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Although glass bracelets are found on most excavated Is-
lamic sites as well as in tombs from the late Roman and
Byzantine periods, until recently not much attention has
been given to these humble objects. At Tall Aba Sarba
almost 200 fragments of glass bracelets were excavated
during the first three seasons, a collection large enough
to permit a typological and technological study. The pre-
liminary results of this analysis are presented here; a full
report will be published later.

Tall Aba Sarbut is situated in the Jordan Valley some
kilometres northwest of Tall Dayr ‘Alla. Since 1988 three
seasons of excavations have been conducted here by a
Dutch team, uncovering occupation layers of the Roman/
Byzantine and later Islamic periods (de Haas er al. 1989;
1992 —the results of the fourth and final season in 1992
are not reported here).

The glass bracelet fragments as well as some glass
finger rings and more than 850 fragments of glass ves-
sels were found mainly in the upper levels of the tall,
dating from the 10/12th to 15th centuries AD. Glass
bracelets have also been found on the nearby site of Tall
Abut Qurdan, excavated in 1964 (Franken and Kalsbeek
1975), and in the cemetery on top of Tall Dayr ‘Alla, the
unpublished data of which have kindly been made avail-
able to me. All bracelet fragments are being analyzed ac-
cording to the standards set by Spear (1988), which in-
cludes a description of shape, decoration, colour,
translucency and dimensions, as well as an analysis of
the techniques used.

Techniques
Technologically two basic methods were used. The first
involves the bending and closing of a glass cane, which
can be either plain or twisted, monochrome or multi-
colored. Such plain and twisted glass canes, probably
used as kohl sticks, were already produced in Jerusalem
in the first century BC (Avigad 1983: 186-191) (FIG. 1).
In principle this type can be easily recognised by a
seam where the cane was closed. However, reheating of
the bracelet sometimes resulted in concealing this seam,
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and from fragments it is often difficult to establish the
technique used.
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1. Twisted glass canes from
Jerusalem. First century
BC (after Avigad 1983).

Twisted bracelets are always made from a cane. In the
Abu Sarbut collection about three fourths of the bracelets
are of the twisted variety. These are mostly multi-
coloured, a result obtained by winding thin glass threads
of different colours around the cane. The central cane is
made of a dark blue or brownish colour, sometimes a
very pale green, with threads of yellow, brown, grey, red,
green, light blue and white in every possible combina-
tion. No two identical bracelets have been found. Non-
twisted bracelets made from a cane were also produced,
as is borne out by two (monochrome) fragments with a
seam.

The second technique resulted in a “seamless” brace-
let. A small piece of molten glass was pierced by a metal
rod, after which a larger ring was formed by rotating it
on the rod with the help of a second tool (Korfmann
1966: 48-61) (FIG. 2). This technique was already used to
form the famous bracelets of the La Téne period in Eu-
rope (last half of the first millennium BC). This type can
be recognized by its D-shaped or flat cross-section and
the tool marks on its inner side (if not smoothed away af-
ter forming the bracelet). Sometimes a decoration was
applied by adding drops or stripes of molten glass in dif-
ferent colours.

Production

As so many bracelets have been found on Tall Aba
Sarbit, Tall Abii Qurdan (66 examples) and in the ce-
metery of Tall Dayr ‘Alla (35 examples), the question
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2. Production of a “seamless” glass bracelet in Hebron (after Korf-
mann 1966: FIGS. 6-8).

arises whether they were produced locally. In the period
under consideration Tyre, Hebron, Aleppo, Acre, Sidon,
Raqga, Cairo, Alexandria and Damascus were famous
glass production centres, although smaller centres ex-
isted as well (Weinberg 1987). Hebron seems to have
been especially famous for its glass bracelets, and brace-
lets of both techniques were still made there and sold in
Jerusalem until quite recently (FIG. 3).

At Tall Abt Sarbut no remains of local glass pro-
duction (oven, waste, cullet) have been discovered in
situ, although some finds indicate that glass was pro-
duced in the neighbourhood. Worth mentioning is a
piece of glass slag found in the disturbed top layers of
the tall and a fragment of a glass cane, not yet formed
into a bracelet, from the courtyard of a house.

3. A “seamed” twisted bracelet, made from a light blue cane with
white decoration, and a “seamless” bracelet produced of the same
light blue glass, bought in Jerusalem in 1964.

Use

From anthropological literature it is known that bangles
of bronze, silver and glass were worn on wrists, upper
arms, elbows and ankles (Dalman 1937: 341). At Tall
Dayr ‘Alla 35 glass bangles were found in ten graves,
worn on the left and right arm and on the ankle. In one
grave five bangles were found “near the vertebral col-
umn’’; these were possibly sewn to a head scarf or woven
into the hair. Glass bracelets were worn together with
metal ones. In one grave a woman wore one iron and
four glass bracelets on the left arm, and a glass and iron
bracelet on the right arm. In another grave six glass
bracelets were found together with two bronze ones.
Twisted and plain glass bracelets were worn together.

Future Research

Future research will concentrate on providing a complete
repertoire of the glass bracelets of Tall Aba Sarbut, gath-
ering evidence for (or against) the possibility of a local
production centre for glass bracelets in the neighbour-
hood of the tall, and on comparing the data from Abu
Sarbat, Abt Qurdan and Dayr ‘Alla with those of other
excavated villages and cemeteries from the Islamic pe-
riod.
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