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Tall al-Umayri in the Iron Age I  
Facts and Fiction  

with an Appendix on the History  
of the Collared Rim Pithoi

Israel Finkelstein
Tel Aviv University

This article deals with archaeological finds and theories related to the biblical 
text. David Ussishkin, my teacher in the 1970s, my partner at Megiddo since the 
beginning of the 1990s, and my friend for many years, has always insisted that 
the two be separated. He has always maintained that archaeological finds must be 
studied independently of theories which stem from one’s understanding of ancient 
texts. Needless to say, I fully adhere to this approach. Our only disagreement is 
about the next step to be taken. David sees the archaeologist as a technician who, 
upon completion of the archaeological aspects of his work, hands over the results 
to the historian, to draw the broader picture (Ussishkin 2007). I see myself as a his-
torian who practices archaeology. I therefore do not hesitate to take the next step 
and deploy the finds for historical reconstruction.

The Excavator’s Account:  
From Umayri to Reuben

Two decades ago, Frank Moore Cross published an article (1988) suggesting that 
the tribe of Reuben played a leading role in early Israelite tribal confederacy of the 
Iron Age I and that in the 10th century b.c.e. the Reubenites moved from Transjor-
dan to the highlands west of the Jordan. A decade later, Larry Herr (1999; Herr and 
Clark 2001) interpreted the results of the excavations at Tall al-Umayri—a 1.5-ha 
site south of Amman—in a manner that gave archaeological flesh and bones to 
Cross’s theory.

Tall al-Umayri supplied the most detailed evidence for the Iron I in Transjordan 
(the description below is based mainly on Herr 1998; 1999; 2006; 2007; Herr and 
Clark 2001; 2007; Clark 1997; 2000; 2002; most citations are from Herr 1999, but 
the same assertions appear in most of the works mentioned above). Herr and his 
team identified three phases of occupation in the 13th and 12th centuries b.c.e. 
(Herr 1999: 65).

Author’s note: A summary article on the finds of Tall al-Umayri was published after this article had 
been submitted (Herr and Clark 2009). It adheres to all data and interpretations known before and 
thus does not change the premise of this article. 
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Phase 14 dates to the Late Bronze II, in the 13th century b.c.e. The settlers reused 
an earthen rampart that had been built in the Middle Bronze IIC. A large building 
identified as a palace/temple was unearthed in Area B. It came to an end in a ma-
jor destruction. The inhabitants of this settlement were identified as the Amorites 
mentioned in the Bible (Herr and Clark 2007: 125).

Tall al-Umayri was rebuilt in Phase 13 at the end of the Late Bronze (Herr and 
Clark 2007: 125). Evidence for this settlement was found, according to the excava-
tors, in the new earthen rampart which was laid in the somewhat later Phase 12. 
The pottery within the Phase 12 rampart included “transitional LB IIB/Iron I pot-
tery” (Herr 1999: 66; also Herr 2000). In other words, since this pottery from the 
rampart contained a mixture of Late Bronze and Iron I forms, it was given a sepa-
rate phase, between Phase 14 of the Late Bronze II and Phase 12 of the Iron I. Other 
pieces of evidence for this phase come from the excavation inside the settlement, 
which revealed evidence for two construction phases in the buildings of Field A. 
The excavators proposed to connect the early phase with the ceramic evidence 
from the rampart. At the same time they admitted that in Area A this phase is not 
represented by occupational debris with pottery but rather by “a series of thin lami-
nations with no diagnostic pottery” (Herr 1999: 66). They argued that the Phase 13 
settlement came to an end in an earthquake which destroyed the defense capabili-
ties of the Middle Bronze rampart and thereby necessitated the construction of a 
new rampart in the time of Phase 12.

The Tall al-Umayri team stated that the Phase 12 settlement is characterized by 
the earliest Iron I pottery tradition, though LB IIB features are still present. But the 
architectural features of this layer were “completely different from those of the 
LBA, suggesting the presence of new people groups” (Herr and Clark 2007: 125). 
The Phase 12 settlement was protected by a wall two meters thick, with rooms cre-
ating a casemate-like system. It was built on the crest of the ancient Middle Bronze 
rampart. The latter was renovated by the Phase 12 inhabitants who also cleaned the 
ancient moat down the slope. The casemate wall was described as “one of the earli-
est such systems known to date” (Herr 1999: 67). Because the casemates served as 
the back rooms of houses built on the perimeter of the settlement, it is possible that 
their alignment was more “an event of chance than planning” (Herr 1999: 67). A 
gate may have been detected in the southwestern sector of the site (Herr and Clark 
2007: 125). Several buildings, including a well-constructed pillared house, were in-
corporated into the casemate wall, “one of them is the earliest and best preserved 
example of a type of house that would become ubiquitous in the Iron Age in the 
southern Levant, the so-called four-room house” (Herr and Clark 2007: 125). Phase 
12 came to an end in a heavy conflagration that left a 1.5–2.5 m thick destruc-
tion debris, including a large number of vessels in situ (the excavators mention 80 
pithoi), piles of burned barley, and six bronze weapons and a few “stone ballistic 
missiles” which indicate that the destruction of the site was caused by a military 
attack (Herr 1999: 69). The pottery from the destruction layer “is best dated near 
1200 b.c.e.” (Herr 1999: 69). The only difference between this assemblage and the 
one of Phase 13 (from the rampart) is that the cooking-pots in the former do not 
include as many Late Bronze triangular-rim forms.
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Tall al-Umayri in the Iron Age I 115

After an occupational gap of about a century “during much of the 12th century 
bce,” the site was rebuilt. A storage room with 18 pithoi was uncovered above the 
destruction accumulation of Phase 12; the perimeter wall continued to be in use 
(Herr and Clark 2007: 125). Herr (2007) has recently published a pottery assem-
blage from Area H, which he describes as contemporary with this phase. He dated 
this assemblage to the late Iron I, in the second half of the 11th century b.c.e. This 
settlement was probably inhabited by “a people group different from that of Strata 
13–12” (Herr and Clark 2007: 125).

Herr interpreted the Tall al-Umayri finds as testimony for the beginning of Iron 
Age settlement activity in the Transjordanian plateau. He compared the results at 
Tall al-Umayri with several sites in its vicinity, stated that they display a “regional 
cultural identity” (Herr 1999: 71), and identified them as settlements of the tribe of 
Reuben (Herr 1999: 72; 1998). Herr concluded that Cross’s proposal, that “Reuben 
was the earliest tribe to settle down” may be confirmed (Herr 1999: 70–72). He fur-
ther argued that the Tall al-Umayri pottery is “probably slightly older than the very 
earliest of the unwalled settlement west of the Jordan” (Herr and Clark 2001: 64)—a 
testimony that the tribe of Reuben had settled as early as the 13th century b.c.e. and 
developed a complex society “by about 1200 bce or slightly earlier.” Herr took two 
additional steps of interpretation: First, he proposed identifying the Tall al-Umayri 
and vicinity settlement system with Israel of the Merneptah stele. Second, he ar-
gued that the early date of Tall al-Umayri—earlier than sites west of the Jordan—
confirms the biblical tradition that the early Israelites entered Cisjordan from east 
of the Jordan River (Herr 1999: 72–73). Finally, Herr explained that the destruction 
of the site in the early 12th century was caused by competing proto-Canaanite 
tribes or by the Midianites, “perhaps in activities of trade expansion similar to the 
events recorded in the old text of Judges 5” (Herr 1999: 74). In another place, Herr 
and Clark (2001: 66) raised an alternative theory—that the site was destroyed by 
Merneptah in 1207 b.c.e. According to Herr, the early date of Tall al-Umayri and the 
resemblance between the finds of the site and the finds of Phase II at Mount Ebal 
may confirm Cross’s theory that at a certain point the tribe of Reuben moved from 
Transjordan to the Shechem area.

The simple question is: Does the archaeology of Tall al-Umayri support these far-
reaching interpretations?

What Does Archaeology Say?

Archaeology seems to tell a very different story and does not provide evidence 
for the Tall al-Umayri team’s historical interpretation. In what follows, I wish to 
concentrate on the finds from the main Iron I settlement—Phase 12.

The Date of the Phase 12 Settlement

I have recently dealt with the Iron I pottery assemblages west of the Jordan and 
reached the conclusion that they can be divided into three phases—early, middle, 
and late Iron I (Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006). The early Iron I is represented in 
the highlands at the site of Giloh (Mazar 1981) and Stratum III at ʿIzbet Ṣarṭah (Fin-
kelstein 1986). The middle Iron I is represented by Stratum V at Shiloh (Bunimovitz 
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and Finkelstein 1993) and by Mount Ebal (Zertal 1986–87). The late Iron I is best 
represented in the lowlands: by a large group of sites of the Megiddo VIA horizon in 
the northern valleys (Arie 2006) and by Stratum X at Tell Qasile on the coastal plain 
(Mazar 1985). 1 The distinction between the different ceramic phases of the Iron I 
is supported by radiocarbon results (Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006). Such minute 
ceramic observations and radiocarbon dating do not as yet exist in Transjordan, 
and therefore it is essential to compare the pottery assemblage from Tall al-Umayri 
to those retrieved west of the Jordan.

Let me start with two methodological comments.
1. Comparing Iron I assemblages from different regions is notoriously difficult. 

Sites located in the lowlands or close to the lowlands (e.g., ʿIzbet Ṣarṭah) yielded as-
semblages that are more varied and which manifest influences of second millennium 
b.c.e. traditions, while the repertoire of sites located in the heart of the highlands is 
limited (see, e.g., the pottery of Giloh). In addition, urban sites produced more elabo-
rate assemblages compared to small rural sites. Also, Iron I assemblages are character-
ized by regional peculiarities, and this holds true for Tall al-Umayri, as well.

2. In a tell situation, it is advisable to study complete vessels rather than sherds, 
as the latter may have originated from bricks, fills, etc. So, too, in a destruction ac-
cumulation such as the one which characterizes Phase 12 at Tall al-Umayri; sherds 
may have come from bricks, floor make up, mud placed on the roof, etc. I will 
therefore concentrate on complete vessels and will pay attention only to the latest 
sherds in a given location, as they may shed light on the dating of an assemblage.

The pottery from the rampart, labeled as belonging to “Phase 13” (Phase 11B 
in Clark 2000; 2002), includes Late Bronze and Iron I items (Clark 2000: Fig. 4). 
Incidentally, some of the items do not seem too early in the Iron I (Clark 2000: 
items 27–29). It is impossible to know whether this indeed represents pottery from 
a transition stage between the two periods or simply a mixture of pottery from 
two different phases: the Late Bronze and Iron I pottery from the days before the 
construction of the rampart. Moreover, if the Iron Age part of the rampart is com-
posed mainly of settlement refuse (see below), the Iron I pottery, which is difficult 
to distinguish from that of Phase 12, may represent no more than the life of the 
settlement of Phase 12.

The assemblage of Phase 12 (described as Phase 11A in Clark 2000; 2002 Phase 
11 in Clark 1997) is dominated by collared-rim jars (the “casemates” were used for 
storage; see picture in Herr and Clark 2001: 42). Past attempts to identify chrono-
logical variations in these pithoi (including local variants such as Clark 1997: Figs. 
4: 16, 4: 18) have all been proven futile (and see appendix); the collared-rim pithos 
appears for the first time in the later phases of the Late Bronze Age and continues 
to appear in all phases of the Iron I (for the late Iron I, see Arie 2006). Therefore, 
one needs to look at the other types in the Tall al-Umayri assemblage in order to 
establish the relative date of Phase 12.

1. In the highlands the late Iron I may be represented by the site of el-Ahwat. The pottery of 
this site has not been published yet, but 14C determinations (Sharon et al. 2007) put its date close 
to that of Megiddo VIA (Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2007).
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Tall al-Umayri in the Iron Age I 117

Most of the cooking-pots (mainly sherds) are of two types: the everted triangular 
form in the Late Bronze tradition (e.g., Clark 2000: Fig. 4.32: 3–6) and the erect 
Iron I type (e.g., Clark 2002: Fig. 4.16: 4–6). What seems to me to be the latest 
cooking-pot from this phase (Clark 2002: Fig. 4.16: 9) appears in the later phases 
of the Iron I and even in the Iron IIA (though in the latter period the rim is more 
slanted); in any event, it does not belong to the early Iron I. This mélange is char-
acteristic of the Shiloh V assemblage, which also includes a meaningful group of 
complete everted, triangular cooking-pots in the Late Bronze tradition (Bunimovitz 
and Finkelstein 1993).

The bowls, jugs, and pyxides from Phase 12 cannot be dated accurately within 
the Iron I, and the same holds true for most kraters. Yet, one outstanding krater 
(Clark 2000: Fig. 4.31: 17) has an exact parallel at Megiddo VIA of the late Iron I 
(Arie 2006: Figs. 13.11; 13.63: 9). Some of the kraters (e.g., Clark 2002: Fig. 4.15) 
have parallels even later—in late Iron I and early Iron IIA Khirbet ed-Dawwara (e.g., 
Finkelstein 1990: Fig. 16: 5). One of the Tall al-Umayri storage jars (Clark 1997: Fig. 
4.26: 6) has a somewhat parallel item at Megiddo VIA (Finkelstein, Zimhoni, and 
Karfri 2000: Fig. 11.16: 1; Arie 2006: Fig. 11.16: 1). The large storage jar with three 
handles (Clark 2002: Fig. 4.14: 10) appears at Megiddo from Stratum VIIA to VIA, 
that is, until the late Iron I (Finkelstein and Zimhoni 2000: Fig. 10.1: 8; Finkelstein, 
Zimhoni, and Kafri 2000: Fig. 11.17: 6, respectively).

To sum up this issue, though the assemblage from the destruction layer of Phase 
12 has certain types that appear as early as the early Iron I and other types that are 
known from late Iron I assemblages, it is best to compare it to the middle Iron I 
assemblage from Stratum V at Shiloh rather than to late Iron I assemblages. This is 
so for two reasons: (1) Phase 12 is followed by at least one additional Iron I phase 
(Herr 2007). (2) Important late Iron I forms do not appear here. I refer first and 
foremost to cooking-pots and cooking-jugs that appear at the sites of the Megiddo 
VIA horizon (e.g., Arie 2006: Fig. 13.53: 5–9; Fig. 13.59: 7–10; I ignore the painted 
forms because their absence may be related to the remoteness and isolation of Tall 
al-Umayri).

The destruction of Shiloh V is radiocarbon dated to 2863±16 or 2873±13 BP, 
which translates to 1050–1000 or 1050–975 b.c.e., respectively (68% probability) 
(Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2006). It is possible of course that both Shiloh V and 
Tall al-Umayri 12 were built several decades earlier. Hence, dating the life-span of 
Tall al-Umayri 12 in the first half of the 11th century (possibly starting in the late 
12th century) seems reasonable. The date of ca. 1200 b.c.e. given to the destruction 
layer of Phase 12 by the Umayri team (Herr 1999: 69; Herr and Clark 2007: 125) is 
therefore a century and half too early.

The Tall al-Umayri team did not provide evidence for the stratigraphic situation 
of the structure that yielded the assemblage described by Herr (2007) as late Iron 
I, and though Herr speaks about “smashed pottery on a beaten-earth surface (Herr 
2007: 135), it is not clear whether this is a sherd collection or parts of vessels which 
have not been restored. In any event, judging from the cooking-pots, this is indeed 
a late Iron I group.
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The Fortification System of Phase 12

The fortification system of the 1.5-ha Iron I settlement at Tall al-Umayri is known 
from Fields A and B (Fig. 1). It is comprised of an outer line, ca. 2 m thick, a four-
room house oriented perpendicularly to the wall with its back broad-room creat-
ing a sort of a casemate, and another structure with a second casemate-like space 
adjacent to it to the south. The inner wall of the “casemates”—which is also the 
inner wall of the back rooms of the houses—does not make one continuous line, 
and its width changes from one point to the next. The cross-walls between the 
“casemates” are continuations of walls of the houses (Herr 2000: 172). Though the 
excavators describe a Ground Penetrating Radar investigation which revealed two 
parallel walls in other parts of the mound (Herr 1999: 67), the exact nature of the 
fortification there has not been verified. In short, it is not clear whether this is a real 
casemate wall or merely a continuous outer line of broad-rooms of pillared houses 
that were built on the periphery of the settlement. The houses in Fields A and B 
were constructed on the crest of a Middle Bronze rampart, which continues to the 
slope and ends in a rock-cut moat. The Iron I “rampart” is an easy-to-lay repair 
of the Middle Bronze embankment, and the upper part of it may be comprised of 
no more than the refuse layers of the settlement that were thrown onto the slope. 
There is no indication whether this earthen system exists in other parts of the site.

In short, the Tall al-Umayri fortification is neither a full-fledged casemate wall 
nor a solid fortification of the type known in the Levant in the Iron II. And the 
rampart is not an original system, of the type known, for instance, from Iron II 
Beer Sheba and Jezreel (Aharoni 1973; Ussishkin and Woodhead 1994: 10, 46, re-
spectively). No less important, the Tall al-Umayri fortification is not unique, in 
the sense that it has parallels in several late Iron I and early Iron IIA sites in both 
Trans- and Cisjordan.

Two or three sites south of Tall al-Umayri, in the territory of later Moab, display 
a similar layout. Khirbet el-Mudayna el-Aliya (Routledge 2000; Fig. 2) is a 2.2-ha 
site built on a ridge surrounded on three sides by deep wadis. It has a system of 
casemate-like walls “to which most of the site’s buildings are directly attached” 
(Routledge 2000: 48). The houses are of the pillared type and their back broad-
rooms create the casemates (Routledge 2000: Figs. 10–13). A moat separated the site 
from the ridge. The center of the site creates what seems to be a large open space. 
Only a few sherds from Khirbet el-Mudayna el-Aliya have thus far been published 
(Routledge 2000: Figs. 5–7). Routledge dated them to the late Iron I. The site was 
then deserted.

Khirbet Lehun is a ca. 1.4-ha Iron I site located on the northern rim of Wadi 
Mujib (Homès Fredericq 1997: 56–66; 2000). A set of casemate-like rooms sur-
round the site, with houses integrated with them (Homès Fredericq 2000: 182; 
Fig. 3); the “casemates” served as the back-rooms of pillared-buildings. The center 
of the site consists of a large courtyard with buildings at its center. The site was 
dated by the excavator to the transition from the Late Bronze to the Iron I, prob-
ably because a Nineteenth/Twentieth Dynasty scarab was found there (Eggler and 
Keel 2006: 182–83). The single pottery plate (Homès Fredericq 1997: Fig. 173) dis-
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Tall al-Umayri in the Iron Age I 119

Fig. 1. The fortification 
system of Phase 12 in 
Areas A and B at Tall al-
Umayri (Herr 2006: 62).

plays late Iron I and Iron II vessels, but there is no indication of the provenance 
of these items. Since the site had been deserted and then resettled in the later part 
of the Iron II, it is reasonable to assume that the late Iron I vessels came from the 
early layer. This means that the site was dated much too early and that it is con-
temporary to Khirbet el-Mudayna el-Aliya.

Khirbet el-Mudayna el-Muʿarraja is a ca. 0.7-ha site built in a topography similar 
to that of Khirbet Mudayna el-Aliya (Olavari 1977–78; 1983). It consists of a row of 
casemates surrounding an open courtyard. There are several structures in the court-
yard. It is not clear whether this site, too, has pillared buildings set perpendicular 
to the wall on the periphery of the site. The two pottery plates indicate that the site 
probably dates to the late Iron I.
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Fig. 2. Plan of Khirbet el-Mudayna el-Aliya (Routledge 2000: 41).

Several sites west of the Jordan also resemble the architectural layout of Tall al-
Umayri. Khirbet ed-Dawwara northeast of Jerusalem (Finkelstein 1990; Fig. 4) is a 
0.5-ha site surrounded by a solid wall, 2.3–3.1 m thick. Four-room-type pillared 
houses are adjacent to the wall; in some of them the back broad-rooms create a line 
of “casemates.” Bedrock is exposed at the center of the site, so it is impossible to 
determine whether this part, too, was built-up or served as an open courtyard. The 
site was established in the middle or late Iron I and continued into the early Iron 
IIA, when it was deserted.

Stratum VII at Tel Beer Sheba (Herzog 1984) seems to have been constructed in 
a similar way. Though the remains are fragmentary, they seem to comprise a set 
of pillared houses built perpendicular to the perimeter of the site, with their back 
broad-rooms creating a set of casemates. In this case, the outer wall, which is ca. 
1 m thick, does not form a single line. The buildings surround an open courtyard. 
Herzog reconstructed a 0.3-ha settlement. Stratum VII dates to the early Iron IIA 
(Herzog and Singer-Avitz 2004). Several early Iron IIA sites in the Negev Highlands 
display a somewhat similar layout. I refer mainly to the sites of Hatira near Dimona 
(Meshel and Cohen 1980) and Quseima near Kadesh Barnea (Meshel 1994). 2

2. Khirbet Qeiyafa is a 2.3-ha site in the western sector of the Valley of Elah. It features a case-
mate wall and houses adjacent to its inner side (Garfinkel and Ganor 2008). The houses yielded a 
late Iron I assemblage. The excavator dated the fortification to the time of the houses.

O�print from:
Israel Finkelstein and Nadav Naʾ, eds., 
The Fire Signals of Lachish: Studies . . . in Honor of David Ussishkin
ç Copyright 2011 Eisenbrauns. All rights reserved.



Tall al-Umayri in the Iron Age I 121

Fig. 3. Plan of Khirbet Lehun (Homès Fredericq 1997: Fig. 41).
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Historical Overview

Formative State Formation

Archaeology, the Bible (first and foremost regarding Omride Israel), and extra-
biblical texts (first and foremost the Monolith Inscription on the battle of Qarqar) 
put the emergence of the full-fledged territorial kingdoms in the southern Levant 
in the early Iron IIA—in the first half of the 9th century b.c.e. But this phase must 
have been preceded by an earlier, formative stage, which is more difficult to trace 
archaeologically. This earlier stage covers the middle-to-late Iron I—the 11th and 
much of the 10th century b.c.e.

The “check-list” of archaeological manifestations of early state-formation includes 
the appearance of fortification and monumental architecture, mass production of 
pottery, industrialization of the agricultural output, evidence of long-distance trade, 
an early writing system, etc. (for the Levant, see Jamieson-Drake 1991; Finkelstein 
1999). Of all these expressions, the most obvious and possibly the only detectable 
one for the formative phase is the appearance of early forms of fortifications.

Comparable early fortifications appear in different parts of the southern Levant 
at approximately the same time—in the middle-to-late Iron I (probably between 
the mid-11th and late 10th centuries b.c.e.)—and should no doubt be seen as a 
marker of the formative stage of the (somewhat later) territorial kingdom in this re-
gion. Tall al-Umayri may represent the earliest step in the development of a proto-
Ammonite regional entity, in the middle Iron I. Early administrative organization 
there is also manifested by the site’s storage facilities and by an exceptionally large 
number of seals found there (Eggler and Keel 2006: 310–61). Khirbet ed-Dawwara 
may be connected to the rise of an early Israelite entity north of Jerusalem in the 
middle-to-late Iron I (Finkelstein 2006). 3 The two Khirbet el-Mudayna sites and 
Khirbet Lehun stand for the early organization of proto-Moab in the late Iron I. Tel 
Beersheba and the Negev Highlands sites represent the desert polity that developed 

3. One could count the middle Iron I storage facility at Shiloh as another characteristic of this 
early entity, but this site was destroyed long before the abandonment of Khirbet ed-Dawwara.

Fig. 4. Plan of Area A at Khirbet ed-Dawwara.
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Tall al-Umayri in the Iron Age I 123

in the early Iron IIA (Finkelstein 1995: 103–26; possibly already in the very late 
Iron I—Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006).

This formative stage of territorial organization, which developed after the col-
lapse of the Egypto-Canaanite system (in the late 12th century b.c.e.) was charac-
terized by instability, which is manifested by the destruction and abandonment of 
all of these sites after a relatively short period of time. Possible confrontations be-
tween regional groups may have been one reason behind this development. Tall al-
Umayri was destroyed within the middle Iron I, in the 11th century, while the three 
sites in Moab were abandoned in the late Iron I, in the 10th century. In the more 
elaborate phase of state formation in these territories, in the 9th century b.c.e., the 
center of power shifted to other sites: Rabbah in Ammon and Dibon (of Mesha) in 
Moab. The territorial kingdoms now stabilized and their capitals continued to be 
inhabited for a long period of time in the Iron II.

History of Tall al-Umayri: Real and Fictitious

There is no way to suggest a date for the destruction of Phase 14 at Tall al-
Umayri—in the Late Bronze II or Late Bronze III (ca. mid-12th century b.c.e.)—with-
out inspecting the pottery and comparing it to strata west of the Jordan. And as 
mentioned above, it is difficult to decide whether Phase 13 represents a real, inde-
pendent period of occupation in the history of the site, in the early Iron I; another 
possibility would be to see this phase as a creation of the excavators, who combined 
Late Bronze and Iron I sherds found in the “rampart” on the slope into one layer.

To judge from the radiocarbon results at Shiloh, the settlement of Phase 12 at 
Tall al-Umayri was established in the middle Iron I, in the late 12th or first half of 
the 11th century, and came to an end around the middle or second half of the 11th 
century b.c.e. This settlement marks a formative phase of territorial organization in 
the Ammonite region. It could have been destroyed as a result of local skirmishes, 
or a conflict with one of the rising neighboring territorial formations. The site was 
resettled in the late Iron I, in the late 11th or early- to mid-10th century b.c.e. This 
is all that can be said with relative confidence about the history of Tall al-Umayri 
in the Iron I.

All other assertions of the Tall al-Umayri team reflect their preconceptions re-
garding the history of Ancient Israel, that is, their literal, uncritical reading of the 
biblical text. These assertions have nothing to do with archaeology.

(a) There is no way to identify the ethnic identity of the Late Bronze inhabitants 
of Tall al-Umayri. First, Late Bronze finds and texts do not disclose ethnic groups. 
Second, the biblical references to ancient, pre-Israelite groups that inhabited Ca-
naan, including the Amorites, are late Iron II constructs which reflect the ideology 
of the late Iron II (and still later) authors regarding the ethno-genesis and identity 
of Ancient Israel (e.g., Uehlinger 1999–2000 and bibliography).

(b) There is no reason to assert that the inhabitants of Phase 13 belonged to 
a new ethnic group. The pottery of the site has its roots in the long-term tradi-
tion of the second millennium b.c.e, and the architecture—though typical of the 
Iron Age with no deep roots in the Late Bronze—can be understood against the 
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socio-economic background and territorio-political organization of the inhabitants 
rather than their ethnic or national origin.

(c) There is no reason to identify the inhabitants of Phase 12 with the tribe of 
Reuben. The description of the tribal allotments in early Israel is late in date (in its 
final version representing a Priestly work), and even if founded on early realities, 
these realities do not represent premonarchic times (recently Lissovsky and Naʾa-
man 2003 with bibliography; see also Schorn 1997).

(d) Even if some sort of a tribal system did exist in Ancient Israel as early as the 
Iron I, there is no archaeological reason to suggest Tall al-Umayri as a settlement of 
the earliest group of Israelites (or proto-Israelites).

(e) There is no reason to identify the system of settlements around Tall al-Umayri 
with Israel of the Merneptah stele. First, as shown above, the destruction of Phase 
12 at Tall al-Umayri postdates the Merneptah campaign by a century and a half. 
Second, there is no way to identify the exact location of the group named Israel in 
the Merneptah stele, except, in general terms, in the highlands of Canaan (see, e.g., 
Yurco 1986; Ahlström 1986: 37–43; Hasel 1994; Rainey 2001). Any other assertion 
is mere speculation.

(f) The Tall al-Umayri finds have nothing to do with the (biblical) idea that An-
cient Israel emerged in Transjordan and entered Cisjordan from the east, and there 
is no reason to suggest that after the destruction of their town the inhabitants of 
Tall al-Umayri moved to the area of Shechem in Cisjordan. A single type of bowl or 
an incision on the body of a storage jar (Herr 1999: 70; 2000: 176) is not sufficient 
reason for theories which move people on the map. The material culture of Tall 
al-Umayri is typical of the Iron I in the entire hilly area of the southern Levant; it 
shows no explicit connection to a specific area west of the Jordan.

(g) There is no archaeological reason to see the inhabitants of the 11th century 
b.c.e. settlement at Tall al-Umayri as a new ethnic group.

Summary

Iron I Tall al-Umayri supplies important data on Transjordan in the Iron I. This 
middle Iron I settlement, which was probably established in the first half of the 
11th century b.c.e, displays the earliest archaeological evidence for territorial orga-
nization in the highlands of Transjordan. The site has nothing to do with the (late 
in date) biblical traditions about the settlement of the Israelites, including the tribe 
of Reuben, or with the campaign of Merneptah in the late 13th century b.c.e. In the 
Tall al-Umayri case, an entire “historical” reconstruction was based on an uncritical 
reading of the biblical text rather than on straightforward archaeological evidence. 
The latter emphasizes the importance of archaeology as an independent, bias-free 
witness of the past—as advocated by David Ussishkin.

Appendix:  
Tall al-Umayri and the History of the Collared Rim Pithoi

In an article published a few years ago, Herr (2001) proposed a division between 
the date of appearance of the collared rim pithoi in Cis- and Transjordan: “whereas 

O�print from:
Israel Finkelstein and Nadav Naʾ, eds., 
The Fire Signals of Lachish: Studies . . . in Honor of David Ussishkin
ç Copyright 2011 Eisenbrauns. All rights reserved.



Tall al-Umayri in the Iron Age I 125

collared rim pithoi disappeared toward the end of the Iron I period in Cisjordan, 
they seemed to have continued throughout the Iron Age [and in fact the Persian 
period too—I. F.] at Tall al-Umayri and elsewhere on the central Tranjordanian pla-
teau” (Herr 2001: 237). This means that this type of vessel was in use for almost a 
millennium. There are two peculiar points in this idea:

1. that the same type of vessel had a different history in an area which in some 
cases covered a distance of no more than a few kilometers

2. that a vessel-type continued to be used for many centuries

To the best of my knowledge, both points contradict all that we know about ce-
ramic typology and pottery production and style.

Herr based his observations on the appearance of collared rim pithoi in three 
different “episodes,” dating to the Iron I, early Iron II, and the late Iron II/Persian 
period. His first mistake was to compare apples and oranges—restorable pithoi in 
a rich assemblage found in the “casemates” of Fields A and B, versus later surfaces 
where only rim-sherds of collared rim pithos were found: “The data from Episode 2 
are the most problematic because we could isolate very few surface deposits to this 
period, and we have found no complete or reconstructable vessels. Moreover, pithos 
sherds came from layers that feasibly could contain earlier material, as well. . . . For 
Episode 3 we do not have complete examples from Umayri, but the sherds occur 
in such great numbers and such large sizes . . . that they cannot be intrusions from 
earlier periods” (Herr 2001: 241).

It should be obvious that in mound situations old sherds—especially from a 
period strongly represented at the site—are typically found in later contexts. At 
Megiddo, for instance, the Early Bronze IB was a period of long and strong activity, 
with the settlement extending over a large area in the main mound and the flat 
area to its east. Indeed, Early Bronze IB sherds are found in significant numbers in 
many later levels at Megiddo, even as late as the Iron IIB. They may have originated 
from fill materials, brick materials, etc. In other words, when the inhabitants of 
the later settlements at Megiddo constructed their houses they probably used earth 
from the slope of the hill for fills and bricks; this earth contained Early Bronze I 
pottery from old dumps, etc.

Herr’s second mistake is that he deals with diverse types of pithoi. The vessels 
from the Iron I context are clearly the typical collared rim pithoi, which have par-
allels in every Iron I site in the highlands of Cis- and Transjordan. Needless to say, 
some of the items feature local sub-forms, but this does not cast doubt on their 
date or typological affiliation. Most of the sherds belonging to Episodes 2 and 3 
do not belong to this family. Of the three (!) rim sherds that represent Episode 2, 
one is a collared rim jar (Herr 2001: Fig. 14.5: 1) that originated from the “surface 
of the watercourse”—hardly a stratified context; another (Herr 2001: No. 2) which 
may belong to this group came from “postoccupational debris”; the third is not 
a collared rim pithos. From the rim sherds affiliated with Episode 3, only one or 
two seem to belong to collared rim pithoi (Herr 2001: Fig. 14.5: 8, 9). The other 
rims belong to different vessels—a holemouth pithos and a pithos with a slanted 
shoulder. Some of the latter belong to the Iron IIA (see, for instance, the late Iron I/
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Iron IIA single-occupation site of Khirbet ed-Dawwara—Finkelstein 1990: Fig. 16: 
11–12; Fig. 17: 9) and others may belong to a later phase of the Iron Age (e.g., Herr 
2001: Fig. 14.5: 11). Six of the eight sherds belonging to Episode 3 came from fills 
(no data are given for No. 11).

To sum up, there is nothing new in the Tall al-Umayri finds. The collared rim 
pithoi belong to the Iron I. Collared rim sherds that appear in later contexts origi-
nated in the Iron I settlement and reached the later contexts mainly with fill mate-
rials. Other types of pithoi appear later than the Iron I. All the above is obvious and 
I would not have bothered to deal with it had I not seen citations that take Herr’s 
erroneous theory as basis for further studies (e.g., Smith and Levy 2008: 75).

There is an important lesson here: ceramic typology must be based on clear, pref-
erably restorable assemblages from safe stratigraphic context. One should not try to 
change the world with a few stray sherds from fills.
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