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Introduction

A short three and a half week season was
conducted at Tall Hisban between June 18
and July 11 in the summer of 1997. This
was a continuation of the work that had be-
gun during the sixth season of excavation
and survey by the Madaba Plains Project in
1996. At that time, cleaning and restoration
work was begun at the tall under the direc-
tion of Pystein S. LaBianca and Lawrence
T. Geraty (Younker et al. 1997: 230). This
site (Fig. 1), which had been excavated by
Andrews University and other institutions
between 1968 and 1976 had greatly de-
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teriorated since its last season of excavation
some twenty years ago. Preliminary reports
(Borass and Horn 1969, 1973 and 1975; Bo-
rass and Geraty 1976 and 1978; Horn 1972
and 1974; Geraty 1975 and 1976) as well as
some final reports (LaBianca 1990; Mitchel
1992) have since been published. Plans had
been made for the restoration of the site in
1976, however, it had never been the re-
cipient of any such work. Its importance,
due to its location on two trade routes and its
long occupational history make it a good
candidate for restoration and the idea of fi-
nally starting such a project received strong
support from the director of the Department
of Antiquities as well as the mayor of the
town of Hisban. Although the primary rea-
son for returning to the site was its restora-
tion and development as a tourist site, it was
also felt that the earlier excavations had left
some unanswered questions that further ex-
cavation might possibly address. In addi-
tion, much of the tall had never been ex-
cavated and further work was seen as
desirable.

The 1997 season at Tall Hisban, though
short and for the most part designed to deal
with specific aspects of the earlier excava-
tions, nevertheless represents a preliminary
campaign of a new (phase 2) series of ex-
cavations at the tall. The research design, in
addition to the basic objectives of the
Madaba Plains Project, which focuses on cy-
cles of intensification and abatement in set-
tlement and land use in the region and em-
ploys the food system’s concept to
operationalize it (Geraty et al. 1986: 117-
119), seeks to: 1) answer questions remaining
from the earlier (phase 1) excavations; 2) pur-
sue further excavations in selected areas; and
3) preserve certain features, both previous
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and currently excavated, for tourist pur-
poses. In addition, the new regional survey
in the vicinity of Tall Hisban, that was be-
gun in 1996 (Younker et al. 1997: 229), was
continued.

Although Tall Hisban is a well known
and relatively frequently visited archaeolog-
ical site in Jordan, very little has been done

to highlight its most important archaeolog-

ical features for the visitor. As mentioned
~above, this situation began to change during
the summer of 1996.

The effort to clean up the site was con-
tinued in 1997, resulting in improved pres-
entation of the Iron I bedrock trench, the
Late Iron I reservoir, the Hellenistic tower
and fortification wall, the Roman staircase
and “temple,” the Byzantine church, the
Mamluk bath, and the “Ottoman cave vil-
lage.” To bring these features into focus for
the visitor, viewing platforms were con-
structed in selected locations throughout the
mound, and paths were constructed leading
the visitor from the bottom of the tall to each
of the viewing platforms. On each viewing
platform, signs were mounted which ex-
plained about the ruins brought into clear
view by each platform.

A deliberate effort was made to involve
village residents in this effort. To this end,
the cooperation of the village mayor, was
sought and obtained. The local blacksmith
was hired to make the signs and a local
school teacher, did the painting of the signs.
Tours were provided on a daily basis for vil-
lage visitors to the site and the workmen
were empowered through daily instruction
about the site’s history to teach their family
and friends about the history and sig-
nificance of the village. A local resident,
was trained to serve as a guide for tourists
visiting the site throughout the year. New
road signs were also made (free of charge)
and mounted by the Ministry of Public
Works along the ‘Amman-Na‘Gr-Madaba
road to make the site easier to find.

In 1996 a number of large building stones
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were laid upon what was thought to be the
foundation of a Roman temple, as depicted
on Esbus coins from that time, to the east
and below the Middle Islamic Bath com-
plex. In the process of their removal for re-
construction purposes in 1997, part of a mo-
saic (Fig. 2) was found approximately on the
same level as the Byzantine church raising
the possibility that the church ran further
west than had previously been thought. If
this is correct, then the Roman temple could
have been located either on a lower level, is
elsewhere on the acropolis, or otherwise, it
was only an extrapolation from the coin.
The relationship between the “temple,”
church and bath complex must be explored
further in future seasons.

Excavation at Tall Hisban

This season concentrated on two as yet
unresolved interpretational problems re-
maining from the earlier (phase 1) excava-
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tions at the site. Both of these involved Iron
Age features. In addition, exploratory probes
were made in a large cave complex to fol-
low-up the preliminary exploration and map-
ping done in 1996. Specifically, two sound-
ings (C.3:N; D.7) were made on the western
and southern terraces of the tall and four ad-
ditional probes in (G.22, 24 and 25) and ad-
jacent to (G.23), the cave complex, also lo-
cated on the southern shelf.

Field C: The Western Shelf (Phil Drey)
On the western shelf of the tall, excava-
tions were begun again on the north side of
Area C, Square C.3. The original excava-
tions conducted there in 1973-74 had re-
vealed a north-south wall (C.3:34), which
zig-zagged or off-set as Wall C.3:26 to the
west, continuing south into Square C.7 as
Wall C.7:44 (Fig. 3). This wall line was
founded on a bedrock shelf. Further to the
west, there was a large wall (C.3:32), found-
ed in a bedrock crevice. This wall was
stepped up for 3.5 m, the extant portion
abutting walls C.3:26 and 34 close to the
point of off-set. Running parallel to and un-
derneath this wall was a line of large un-
hewn boulders (Wall C.3:43), 2 courses (or
0.75-1.00 m) high, in part down in the cre-
vice (Fig. 4). While walls C.3:26, 32 and 34
were originally dated to the Iron IIC/Persian
period, Wall C.3:34 produced only Iron Age
body sherds. Wall C.7:44 also produced
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3. Offset-inset Wall C.3:34/26A/C.7:44 in Area C

(looking S).
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4. Walls C.3:32 (right) and 43 (bottom center)(look-
ing E).

Iron Age sherds on bedrock immediately be-
low the first course on both sides of the wall.
However, when parts of it were dismantled,
Hellenistic sherds were found underneath
the second and third (or top extant) courses.
In addition, two phases of another wall abut-
ted Wall C.3:26 on the west and extended
into Square C.2 as Wall C.2:26. This wall
was more poorly-built than the off-set wall,
but before the discovery of Wall C.7:44 the
following season, it was thought to be part
of the same wall and thus given the same nu-
merical designation (C.3:26B and C). This
added to the confusion in that this wall dates
to the Hellenistic/Early Roman period.
Sherds from these periods were also found
among fallen rock lying immediately west of
Wall C.7:44, possibly from Wall C.3:26B
and C. As a result, this overall wall system
has been variously dated from Iron Age II to
the Roman period in the literature (Thomp-
son 1975 179-80; Mitchel 1992: 57).

In his dissertation on the Iron Age Stra-
tigraphy at Tall Hisban, one of the authors
(Ray forthcoming) had tentatively redated
this wall system to the Iron IIC/Persian pe-
riod with later periods of rebuilding in the
Hellenistic/Early Roman period. In order to
test this hypothesis, a 7 x 2 m trench was
laid perpendicular to Wall C.3:34 at the edge
of a sub-balk left by the original excavators.
Following the removal of 23 years of inter-
seasonal debris, a 1 x 2 m trench along the
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western (or outer) face of the wall was ex-
cavated (Fig. 5). Due to the rocky nature of
the sediment no stratigraphy was encoun-
tered here. Therefore, pottery pails were
changed every 0.30 m in order to gain con-
trol of datable pottery. The top 0.30 m yield-
ed sherds from Iron II through the Early Is-
lamic (Umayyad) periods. The remaining
0.60+ m, however, yielded pure Iron IIC/
Persian period pottery (Fig. 6) including bur-
nished black ware sherds. A clearly datable
seventh century wheel burnished rim sherd
(Fig. 6:6) was found almost on bedrock.

An attempt to find a foundation trench on
the east (or inner) side of the wall yielded
mostly large stones with a small amount of

soil. This fill was laid between the wall and
another, vertical section of bedrock (Fig. 7),
accompanied by very few (mostly body)
sherds. There was no pottery whatsoever
within the last several cm over bedrock.
Above this stone fill, flagstones were laid
between the wall and the vertical section of
bedrock at the level of the greatest extant
height of the wall. The flagstones (C.3:28)
seem to have been laid in the Late Roman/
Early Byzantine period, as dated by the pre-
vious excavators, and this would seem to ac-
count for the few sherds from this time
found immediately beneath them.

It would appear that Wall C.3:34 was laid
directly on bedrock and that the wall system
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6. Iron IIC/Persian pe-
riod sherds dating
Wall C.3:34.
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as a whole dates to the Iron IIC/Persian pe-
riod. It would also seem that the whole sys-
tem was defensive in nature with Walls
C.3:26A, 34 and C.7:44 representing an off-
set-inset section with Wall C.3:32 func-
tioning as a revetment wall retained lower
down by Wall C.3:43. Walls C.3:26A, 34
and C.7:44 were evidently reused during the
Hellenistic/Early Roman periods, at which
time, new courses were inserted into them.

Field D: The Southern Shelf (Lael Cae-
sar)

D.7 was a 6 X 2 m trench opened for the
purpose of trying to intercept the eastern ex-
tension of a bedrock trench which was orig-
inally excavated in the 1974 and 76 seasons
in Area B, Squares 2 and 3 and Area D,
Square 4. It was reencountered again in the
1996 season during cleaning operations.
The feature, as originally excavated, aver-
aged between 2-2.5 m in width at the top to
about 0.75 m at its bottom, 4 m below. A
length of about 13.85 m had been excavated
during the original campaigns, most of
which had since been backfilled. In order to
get an idea of its original extent, and for re-
construction purposes, a ca. 5 X 3 m section
at its western end, where it had later been
cut by the Iron Age reservoir, was re-
exposed. As revealed there, the bedrock
trench was originally cut in a SE direction.
Thus, the new operations to the east, were
concentrated on the southern half of the
square at the beginning of the season. The
excavations here revealed massive wall col-
lapse along with a fallen arch. As digging
continued, a four course wall emerged in the
east balk, which appears to date to the Mid-
dle Islamic (or Mamluk) period. A closer
look at the easternmost extension of the ear-
lier excavated portion of the bedrock trench,
as exposed beneath the entrance to a small
cave which was cleaned in 1996, led to the
conclusion that the feature was arc-shaped
and should be encountered further to the
north, at which point the northern part of the

square was brought into phase. A fissure in
the bedrock soon emerged in the middle of
the trench, but was devoid of pottery. This
sterile bedrock feature, which was later
back-filled, might suggest that those who
cut the trench originally, might have made
use of natural bedrock anomalies for at least
part of the operation. A probe at the north-
ern edge of the sounding however, revealed
early Iron Age I ceramics, of the type orig-
inally found in the trench. Though the ex-
cavators were unable to reach the bottom of
the bedrock trench (7 m below the current
ground surface) before the end of the sea-
son, excavation revealed its southern edge
(Fig. 8). The 1.5 m of material that was ex-
posed included vast quantities of Iron Age I
sherds, among which were some similar to
the so-called “Manasseh bowls™ (Fig. 9) of
the central hill country of Cis-Jordan.
Among the possible explanations for this
feature after the phase 1 excavations is that

8. Early Iron Age I bedrock trench, Area D.7 (look-
ing N).
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9. Early Iron Age I sherd from Area D.7.
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it was a dry-moat. This was rejected early
on due to the lack of exact parallels. The
concurrent excavation of a huge 17.5 x 17.5
x 7 m Iron Age reservoir led to the proposal
that the bedrock trench was actually a water
channel to an earlier prototype. This ex-
planation would seem to be unlikely since
the water channels exposed along with the
excavated reservoir were only 0.20-0.65 m
wide and 0.15-0.55 m deep. In addition,
early Iron Age moats are now known to ex-
ist at Khirbat ‘Ayan Misa and Khirbat al-
Mukhayyat in proximity to Tall Hisban as
well as south of the Wadi al-Mgjib, at the
sites of Khirbat al-Mudayna al-Mraygha
(North) and Khirbat Mudaynat ‘Alia
(South). All of these exist on only the most
vulnerable sides of their respective talls,
their other sides, as at Hisban, being natural-
ly defensible due to deeply cut wadis. In ad-
dition, a large Late Hellenistic or Early Ro-
man period wall (B.1:17=B.2:62) was later
built at approximately the same location on
the southern portion of the tall, indicating, it
would seem, the need of special defensive
measures on this part of the site (Ray forth-
coming). Although there is a lack of exact
parallels, and the trench is narrower and lo-
cated rather high up on the tall instead of at
its base, as at other dry moats in the region,
the feature nevertheless appears to have suc-
cessfully cut off the tall from its approach
on the southwest and thus functioned in the
same manner as a dry moat.

Although the location of yet another sec-
tion of this feature does not substantiate or
negate the above interpretation of its func-
tion, it does however show that the bedrock
trench existed further to the east.

G Probes: Cave Complex (Bill Fagal
and Bob McDaniel)

Originally located and explored in 1976,
a large tri-level cave complex was found on
the southern shelf of the tall, immediately
southwest of the reservoir, from which one
of its openings appeared. It was further ex-
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plored and mapped in 1996 and yielded
large quantities of Middle Islamic (or Mam-
luk) pottery.

A trial trench, 2 x 2 m in size (G.22), was
laid on the northwest corner of the second
(or middle) level, underneath one of the
three arches (Fig. 10) which were found at
that level. A probe of 2 m x 0.50 m re-
vealed dung and ash layers mixed with roof
collapse. It was excavated ca. 0.75 m down
to the original cave floor, allowing one to
stand upright and move comfortably under-
neath the arch. The ceramic evidence em-
bedded in the floor indicates that the arches
were probably originally made during the
Byzantine period, though the extensive fill
material above the floor shows that the cave
continued to be used during later times. Ob-
jects included tesserae, glass fragments,
beads and coins. Bones included human,
chicken, rodent, turtle and porcupine in ad-
dition to the more usual sheep and goat.
Seeds included grape, olives, wheat, barley
and lentils.

Northeast of the above-mentioned trench,
two cisterns or storage silos ca. 1.5 m deep
were located and excavated. Both had ev-
idence of plastering. The easternmost one
(G.24; Fig. 11) yielded a nearly complete
juglet (Fig. 12) with a concave disc-base
within the top 0.25 m of the fill material and
underneath a shallow “retaining” wall, skirt-
ing the upper part of the silo on its south
side. Although it appears to be Early Bronze

10. G.22 excavation below the arch in the cave complex.
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11. G.24 storage silo.

12. Juglet from G.24 silo.

in date, it also resembles similar vessels of
the Late Islamic (or Ottoman) period found
in the al-Karak Plateau area. The later dat-
ing would seem to be more likely at this
point since stratigraphically, Middle Islamic
(or Mamluk) pottery dominated the fill ma-
terial found below the vessel. This material
consisted of loamy soil and dung along with
chicken, rodent, sheep and goat bones. The
seed evidence consisted of wheat, barley,
and wild grasses. Apart from a nail, objects
were practically non-existent.

The second of these features (G.25)
vaguely resembled an Early Bronze single-
chamber shaft tomb (Fig. 13). The fill ma-
terial in the “shaft” area was similar to that
of the other storage silo, and also contained
mostly Middle Islamic (Mamluk) sherds.
The “chamber” area, however, which was
only partially cleared and consisted of al-
ternating fill and ash layers (Fig. 14) con-

e
13. G.25 storage silo.
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14. Alternating ash and fill layers in “chamber” area
of G.25.

tained predominately Iron Age II pottery.
In addition, the entrance to the so-called
“chamber” did not begin at the bottom of
the shaft and project down further below the
“floor-level” of the shaft. Instead, it ap-
peared in the center of the vertical wall of
the shaft and bottomed out at its floor level.
A blocking wall above the structure, proved
both, difficult and too dangerous to remove
in the attempt to ascertain what was above
the fill material, and was left to be tackled at
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some future date. Objects were found only
in the “shaft” area and included metal piec-
es, beads, nails, and a coin. Seeds were also
found, but only in this part of the structure,
although bones were found in both sections.

Several attempts were made at locating
the original entrance of the cave. Probe
G.23 was successful in this respect, and also
in locating 2 walls and arches (Fig. 15), one
of which was fallen, within the probe.
While these were drawn and measured, they
were left unexcavated during this season.
The original entrance to the cave (Fig. 16)
was located ca. 2.5 m below the surface and
was found to be bipartite in nature, entering
both the middle level, where the above
probes were made, as well as the upper lev-
el, the major feature of which was a barrel
vault. Byzantine pottery was found on the
threshold of the entrance making it apparent
that both the entrance and the architecture
of the middle level date to this time, though
it continued to be used during later periods
as well. An almost complete sugar pot was
found on a higher level in the entrance way,
together with Middle Islamic (Mamluk)
sherds and a ram’s horn (Fig. 17). The

16. Entrance to cave complex (looking E).

probe contained numerous artifacts including
bangles, coins, nails, tesserae, a cosmetic (?)

.

15. Walls and arch-
es in probe
(3:23.
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pallette, and glass fragments. Bones and

seeds were also numerous.

The Regional Survey

The purpose of this survey was to re-
investigate part of the area of the earlier
Heshbon survey, which was conducted be-
tween 1973-76 (Ibach 1987), using the cur-
rent survey methodology developed by the
Madaba Plains Project. In order to do this,
one hundred 200 x 200 m squares within a
5km radius of the site were randomly gene-
rated with the use of ARC/INFO GIS soft-
ware by Gary Christopherson of the Ad-
vanced Resource Technology Group at the
University of Arizona. These were super-
imposed on a Jordan 1:25,000 series Pal-
estine Grid topographical map which em-
ploys 1000 m grid coordinates. Of these,
100 were randomly selected. The first 50
squares had been explored in the 1996 sea-
son, while the remaining 50 were examined
between July 1 and 30, 1997. Although a
number of new sites were found, in addition
to the 20 sites located in 1996, these were
left to be followed up in 1998. In addition,
information was collected on trees in order
to try to reconstruct where forests might
have been located at various times in the
history of the region.

Deforestation Study
A grant from the National Geographic So-
ciety enabled the continuation of the field re-

17. Ceramic and faunal finds in cave entrance.
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search begun in 1996 concerned with re-
constructing the history of deforestation in
the Hisban Project Area. The study built on
previous research on the historical environ-
ment of the Hisban region by the Hesban En-
vironmental Survey (LaBianca and Lacelle
1986). Methods used included an arboreal
survey to ascertain the current and potential
state of the forest; an archaeological survey
(see above) to deepen understanding of long-
term changes in settlement patterns and tech-
nologies for managing soil and water re-
sources; geoarchaeological research in se-
lected wadis to determine patterns of erosion
and soil loss; and a re-examination of faunal
data on hand from earlier excavations at Tall
Hisban to search for clues that might help fill
out the picture regarding long-term environ-
mental changes. The survey succeeded in es-
tablishing a link between episodes of food
system intensification and abatement and cy-
cles of environmental degeneration and re-
generation in the project area (LaBianca
1998).
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