Critical Online Bible Study
The Archeology of Ancient Palestine

Lesson XII

General

The word “archeology” is derived from the Greek words, arkhaios, meaning “old, ancient, or beginning” and logos, meaning study.  Archeology is therefore the study of the origins of human culture.  It should be distinguished from “paleontology”, which is the study of plant and animal fossils in their geological

context.
What then do archeologists try to find?  The artifacts of human life.  These include tools, usually of wood, stone, or metal; pottery; baskets; votive and religious items; tombs and burial items; evidence of how houses and buildings were constructed; evidence of foods eaten, which usually consists of seeds and animal bones; art objects, human remains, and clay tablets.
Based on the materials used for tools, the most durable of artifacts, archeologists have divided the past into “ages.”   These ages are the Stone Age, which includes the Paleolithic (or “Old Stone” Age), the Mesolithic (or “Middle Stone” Age), and the Neolithic (or “New Stone” Age); the Chalcolithic Age (or “Copper-Stone Age”), the Bronze Ages, and the Iron Ages.  In ancient Palestine, the Stone Age ended around 4000 BCE, the Chalcolithic Age around 3200 BCE, and the Bronze Age around 1200 BCE with the beginning of the Iron Age, which has essentially continued into modern times, although historians use the names of dominant empires to name periods after 539 BCE.  Perhaps we are today living in the Plastic Age.   
Overview

	1.  The archeology of Palestine extends back 1.6 million years to the Paleolithic Age.

2.  The earliest Palestinians made stone, or flint, tools.  They hunted and gathered their food.  By the

     Mesolithic Age, they had become farmers on a limited basis with the domestication of wheat, 

     barley, goats, and sheep.
3.  During the Neolithic Age, Palestinians began to use pottery, initially a crude plaster ware, and then

      later imported ware, from which they developed their own pottery traditions.  Walled towns

      appeared, which indicates that warfare had been invented.

4.  With the advent of the Chalcolithic Age, Palestinians began to use copper and copper alloys to 

      make tools and weapons.  

5.  With the Bronze Age, pottery became highly developed and cities appeared.  This was the age of 

      the patriarchs and the captivity in Egypt.

6.  The Iron Age eventually brought the use of iron and written language.  Aside from pottery and

     structures, archeologists are now beginning to find written materials, mostly on shards.

7.  After the fall of Babylon in 539 BCE, the archeological periods of Palestine were named after the

     dominant empires in each period.  
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Pottery

There are three types of pottery:  earthenware, stoneware, and porcelain.  When pottery is fired, the chemical composition is changed and the clay goes from being soft and malleable to hard and somewhat brittle.  If the firing temperature is high enough (over 1,200o C), the clay will vitrify (or fuse) to form a glassy, nonporous substance.   Since it was very difficult to reach such high temperatures in ancient kilns, the pottery of ancient Palestine was earthenware, which can be fired as low as 600o C.
Earthenware, however, is slightly porous, so liquids cannot ordinarily be stored in earthenware vessels.  To deal with this problem, ancient potters used glazing, which could be decorative as well as practical.  There were two types of glazing, one transparent and the other, an opaque white.  Transparent glazes could be made from feldspar, which includes several silicate compounds, whereas the opaque white glazes could be made from stannic (or tin) oxide.  
The Stone and Metal Ages
The Stone Ages

The Paleolithic Age.  This age is divided into Lower (1.6 million to 120,000 years ago), Middle (120,000 to 45,000 years ago) and Upper (45,000 to 18,000 years ago).  The most important site for this age is Ubeidiya, just south of the Sea of Galilee.  It has yielded many finds, mostly simple, stone tools along with human animal bone fragments.  “Galilee Man” consists of a skull of an early human (Homo erectus?) found in 1925 in the Zuttiyeh cave; it is the oldest human skull found in Palestine and it is believed to be 160,000 years old.  The Middle Paleolithic has yielded human graves under the floors of caves along with more sophisticated stone tools.  The human remains are of a pre-Neanderthal type.  The Upper Paleolithic has yielded even better tools with flint blades.  It was during the period that Homo sapiens  (modern man) first appeared.  During the Paleolithic Age, food was obtained by hunting and gathering.
The Mesolithic, or Epipaleolithic, Age.  The Mesolithic period lasted from around 18,000 years ago to around 8000 BCE.  It was during the Mesolithic Age that humans became farmers and herders.  Although dogs were probably the first animal to be domesticated, perhaps during the Paleolithic Age, goats and sheep became domesticated during the Mesolithic Age.   A number of Mesolithic sites have been found including the caves of Shukbah, near Jerusalem, and Kebara, near Mt Carmel.  The culture represented at these sites is called “Natufian” after Wadi Natuf, northwest of Jerusalem and it is characterized by open, permanent settlements with stone structures.  Tools included grinding stones, microliths (or small stone tools) and sickles with bone handles.  Some of the handles have animal and human figures carved into them.     
The Neolithic Age (8000 to 4500 BCE).  This age is divided into three periods, the Prepottery, Pottery, and Late.  During the Prepottery period, humans were able to reduce limestone to lime to make plaster.  From this, they made vessels of “white ware,” which were large and coarse.  It is believed that pottery was later introduced into Palestine from outside sources to the north.
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	In the Pottery period, most vessels were plain without any decoration; they often had uneven walls and appeared “lumpy.”  More sophisticated decorated wares exhibited herringbone patterns painted in red or yellow.  These vessels were probably pit-fired, rather than fired in kilns, at low temperatures (not much more than 600o C).


	When pottery is fired, it changes the chemical composition of the clay and it affects the radioisotopes found in minute quantities in all clays.  Because of these changes, advanced modern equipment can approximately determine when a pot was fired.  Prior to radiometric dating, pottery could be relatively dated by comparing the strata in which it appeared.   (Radiometric dating remains controversial with some religious groups.)


In the Late Neolithic period, pottery was less distinctive, although there are examples of some very sophisticated pottery that is highly polished, or burnished.  Decorated vessels show notching or wavy lines of combing.  Red slips or paint was used and the color of a vessel could be affected by the type of clay and by use of a reducing atmosphere (i.e., devoid of oxygen), which gave a black slip. 

	Although there are number of Neolithic sites in Palestine, the most important ones are Jericho, which was surrounded by a wall with a circular stone tower and had houses with rectangular rooms grouped around courtyards; and Ain Ghazal, where a large cache of human statues was found (see the picture to the right).  In the late Neolithic, round houses appeared and defensive walls became more substantial.  
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The domestication of wheat and barley became extensive around 7,500 BCE and examples of art include ten plaster, but very lifelike, skulls, possibly used for religious purposes.  Such skulls have been found at other sites.
Although domesticated sheep and goats provided most of the meat on the Neolithic table, hunting continued with the gazelle being the most important source of game.  

The Chalcolithic Age (4500 to 3200 BCE).  The culture of the Chalcolithic Age is called “Ghassulian,” after Tuleilat el Ghassul, an important archeological site.  (A “ghassul” is a soap plant.)  It was during this period that metal, specifically copper, was first used, along with flint, to make tools and weapons.  
One site, NE of the Dead Sea shore, contained a number of polychrome wall frescoes of superior inventiveness and workmanship, which never again equaled in Palestine, probably because Israelite artists did not usually depict human forms.  One fresco depicts an eight-pointed star with a leaping tiger and black masks with staring eyes.  This may have been the wall of a temple.  
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The pottery of the Chalcolithic period represented a continuation of the types of pottery produced in the Late Neolithic.  One popular design was produced by pressing the wet clay against mats, thus producing a distinctive design on the vessel.  Later pottery included a number of interesting shapes including cornets, or cone-like vessels with narrow apertures; churns, with lugs at both ends; and bowls with straight sides tapering to flat bases.  There is evidence that a crude form of potter’s wheel was used.  Besides vessels for food or storage, ossuaries were also made.

A workshops for making copper tools was found near Beer-sheba, and in another settlement, evidence was found of a workshop for carving ivory and bone.   Other sites, where copper was worked, have been found.  There is also evidence that flint continued to be used in the manufacture of tools.

Among the Judean Desert caves, the Cave of the Treasure yielded a large amount of pottery, stone vessels, leather goods, and textiles, which survived only because of the dry climate.  More than 400 objects of copper were also found.  

Obviously, it was during the Chalcolithic Age that the smelting of copper was developed.  Deposits of malachite, a copper ore, are found in the Arabah, where there is also evidence of copper smelting.

The Bronze Age
Although called the Bronze Age, the use of copper, often alloyed with arsenic, continued for a few centuries before tin was used as the main alloy.  Modern bronze consists of an alloy of copper (around 88 percent) and tin (around 12 percent), although small amounts of other metals may have been present in ancient bronze as the smelting methods were not highly sophisticated.  Bronze forms a harder and stronger metal alloy than either copper or tin alone.

The Early Bronze Age is divided into four levels:  Early Bronze I, II, III, and IV (abbreviated EB I, II, III, and IV).  These levels are defined by their location in the strata and by the styles of pottery.  In EB I, the pottery exhibits a distinct regionalism between north and south.  In the north, gray, burnished bowls , called “Gray Burnished Ware” is found.  Later EB I is characterized by a red-burnished pottery, jars with ledge handles, loop handles on juglets, flat bases and shallow bowls.  There was EB II yields a graceful jug with a squat base.  It has connections with pottery found in Egypt.
	EB III is characterized by “Khirbet Kerak ware,” from the area along the SW shore of the Sea of Galilee.  It is delicate and brittle, shiny red or black, with distinctive jug handles, the most important feature by which to distinguish the various styles in existence at the time.    An example of Khirbet Kerak ware is pictured on the right.
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	EB IV is more ambiguous to archeologists as there is conflicting evidence.  The most important sites are outside Palestine:  Mari, on the Euphrates River, and Ebla, 30 miles south of Aleppo Syria.  At Mari, evidence of palaces and cuneiform archives were found along with cylinder seals, which show vivid scenes of religion and art.  At Ebla, a major commercial site from 2400 to 2250 BCE, a royal palace and archives were also found.  The picture to the

right shows how Mari may have looked.
	




In Palestine, the most important EB IV sites include Jericho, a walled city before its destruction in 2300 BCE (not the destruction in the book of Joshua); Gezer; Megiddo, where temples were erected during EB III.  Shaft tombs were used extensively and, importantly, a more sophisticated pottery wheel made its first appearance.  The pottery wheel led to much higher quality pottery.

 The Middle Bronze Age brought urban planning and much more massive city walls, which implies that warfare was becoming increasingly organized and violent.  This period saw the height of artistry in Palestinian pottery with new forms, graceful lines, and exquisite detail.  

	The alphabet was invented during the Middle Bronze Age by the Phoenicians (basically Canaanites with boats) and it is from the Phoenician alphabet that all other Western alphabets were derived.  At Ugarit (Ras Shamra) in NW Syria, thousands of clay tablets were found.  
	In Canaanite mythology, the sea monster, Leviathan, who represents the primordial chaos, is defeated by the warrior goddess, Anat.  The defeat of Leviathan (or Rahab) is later attributed to Yahweh in at least three places in the Old Testament, Job 26:12-13, Psalms 74:13, and Isaiah 27:1.   


Written in a language closely related to Hebrew, some of these tablets contain stories from Canaanite mythology, which are reflected in some passages of the Old Testament.

Ugarit was also the site of many palaces, temples, and ramparts.  Already, the Phoenicians have become wealthy through their extensive sea trade.  In Palestine, sites from the same period include Tell Beit Mirsim, where pottery finds allowed William F Albright, the father of Biblical archeology, to work out a chronology from the Early Bronze Age through the Late Iron Age.  Other sites are Dan, Hazor, and Megiddo.  

The Late Bronze Age is a 300-year period during which the exodus from Egypt may have occurred.  Although there is evidence that some cities in Palestine had been destroyed during this period, there is no evidence of any destruction at Jericho or Ai; both towns are said to have been destroyed by Joshua (Joshua, chapter 6 [Jericho] and chapters 7-8 [Ai]).  Hazor, however, was destroyed.  We also find the gradual extension of agriculture.
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The Iron Age

The smelting of iron was first developed by the Hittites in central Asia Minor around 1500 BCE.  This technology gradually spread to Greece and Cyprus and from there, it was brought to Palestine by the Philistines around 1200 BCE, when they migrated to Gaza.  The Philistines tried, with some success, to maintain a monopoly on the use of iron and this is reflected in 1 Samuel 13:19-22.  As with all technologies, the secret eventually gets out and the Israelites were subsequently able to smelt iron ore and make tools and weapons of iron.

The Early Iron Age ran from around 1200 to 900 BCE.  This was the period of the Judges, Saul, David, and Solomon.   Philistine cultural artifacts reveal a sophistication not found in Palestine, even though the Philistines were preliterate.  No Philistine texts have ever been located and so any attempt, based on linguistics, to discover the origin of the Philistines has been tenuous at best.  ; in fact, Canaanite culture is in decline.    
With Late Iron Age, we enter the period of literary artifacts.  This period ran from 900 to 539 BCE and it is the period of the separate kingdoms of Israel and Judah.  From the kingdom of Israel, archeologists have found the “Samaria ostraca,” a collection of 66 potsherds with information about the delivery of wine and oil during the reign of Jeroboam II in the early 8th century BCE. 
	From the kingdom of Judah, the Gezer calendar (pictured to the right) can be dated to about 950 BCE.  It is a fragmentary list of  the different periods in the annual agricultural cycle.  The Arad ostraca consist of 88 Hebrew, 85 Aramaic, five Arabic, and two Greek potsherds.  (Arad is in the eastern Negev.)  The Hebrew ostraca contain administrative instructions for military commanders and date from the 10th to the 6th centuries BCE.  Excavations in Jerusalem have revealed the Siloam Inscription, which was found in the water conduit built under the city by Hezekiah, and numerous seals with the names of government officials.  Some of these officials are mentioned in the Bible.
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These ostraca and other literary items are valuable because of the information they provide about the evolution of ancient Hebrew.  

The remaining periods in the archeology of Palestine are named after the predominant empire in each period.
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The Historical Periods
	The Persian Period  ran from the fall of Babylon to Cyrus the Great in 539 BCE until the demise of the Persian Empire in 332 BCE by Alexander the Great.  There is very little information from written sources about conditions in Palestine at the time, although the Biblical books of Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi date from this period.  A number of sites have been excavated and thye ramins of walls, fortresses, and residences have been found along with an abundance of potsherds, many of Greek origin.  
	The oldest Aramaic papyri from Palestine were found in the caves of Wadi ed-Daliyeh, north of Jericho.  These commercial and legal documents date from 375 to 335 BCE.  Also found were 300 hundred skeletons.  It is possible that these are the skeletons of Samaritans who rebelled against Alexander the Great, when he destroyed Samaria in 331 BCE.  Some of the people escaped to the caves, where they were discovered by Alexander’s troops.  The mouth of the cave was ignited and those inside suffocated. 


The Persian governor resided in Samaria, but very little has been found there.
The Hellenistic (or Greek) Period ran from 332 BCE until 64 BCE, when the Romans invaded.  Artifacts from this period show an increasing Hellenization of Palestine.  At Marisa, a Hellenistic city west of Hebron, tombs, Greek inscriptions, and bawdy color frescoes have been found.  At Anafa in Upper Galilee, molded glass vessels and red-glazed bowls and plates have been found.  

At Araq el-Emir, west of Amman Jordan, a temple belonging to a certain Tobiah has been found.  Tobiah may have been a descendent of Tobiah the Ammonite, who opposed under Nehemiah the rebuilding of the walls around Jerusalem (Neh, chapter 4).  At Beth-zur, on the road from Jerusalem to Hebron, numerous coins were found.  Beth-zur was the site of a battle where Judas Maccabeus defeated Lysias, a Seleucid regent, in 163 BCE.
At Samaria, the remains of the Samaritan temple have been found.  This temple was destroyed in 128 BCE by the Hasmonean ruler, John Hyrcanus.  A Roman temple had later been built on top of it.  Herod rebuilt Samaria and renamed it Sebaste in honor of Augustus. 
The most important find from this period, however, is Qumran, the community near the shore of the Dead Sea.  It was this community, it is believed, that left the Dead Sea scrolls, although some of the scrolls date from the following Roman period.  The site had various rooms, including a scriptorium, and baths, evidently for purification rites.  It is believed that Qumran was built by Essenes under the direction of the Teacher of Righteousness, who may have been a Zadokite priest opposed to the Hasmonean (Maccabean) rulers in Jerusalem.  The community started around 150 BCE and lasted until its destruction by the Romans in 68 CE.  A large number of coins from this period have also been found.

The Roman Periods.  These two periods ran consecutively from 64 BCE to 324 CE, when the Roman Empire became officially Christian under Constantine the Great.  Many structures have been located, especially those built by Herod the Great, who left a legacy of magnificent buildings in Palestine and along the Mediterranean coast, especially Caesarea.  
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Petra,  now a World Heritage Site in southern Jordan, is the famous Nabatean town characterized by buildings carved from solid rock (red sandstone).  Most of these buildings are the facades of tombs, some of which are 100 feet high.  The Nabateans are also notable for their delicately thin red pottery. This buildings were carved from solid rock.  
Herodian Sites.  Herod the Great (reigned from 37 to 4 BCE) was an energetic builder and left a number of exceptional sites.  These include sites in Jerusalem, Ashkelon, Caesarea, and a number of fortresses (e.g., Masada and the Herodium, a fortress-palace) .  His tomb has recently been found.  

	Jerusalem.  The most important Herodian building was the Temple, which Herod remodeled into a truly spectacular building.  He surrounded the Temple mount with a massive retaining wall so that the entire complex covered about 36 acres.  The west wall of this platform still stands; it is the famous “Wailing Wall.”  The entrance to the Temple mount on the south side has been found; it consisted double and triple gates, called the Hulda gates.  The royal portico on the south side of the complex had 160 columns supporting the roof.  The famous “Robinson’s Arch” in the same area supported a massive staircase from the Temple platform to the street below.

Other areas in Jerusalem showed the wealth and splendor of the city under Herod.  Finds include colorful mosaics, painted plaster, and beautiful frescoes.  


	Ashkelon.  This was the city of Herod’s birth and although it was not part of his Judean kingdom, he adorned it with many fine buildings, but little now remains. 


	Caesarea.  This was the Mediterranean port city for Herod’s kingdom and he lavishly supplied it with magnificent structures including temples, storehouses, baths, streets, a stadium, and a theater overlooking the sea.  He also built a deep sea harbor.  A stone was found in 1961 with the name of Pontius Pilate inscribed on it.  


New Testament Sites.  Some archeologists believe that the synagogue  in Capernaum, where Jesus preached, has been located, although this is disputed.  Other sites possibly discovered, as some of the sites are disputed, include Cana, where Jesus turned water into wine (John, chapter 2); Caesarea Philippi (Matthew 16:13); and Bethsaida.  The locations of Nazareth and Bethlehem are not disputed, but very little as found that relates to the New Testament.    

References:  Much of the information in this lesson came from the The New Jerome Biblical Commentary.  Other information was obtained from Wikipedia and the Encyclopaedia Britannica.

Additional information can be found in the Anchor Bible Dictionary and the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible.
Brown, R E, Fitzmyer, J A, and Murphy, R E, The New Jerome Biblical Commentary,

     “Biblical Archeology,” § 74:42-157 (Englewood Cliffs NJ, 1990).  

Freedman, D N, ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary, Doubleday, New York, 1992.

The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible, Abingdon, New York, 1962.
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Archeological Periods in Palestine
	Period
	Time Frames
	Highlights

	PALEO-

LITHIC


	Lower
	1.6 M – 120,000 BP
	Ubeidiya – Galilee Man (160,000 BP) – Homo erectus

	
	Middle
	120,000 – 45,000 BP
	Cave burials – Worked stone – Pre-Neanderthal

	
	Upper
	45,000 – 18,000 BP
	Flint blades – Homo sapiens

	MESOLITHIC or EPIPALEOLITHIC
	16000 – 8000 BCE
	Natufian culture – Farming – Domestication of animals – Settlements – Grinding tools – sickles – art objects

	NEO-LITHIC


	Prepottery
	8000  - 6000 BCE
	Jericho – Wheat and barley cultivation – Human statues

	
	Pottery
	6000 – 4700 BCE
	Ain Ghazal – Pottery – Rectangular houses

	
	Late
	4700 – 4500 BCE
	Round houses – Defensive walls?

	CHALCOLITHIC
	4500 – 3200 BCE
	Stone and copper tools and weapons – Wall paintings – Ivory and bone carvings – Religious objects

	BRONZE


	Early Bronze I
	3200 – 3000 BCE
	Red-burnished ware – Jars with ledge handles – Bowls

	
	Early Bronze II
	3000 – 2800 BCE
	Elongated jugs with squat bases – Writing

	
	Early Bronze III
	2800 – 2400 BCE
	Shiny red or black ware (“Khirbet Kerak ware”)

	
	Early Bronze IV
	2400 – 2000 BCE
	Mari – Ebla – Shaft tombs – Pottery wheels 

	
	Middle Bronze I
	2000 – 1800 BCE
	Town planning – City walls – New and sophisticated styles of pottery – Simplified alphabet – Ras Shamra (Ugarit) – Temples and palaces – Destruction at end of period

	
	Middle Bronze II
	1800 – 1650 BCE
	

	
	Middle Bronze III
	1650 – 1550 BCE
	

	
	Late Bronze I
	1500 – 1400 BCE
	Exodus period – Evidence of some destruction but not at Jericho or Ai – Hazor destroyed – Agriculture used

	
	Late Bronze II
	1400 – 1200 BCE
	

	IRON
	Early
	1200   -  900 BCE
	Gradual appearance of iron tools and weapons – Philistine artifacts from 1190 BCE – Philistines show a more sophisticated material culture – Canaanite cultural decline

	
	Late
	900   -  539 BCE
	Excavations at Jerusalem and Samaria show walls and water conduits – Names of officials found – Lachish ostraca and Mesha stone – Evidence of destruction under Sennacherib and later under Nebuchadrezzar

	PERSIAN
	539   -  332 BCE
	Ostraca in Aramaic – Papyri and 300 Samaritan (?) skeletons dating from the invasion of Alexander were found in a cave at Daliyeh

	HELLENISTIC
	332   -    64 BCE
	Greek temples found – Beth-zur yields artifacts from the Maccabean period – Shechem excavated

	EARLY ROMAN
	64 BCE – 135 CE 
	Petra – Qumran – Excavation of the Temple site in Jerusalem – Masada – Excavations of synagogues in Galilee – Ruins excavated in Caesarea

	LATE ROMAN
	135    -  324 CE
	Excavations at Gerasa reveal a grand Greco-Roman dity with at least 13 early Christian churches

	BYZANTINE
	324    -  640 CE
	

	EARLY ISLAMIC
	640 –  1174 CE
	

	CRUSADER
	1099  – 1291 CE
	

	LATE ISLAMIC
	1174  – 1918 CE
	


