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Is there an ‘Amman-Zarqa’ Family? New
Light on the EB IV Pottery Repertoire of
North-Central Jordan from Recent Excava-
tions in Wadi Az-Zarqa’

1. Previous Research

Following the breakdown of the ‘urban’ system
in the southern Levant, Early Bronze Age (EB)
IV (2300-2000BC) was characterised by major
changes in socio-political organization, settlement
patterns, subsistence strategies and material cul-
ture, especially when compared to EB II-III (3000-
2300BC) (Palumbo 1990, 2001, 2008; Nigro
1996-1997: 208-211). In Palestine and Jordan, re-
gionalization of cultural horizons has always been
regarded as a very distinctive feature of this period
(Amiran 1961, 1969: 79-89, 1974; Dever 1971,
1973, 1980), largely owing to non-standardised
and de-centralised production at a household or vil-
lage level (Palumbo 1990: 21, 80-81; Nigro 1999:
12-13, 2003: 138-139, 2009: 670-672, 2010a: 113-
114).

The pottery repertoire of the ‘Amman area was
described in a preliminary fashion by Svend Helms
(1989) on the basis of assemblages from the ne-
cropolis at Umm al-Bighal (Helms and McCre-
ery 1988; Helms 1989: 18-27) and other funerary
contexts around ‘Amman, including Jabal at-T3j,
Sport City, Jabal al-Jufah and Tila“ al-*Ali (see Da-
jani 1968; Zayadine 1978; Hadidi 1982; Suleiman
1985) (FIG. 1).

Helms’ work was soon followed up by Gaetano
Palumbo and Glen Peterman (1993), who defined
aregional group — the ‘Amman-Zarqa’ family (AZ
family) — on the basis of these assemblages. They
proposed that, although mainly concentrated in
Wadi az-Zarqa’, it might extend from Tall al-Husn
in the north to Madaba in the south, also taking in
the sites assessed by Helms: Jabal Ruhayl, al-Mu-
shayrifah and Tall al-‘Umayr (Palumbo and Peter-
man 1993: 29-30).

A re-appraisal of the geographical distribution
of this very distinctive regional repertoire is pro-

posed here (see sections 3-4 below) on the basis of
recent excavations carried out in the upper Wadi
az-Zarqa’ by a team of the “Sapienza” University
of Rome, directed by Lorenzo Nigro (Nigro 2006,
2008; Nigro 2009, 2010a, 2010b).

2. The ‘Amman-Zarqa’ Family: Typological
Features and Early Bronze IIIB Antecedents
Two particular vessel-shapes were identified first by
Helms (1989: 19-27) and then by Palumbo and Pe-
terman (1993: 23-27) as distinguishing the regional
horizon defined by these geographic boundaries.
These are (1) the jug with strap-handle (FIG. 2)
and (2) the globular flat-based jar with single strap-
handle and two enveloped ledge-handles (FIG. 3).
Both vessel-types usually, but not exclusively, bear
distinctive incised decorative patterns on the upper
part of the body and / or on the strap-handle. The
latter were tentatively linked to the volume of the
vessels by Helms, who proposed to predict a sys-
tem of measurement symbols within them (Helms
1987, 1989: 24-25).

Regarding the continuity of southern Levantine
Early Bronze Age pottery traditions during the last
quarter of the third millennium BC, it is worth not-
ing that the very first antecedents of the jar with sin-
gle strap-handle and two enveloped ledge-handles
are found in southern Palestinian contexts dating to
EB IIIB (2450-2300BC), many of which have al-
ready been listed and examined by Amiran (1973)
and Helms (Helms 1986: 27; Helms and McCreery
1988: 338-339). In these contexts, this vessel-type
occurs in two variants, a jar and a jug, which were
most likely linked to function and are differentiated
primarily on the basis of size. As a jar, it is found
at Tell as-Sultan (Sellin and Watzinger 1913: pl.
21:C.1), there with a slender ovoid body in EB III
fashion. However, better predecessors of the EB IV
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1. Map of the EB 1V sites, necropoleis and isolated tombs in north-central Jordan mentioned in the text.

type come from Khirbat al-Yarmiuk (Ben-Tor 1975:
pl. 31:4, figs 8:4, 11:2; de Miroschedji 2000: fig.
18.9:10-11), Tall ad-Duwayr (Tufnell et al. 1958:
pls 15:3, 69:285-286, 288) and Tall al-Judaydah
(Bliss and Macalister 1902: pl. 23:2), where the
jars are characterised by a globular flat-based body
and a general morphology closely resembling that
of the EB IV examples. As a jug, it is found at Tall
ad-Duwayr (Tufnell et al. 1958: pls 16:44, 17:34-

35, 38, 59:172, 176-177, 60:226), et-Tell / ‘Ay
(Marquet-Krause 1949: pl. 65:11.1565) and Tell as-
Sultan (Kenyon 1960: fig. 47:3). Finally, the recent
recovery of a similar jug at Khirbat al-Batrawi, in
the upper Wadi az-Zarqa’ of north-central Jordan,
has provided the first evidence for this vessel-shape
on a Jordanian settlement dating to EB IIIB (Nigro
2010a: figs on pp. 92-93). However, as will be seen
below (see section 3), this vessel-form seems not
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2. Jugs with strap-handles and incised
decoration from the funerary as-
semblages of (1 - 2) Umm al-Bighal
and (3) al-Mushayrifah (respective-
ly after Helms and McCreery 1988:
figs 9:2-3, 13:2; Palumbo and Peter-
man 1993: fig. 5:1).

3. Jars with strap-handles, two en-
veloped ledge-handles and incised
decoration from the necropolis of
Umm al-Bighal (after Helms and
McCreery 1988: figs 13:2, 14).
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to be present at the site during the EB IV, in con-
trast to sites and necropoleis in the ‘Amman and al-
‘Umayri districts to the south-west, where it seems
to continue into this period.

To date, around Amman strap-handled jugs and
jars dating to EB IV have only been found in fu-
nerary assemblages, viz. Jabal at-Taj, Sport City,
Jabal al-Jufah and Tila‘ al-‘Al1 (see Dajani 1968:
pl. XL, figs 1, 2:2, 3-5; Zayadine 1978: figs 3:2-4,
11, pl. X:2-4, 11; Hadidi 1982: pls LXXIX:1, 3,
LXXX:5; Suleiman 1985: pl. X:2), Umm al-Bighal
(Helms and McCreery 1988: figs 8-11, 12:1-2, 13,
14:116, 16:1, 3), Kahf al-Bassah near ‘Iraq al-Amir
(Waheeb et al. 1994: fig. 2:8-10), al-Mushayrifah
(Palumbo and Peterman 1993: figs 1, 2, 5:1-2; Ib-
rahim and Qadi 1995: figs 6:1-2, 7:4-5) and Tall
al-‘UmayrT, where they have been mostly found in
Tomb 13 (Waheeb and Palumbo 1993: figs 3, 4:4-
5, 5) and only sporadically at the settlement (Herr
2002: fig. 6.1:2). Further south, a jar of this type
was recovered at Khirbat Iskandar in the ‘public
complex’ of Area B (Phase B) (Palumbo and Pe-
terman 1993: 25, fig. 3; Richard 2000: fig. 3:8).
Petrographic analysis of this vessel has confirmed
a non-local origin somewhere in Wadi az-Zarqa’
(Richard 2010: 106; Richard and Long 2010: 275).
Finally, further finds are reported from Tall Iktand
(Prag 1974: fig. 8:9, 1988: fig. 7:1; Palumbo and
Peterman 1993: 25), which may also have come
from Wadi az-Zarga’, although this has not yet
been confirmed by scientific analysis.

3. The Contribution of Excavations at Khirbat
al-Batrawl in Upper Wadi az-Zarqa’ by “Sapi-
enza” University of Rome

In spring 2005 a team from “Sapienza” Univer-

sity of Rome, directed by Lorenzo Nigro, started
to excavate at Khirbat al-BatrawT (FIG. 4), located
within the modern city of az-Zarqa’; investigation
of the site is still ongoing.

The site, which has a stratigraphic sequence
spanning the entire third millennium BC, from EB
II to EB IV (Nigro 2006: 37-40, 2008: 7-8), is the
first example in this area of an extensively investi-
gated EB IV rural village (Batrawy Phase IVb) (Ni-
gro 2006: 63-72, 77-102, 155-158, 167-174, 2008:
13-16, 28-36, 67, 102-103, 129-133, 163-176, 244,
294-305, Nigro 2009: 670-672, 2010a: 111-112,
2010b: 441-443). It yielded a broad corpus of ce-
ramic finds from a variety of domestic contexts,
which has permitted a re-appraisal of previous
assumptions concerning the pottery repertoire of
the az-Zarqa’ district. This has suggested a higher
degree of internal fragmentation within the EB IV
cultural horizon of north-central Jordan than was
previously thought to be the case.

The pottery repertoire of the Batrawi Phase
IVb village (EB IVB; 2200-2000BC) (FIGS. 5,
6) is characterised by a typologically limited, al-
beit carefully manufactured, range of vessels (Sala
2006; Nigro 2010a: 112). Potters used a slow wheel
to make open vessels and the upper parts, i.e. necks
and rims, of closed ones.

Plain ware is represented by a few open
forms, mostly hemispherical bowls (FIG. 5:
KB.05.A.88/4) and bowls with in-turned rims, and
a large number of small- and medium-sized jars
with flaring necks and everted rims. Holemouth
vessels, usually with hammered or recessed rims
(FIG. 5: KB.05.A.92/1; KB.05.B.202/1; FIGS. 8,
9), are commonly represented in plain ware, stor-
age ware and cooking ware. The latter often exhib-

4. General view of Khirbat al-Batrawi,
upper Wadi az-Zarqa’, looking
south (© ROSEPAY).
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5. Selection of al-Batrawi Phase IVb

(EB IVB; 2200-2000BC) pot-
e tery from Khirbat al-Batrawi (©
0 2 4 & KB.06.B.400/1 ROSEPAJ).

6. Khirbat al-BatrawT. selection of
plain, cooking and storage ware
sherds from the al-Batrawi Phase
IVb wvillage (EB IVB; 2200-
2000BC) (© ROSEPAJ).
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7. Khirbat al-BatrawT: finds from in-
tramural burial D.350, al-Batrawi
Phase IVb (EB IV; 2200-2000BC)
(© ROSEPAD).

8. Khirbat al-BatrawT: (top left) hole-
mouth jars with recessed and ham-
mered rims and (bottom left) jars
with straight or flaring necks with
everted rims from the al-Batrawi
Phase IVb village (EB IVB; 2200-

it a vertical, irregular combing all over the body
(FIG. 5: KB.05.B.108/10; FIG. 10), which is a
cultural marker of the north-central Jordanian pot-
tery repertoire. Band and wavy-combing also occur
frequently (FIG. 5: KB.06.B.400/1) on both plain
ware and storage ware. Storage vessels include flat-
based globular jars with everted rims and envel-
oped ledge-handles, and pithoi with flaring necks
and triangular rims (FIG. 5: KB.05.A.18/4). A fair
amount of metallic ware has also been recovered at
the site (FIG. 11).

As far as the definition of the regional bounda-

2000BC) (© ROSEPAJ).

ries of ceramic horizons within north-central Jor-
dan is concerned, the most outstanding feature is
the complete absence — whether in domestic as-
semblages (FIGS. 5, 6 and 8) or in the intramu-
ral burials discovered in the Batrawy IVb village
(FIG. 7; Nigro 2009: 672, 2010a: figs on pp. 117-
118, Nigro 2006: figs 1.11-1.12, pl. III, 2008: 135-
136, 174, figs 4.15-4.16, 4.82-4.84, pl. XXVI:
KB.06.B.350/1-2) - of the distinctive ceramic types
of the so-called AZ family. Within the az-Zarqa’
district, it is worth noting that they also appear to
be absent at the settlement site of Jabal Ruhayl (Pa-
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9. Khirbat al-BatrawT: holemouth jar with recessed rim from
the al-Batrawi Phase IVb village (EB IVB; 2200-2000BC)
(© ROSEPAI).

lumbo 1990: figs 51:5-7, 52-53, 54:1-5; Palumbo
and Peterman 1993: fig. 6; Palumbo ez al. 1996: fig.
35:2-10) and in a funerary assemblage from a tomb
at nearby Khirbat al-Batraw1 (Prag 1995: fig. 3).

4. Characterisation of the EB IV Ceramic Hori-
zon of North-Central Jordan

Summing up the data outlined above, the picture
that is emerging suggests that the so-called AZ
family represents a typologically and stylistically
distinct regional pottery repertoire, very restricted
in geographical distribution, that preserves an Ear-
ly Bronze Age pottery tradition previously known
only in Palestine but which is now also beginning
to emerge in Jordan.

Considering the geographical distribution and
context of the finds, two hypotheses can be put for-
ward:

The absence of strap-handled jugs and jars de-
scribed by Palumbo and Peterman as typical of the
AZ family on settlements — at Khirbat al-Batrawi
and Jabal Ruhayl, and also further south at Tall
al-‘UmayrT where they are common in burials but
scarcely represented in the village — could, if not
the result of bias in the archaeological record, sug-
gest that they were conceived as funerary produc-
tions only.

10. Khirbat al-BatrawT: (top left) hole-
mouth jars, cooking pot with dou-
ble outer-folded rim and (in the
middle, at right) cooking and stor-
age ware sherds with vertical irreg-
ular combing from the al-Batrawi
Phase IVD village (EB IVB; 2200-
2000BC) (© ROSEPAJ).
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11. Khirbat al-BatrawT: selection of
metallic ware sherds from the
al-Batrawi Phase IVb village
(EB IVB; 2200-2000BC) (©
ROSEPAD).

What has previously been referred to as the AZ
family actually defines only a ‘cantonal’ horizon,
extending from ‘Ajlin to Madaba, within the wider
ceramic province of north-central Jordan. Find-
spots outside this area, such as at Tall Iktant and
Khirbat Iskandar (see section 2), are interpreted as
the result of contact between neighbouring com-
munities within the region.

The second hypothesis seems more feasible and
provides the better explanation for the absence of
strap-handled jugs and jars both at settlement sites
and in funerary contexts, in Wadi Kufranjah and
the lower Wadi az-Zarqa’ (see below) as well as
in the upper Wadi az-Zarqa’ (Beitrawi tomb and
intramural burials at Khirbat al-Batrawi). These
probably represent ‘cantonal’ distinctions within
the wider ceramic province of north-central Jor-

dan, along with the previously defined AZ family
centred on ‘Amman. As for the geographical extent
of the latter, finds from Tall al-‘Umayri confirm
that it reached as far south as the Madaba plains.
However, its proposed extension northwards as
far as Tall al-Husn seems unlikely in view of the
apparent absence of its distinctive pottery types at
excavated sites and necropoleis in Wadi Kufranjah
and the lower Wadi az-Zarqa’ (e.g. Khirbat Umm
az-Zaytina, Tall Umm Hammad and the associated
necropolis of Tiwal ash-Sharqi; Waheeb and Pa-
lumbo 1994; Helms 1983, 1986; Tubb 1985, 1990).

Finally, the previously noted absence of these
vessels in the pottery repertoire of the az-Zarqa’
district — they were not identified at Jabal Ruhayl
or at Khirbat al-BatrawI — now finds further sup-
port by their absence at Khirbat al-Batraw1.
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