of agriculture — in this case, mustard
growing in Israel (Tepper and Tepper 2009). Yigal and Yotam offered an interpretation
of installations that looked at first glance like ordinary wine presses, but they noticed
unique components in a specific subset of installations. As usual, the paper cited rabbinic
sources and relied on a wealth of information about similar finds from other countries and

various periods.

Yigal Tepper (photograph: Y. Tepper)
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Yigal conducted all this scientific work without academic research budgets and while
also running the kibbutz nursery, managing the kitchen and so on. Over the years Kibbutz
Yagur was able to fund Yigal’s fieldwork and to assist him, and Yigal was grateful for this.

Another of Yigal’s activities was editing collections of articles. At first, he collected
studies published by the Section for Knowledge of the Land of Israel in the kibbutz movement
(e.g. Tepper and Shahar 1983; Applebaum et al. 1984). Afterwards, at the Hakibbutz
Hameuchad publishing house, he established the “Black Series” of publications that introduced
readers to major excavations and sites in Israel, such as Antipatris (Kochavi 1989), Tel Dan
(Biran 1992) and Shigmonah (Elgavish 1994). The idea behind it was typical of Yigal: to
reduce the gap between dry scientific writing and the educated Israeli audience. These books
were written by the excavators themselves, and they came out even before the final reports of
the excavations. The series also included several books that gave overviews of topics, such
as Israel Finkelstein’s volume on the period of Israelite settlement (Finkelstein 1986), and
independent scholarly books, including one about Geva (Tel Mishmar Ha-‘Emeq) edited by
Micha Lin under the auspices of Benjamin Mazar (Mazar 1988) and one by Zvi Gal (1990)
on an archaeological survey of Lower Galilee. He did all this as part of his work for the
Section for Knowledge of the Land of Israel, and afterwards at the Hakibbutz Hameuchad
publishing house.

Yigal the editor was a totally different man than Yigal the surveyor. He proved to be
organized, meticulous and precise about every detail, and, as usual, he stuck to his opinions
with characteristic tenacity. It is hard to believe that the boy who never studied in an
orderly fashion could publish such well-organized works marked by precise phrasing and
exemplary design, and highly readable by the general public. Although the idea of making
things accessible to the general public was not Yigal’s invention, his contribution to the
subject was tremendous.

May his memory be a blessing.
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