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IV-10: Deir 'Alla  Square M: the unpublished material

Square M was excavated in 1964, in order to extend the area of the cella of the Late
Bronze Age sanctuary (Franken 1964, 422; 1969:34). It is situated east of Square D 500
(Franken 1992 fig 2.1), and consists of Subsquares M 100 - M 400. Much of the
material found in these squares dated from the Late Bronze Age, and has been
published by Franken in 1992, but in the southern Subsquares M 100 and M 200 Early
Iron Age remains were found, mainly from Phases A and B (Franken 1969). They are
described here because of their immediate importance to the history of the tell in this
period1.
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fig. 10-1. South section of Deir 'Alla  Square M.

Square M is situated immediately east of the area that was published (Franken 1969),
between 30-40 m east - west and between 25-35 m north - south. It lies on top of the
remains of the Late Bronze cella.
Franken describes Phase A as consisting of occupation and wash layers. Immediately
west of Square M there was a depression between the remains of the sanctuary and
those of the Late Bronze Age tower of Phase H, which was filled up with layers of wash
and ashes. During Phase A several fires broke out in this area. A stone pavement was
found to the west of Square M which Franken ascribes to the metal industry that he
assumes has taken place here. It was not connected to any walls. Some flimsy walls
were found that could not be ascribed to any structures or installations.
In Square M a slight wall was found in Phase A2, the earliest recorded Iron Age level in
Square M. It ran north - south, and was two bricks wide: M 212/214, with occupation
levels 211 running up against it (fig 10-1). It could not be connected with any other
structures either in Square M or Square D, but since the only other wall that belongs to
Phase A also was built in Phase A2 (wall A1, see Frangken 1969 fig 4) apparently there
was some building activity in this phase. In the east section of Square D 500 (fig 10-2)

                                           
1 Prof. Franken kindly gave me permission to study and publish this material.
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another wall can be seen, which can also be dated to Phase A2 and which is probably
running east - west. It was not found in either Square M or Square D, probably because
it was lying directly below the topsoil. This wall may have been connected to wall M
214. It was, like all the other Iron Age walls in Deir 'Alla , set directly on the surface, in
this case using the ruins of the Late Bronze Age structures as a foundation.
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fig. 10-2. Deir 'Alla . East section Square D500

Since the walls in Square G were set in the depression between the ruins of the Late
Bronze cella and the tower to the west, and the other walls stood on top of the ruined
cella, it seems unlikely that they were connected.
In Phase A3 a brick-lined pit was found, pit M 122 (fig. 10-2), which strongly
resembled the one found in Square D (D 514). It was dug through the Late Bronze
levels. Apart from this, Phase A3 in Square M consisted mainly of occupation levels,
consistent with the rest of the excavated area. Phase A4 also consisted of only
occupation layers (M 208) and a pit. Phase A5 contained three walls: M 106, which was
only discovered in the S-section (fig 10-1), but which probably ran north-south; wall
203 (fig 10-4); and wall 207, in the east section of M 200 (fig 10-3), not visible in any
plans but running east-west. It is not clear whether these walls formed a room. The finds
suggest activities on both sides of wall 106: a large number of objects in M 112; a
bronze ring; a bronze knife blade fragment; a 'button' made of a re-used sherd and a
sandstone rubber. The pottery repertoire seems to point to a household function.
Possibly this area was a kitchen, with a relatively large number of cooking pots, two
storage jars and two bowls.
A second group of pots, broken but complete, was found east of wall 203. It consisted
of at least six jars, one jug and three bowls. A fragment of a cooking pot was found.
Some of the jars must have been filled with different kinds of grain since large
quantities were found of seeds of two-row barley (hordeum distichum), bread wheat
(Triticum aestivum), flax (Linum usisatissimum), field pea (Pisum sativum), bitter vetch
(Vicia ervilia) and some darnel (Lolium temulentum), a type of grass that used to be
common in cornfields. Other objects found here were a fragment of a sandstone grinder,
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a fragment of a sandstone quern, a stone bowl and an unidentified bronze object with a
square shaft.
Since in the rest of the excavated area no structures were found and only one pit,
occupation must have been concentrated in the region of the former cella. Clearly the
ruins of the cella formed a good, stable foundation for new structures. Apart from that,
it was higher than its surroundings and therefore less likely to be affected by winter
rains.
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Phase A6 also seems to have been largely unoccupied in most of the excavated area, but
in Square M the first more or less complete structure was found, a small room of which
three walls were unearthed:  M 202, M 205 and M 203 which continued to be in use (fig
10-4). Two of these walls were set directly over the shattered pots of the previous
phase. Again, there was no trace of foundation stones or foundation trenches but the
walls were set immediately on the existing surface.
East of this room remains were found of what may have been a stone floor, with two
bread ovens (M 108 and 109, fig 10-5), forming a courtyard. No connection has been
found between this courtyard and the small room, and therefore it cannot be determined
whether the two formed part of a larger unit. It seems likely, however, in the light of the
fact that this is the only excavated area that had traces of settled occupation. At the same
time, the area immediately south of this part has not been excavated and could reveal
more houses or rooms.
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A raised platform of large mudbricks (M 113) was set on top of this stone pavement. It
is dated later than Phase A6, but before the beginning of B1. It may have been
connected, either structurally or functionally, with the first furnace.
All in all it seems that at least in the first Iron Age phase the cella remained a focus of
occupation. Whether this was because of its presumed sanctity or merely because it
provided a firm foundation for building is a question that cannot be answered at this
stage.

Phase A is also the phase in which the oldest furnace was found. (fig. 10-3, wall 204;
Franken 1969:36). Franken considered these huge furnaces (5 x 4 metres on the outside)
to be part of a copper smelting industry. He related it to other features from Phase A
which he also considered to be part of the metal industry, like the large amounts of fuel
that must have been stored, and the stone floors. Stone floors are a feature of certain
stages in a metal industry, like the crushing or roasting of the ore. However, one would
expect at least some ore or metal scraps to have remained between the stones of the
platform, but none have been recorded.
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In fact, later excavations in the area of the furnaces have demonstrated that there were
hardly any remains of actual copper ore or slag, or any other indications that these
furnaces were used in metal production. Apart from that, the size and shape of the
furnaces is completely different from that of any other metal furnace in the whole
region during this period. It seems therefore that these furnaces had some other, thus far
unknown function.
No remains of the Phase B furnaces have been found in Square M. The only remains
found in Square M belong to Phase B1, the most important being a heavy wall, running
north-south, M 101 (fig 10-3). Another stone floor was found in the west part of the
square. In the rubble overlying the room from A6 a fragment of a Philistine bowl was
found. The remainder of this bowl was found in the clay debris north of the second
furnace, which is Phase B 2, so it is likely that this debris covered the room as well.
(Since it was found directly under topsoil this could not be confirmed stratigraphically).
Finally, possibly in Phase C, possibly even later, a foundation trench was dug, and wall
M 102 built, parallel to M 101.

Conclusions

The excavation results show that at the very beginning of the Early Iron Age occupation
on Deir 'Alla, the first occupation after the gap that came at the end of the Late Bronze
Age, some slight structures were built on the site. That these were built on top of the
remains of the cella may not be accidental. We do not know whether the new occupants
were in any way acquainted with the former status of the site. If, as has been argued,
they came from the Amman Plateau and had been involved in the trade between the
Amman Plateau and the Jordan Valley, it is likely that they knew it. In that case one
would expect that the structure that was built on top of the old sanctuary had a special,
ritual function as well. There is, however, nothing that indicates a special function here,
except perhaps the fact that it is the only structure found so far in this phase. On the
other hand, the new occupants may simply have used the elevated position and the hard
foundation formed by these remains, as a suitable substratum for a new house.
The architecture of Phase A resembles that of Phase 3 at Tell el-Hammeh, except that
the occupants of Deir 'Alla did not use a stone foundation. This may have been because
they brought a different architectural tradition with them, or it could simply mean that
stones were less readily available at Deir 'Alla than they were at Tell el-Hammeh, where
the adjoining Wadi Zerqa was a ready source for stones and boulders of all sizes.
In any case it is clear that both the population on Tell el-Hammeh and the population at
Deir 'Alla conform to the picture painted here of the beginning of the Early Iron Age in
the region,  that of small groups of people who settled on sites that had been deserted
recently (or, in the case of Tell el-Hammeh, had only been settled on a temporary,
transhumant basis), where they started to build simple structures and at the same time
adhered to traditions of a more transitory nature: the use of temporary installations such
as hearths, some of which were found at Tell el-Hammeh, and the use of tents, as is
demonstrated by the post holes at Deir 'Alla (Franken 1969, 20).
The huge furnaces, the first of which was built at the end of Phase A, represent some
industrial activity, although it is at present not clear what kind of industry it represents.
Many small drops of metal were found surrounding them, but they were not used for
casting bronze or smelting copper. It is clear, however, that whatever activity was
performed here it was done on a professional, industrial scale, and the population must
have brought the skill to perform it from wherever it was they came from.


