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Introduction
The site of Khirbat al-Batrāwī, the 

previously unknown city of the 3rd 
millennium BC discovered in 2004, 
has been systematically explored by the 
Expedition to Palestine and Jordan of 
Sapienza University of Rome since 2005 
(Nigro 2006a, 2006b, 2007, 2008, 2009, 
2010a, 2010b, 2012a; 2012b, 2011; 2013a; 
2013b; 2014a; 2016a; 2016b; 2017a; Nigro 
and Sala 2009; 2010; 2011; Nigro et al. 
2008). Archaeological investigations and 
restoration works were carried out under 
the aegis of the Department of Antiquities of 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, with the 
support of the Italian Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and International Cooperation and 
the Italian Ministry of University and 
Scientific Research. 

The present paper focuses on the 
discoveries of the 11th–15th seasons 
(2015–2019), which were devoted to the 
exploration of 1.) the northern slope of 

the site where the westernmost stretch of 
the impressive fortification system was 
completely brought to light, and 2.) the 
“Palace of the Copper Axes”, with the exten-
sion of the public building towards the west 
with a monumental Entrance Hall.

Khirbat al-Batrāwī: An Early Bronze 
Age City at the Centre of the Ancient 
Routes across Jordan, Syria, Egypt, 
and Mesopotamia

Al-Batrāwī (32° 05’12.74” N, 36° 
04’16.41” E) is located in the Upper Wādī 
az-Zarqā̓  Valley, the easternmost affluent 
of the Jordan (Fig. 1). At the beginning of 
the 3rd millennium BC, a major fortified 
city was founded on the top of the steep 
rocky hill dominating a ford through the 
upper course of the river, giving access to 
a shortcut and connecting the az-Zarqā̓  
and the Jordan Valleys (Nigro 2006a: 
16–22, 2006b: 233–5, fig. 1; 2011; 2012c: 
610). Upper Wādī az-Zarqā̓  Valley offered 

Lorenzo Nigro
Sapienza University of Rome
lorenzo.nigro@uniroma1.it

Elisabetta Gallo
Sapienza University of Rome
elisabetta.gallo@uniroma1.it

Lorenzo Nigro and
Elisabetta Gallo

Khirbat al-Batrāwī
2015–2019: 
The Four-Lines 
Defensive System
and the Entrance Hall
of the “Palace of the 
Copper Axes”



162

a relatively wide cultivable land, with the 
possibility for intensive cultivation along the 
riverbanks, while the surrounding western 
hills were suitable for the cultivation of olive 
trees, lentils, and chickpeas (Nigro 2006a: 
5–8, 2012c: 612; 2017a). 

Al-Batrāwī was founded as the outcome 
of a synoecistic process that characterized 
the early urban phenomenon in the 
southern Levant.1 The population formerly 
living along the river, and nomads living in 
the nearby steppe, were attracted to the new 
city and settled a series of small unfortified 
villages which became the production 
centres at the base of the economy of the 
newly formed city (Douglas 2006; Nigro 
2009; 2010b; 2012c: 611–2; 2013b: 191–2).

1   On the urbanisation process and urban status of the 
southern Levantine ‘cities’, see: Falconer 1994; Philip 
2001, 2003; Prag 2001; Rast 2001; Greenberg 2002; 
Chesson and Philip 2003; Harrison and Savage 2003; 
Savage et al. 2007; Genz 2010; Kafafi 2011; Chesson 
and Goodale 2014; Paz and Greenberg 2016.

The EB II–III (3000–2300 BC) city 
was in a strategic position, at the same time, 
for the exploitation of cultivable land, water 
resources, and a long-distance trade net-
work connecting the site of al-Batrāwī 
with the main urban civilisations of the 
3rd millennium BC. The discoveries in the 
“Palace of the Copper Axes” revealed the 
central role played by the fortified city of 
al-Batrāwī at the junction of the east-west 
route which crosses the Syro-Arabic Desert 
to Mesopotamia and the Arabian Peninsula 
and the south-north main route, later on 
named ‘King’s’ Highway’, running upon the 
Jordanian Highlands from the Sinai, the 
Gulf of al-‘Aqabah, and Wādī ‘Arabah (Nigro 
2012c: 611; 2014b). This overland track 
allowed a direct connection with pharaonic 
Egypt, whose mining activities in the Sinai 
took place in the same period. Contact with 
Egypt played an important role in the life 
of the city of al-Batrāwī, as finds from the 
palace testify (Nigro 2010a; 2012d; 2014c; 

1.	 View of the rocky hill of Khirbat al-Batrāwī with the impressive northern defensive system, seen 
from the north.
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2. 	 Map of the Eastern Mediterranean illustrating supply points of gemstones, copper and other 
precious materials, and trade routes involving the city of al-Batrāwī during the 3rd millennium 
BC.

Khirbat al-Batrāwī 2015–2019
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2015; Sala 2014a; Fig. 2).

The EB II–III Quadruple Fortification 
Lines (Area B North)

The excavation of a crucial stretch 
of the defensive perimeter of al-Batrāwī, 
at the middle of the northern side of the 
hill (Fig. 3), uncovered a massive and 
complex system organized on multiple 
lines of interrelated walls built in order to 
strengthen the westernmost spur of the site, 
which overlooked the underlying valley 
and the path approaching the city (Nigro 
2006a: 153–223; 2006b: 240–6; 2007: 
349–51; 2008: 65–125; 2010a: 241; 2010b: 
438–9; 2012b, 41–52 plan II; 2013a: 495 
fig. 7; 2016b: 136–9; Nigro and Sala 2009: 
374–7). 

At al-Batrāwī, multiple fortifications 
were built, destroyed, refurbished, and 
strengthened throughout the whole EB II–III 

periods. The fortifications represent a cycle 
of destruction and reconstruction, illus-
trating the main historical-archaeological 
periods of the site, which neatly epitomise 
the early urbanisation of the southern 
Levant (Nigro 2008: 66–76; 2012b: 14–30). 

The EB II–III Main Inner Wall, Northern 
Bastion T.830 and Gate L.860

Among the main goals of the last five 
seasons of excavations at Khirbat al-Batrāwī 
was the complete understanding of the 
northern fortifications, with a special focus 
on the investigation of the Main Inner City-
Wall (MIW) in the stretch where the huge 
Northern Bastion T.830 flanks it for more 
than 20 m (Fig. 4). 

The main city-wall was erected in the EB 
II encircling the entire khirbah; it consisted 
of a mudbrick superstructure built upon a 
solid foundation of monolithic blocks and 

3. 	 General view of the northern multiple fortifications of Area B North at the end of the 14th 
season (2018) of excavations and restorations, seen from the north-east.
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