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This paper will examine in preliminary fashion evi-
dences for regional cultural interaction by opening
an investigation into everything associated with the
early Iron Age “four-room” or “pillared” house at
Tall al-‘Umayri (FIG. 1), part of the Madaba Plains
Project, and begin the process of exploring any con-
nections beyond them. In doing so, we will explore
intellectual constructs, as well as architectural and
artifactual finds (and the expertise it required to pro-
duce and construct/transport them), related to three
phases in the use of this house: 1) construction, 2)
occupation and 3) destruction. Each phase has left
us material clues from which we hope to determine
provenance and means of procurement. These will
provide information about cultural interaction not
only within the area immediately around the tall,
but in the Madaba Plains region of Jordan in gen-
eral and beyond. By using as our starting point a
domestic dwelling, the best preserved “four-room”
house anywhere in the Levant, we enjoy the benefit
of analyzing one locus of cultural activity serving
as the collection point for evidence of interaction
with other locations and activities.

While the early Iron Age does not lend itself

1. Profile of Tall al-‘Umayri, Jordan from the southwest.

especially well to the study of cross-cultural inter-
action, given the primarily subsistence economy
dominating the region during this period, there are
evidences of cultural interaction apparent in the ma-
terial record of this house. Construction remains in-
dicate the use of materials brought in, some from a
distance. Occupation has left us approximately 170
artifacts used in everyday chores like food prepa-
ration, consumption, storage and disposal; textiles
and other household activities; and cultic tasks.
These come in the form of ceramic, stone, floral
and faunal remains, which demonstrate some level
of interaction far beyond the regional borders with
which the inhabitants were familiar. Finally, the
house’s destruction occurred due to outside forces,
leaving limited remains, which we wish could be
more helpful in identifying from where the perpe-
trators came. Our investigation is preliminary and
primarily descriptive, as opposed to synthetically
analytical, and will only begin to open windows for
further research. Much comparative analysis awaits
our attention if we hope to complete this investiga-
tion in the future.

Dimensions of Four-Room Houses

This study of cultural influences visible through

four-room houses must consider the wider dimen-

sions of these structures, even if not all will receive
equal treatment here. They are:

- Chronological Dimensions — The entire Iron Age
(ca. 1200-550BC), although our attention will be
directed to the earliest part of Iron 1 (ca. 1200),
even the latest years of the Late Bronze Age. This
represents the temporal setting of the four-room
house at Tall al-‘Umayri.

- Environmental Dimensions — The world of
the Iron Age (especially the economic world) in
which four-room houses were utilized, consisting
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primarily of subsistence strategies of survival in
an agri-pastoral setting. Given the localized na-
ture of this mixed survival strategy, we should not
expect significant levels of interaction much be-
yond regional homelands utilized for agricultural
purposes (FIG. 2) and normal patterns of travel to
pasturage for sheep and goats (FIG. 3).

- Architectural Dimensions — The construction of
the house itself, including design and materials
and their procurement.

- Basic Human Dimensions — What it demanded
of people to construct, occupy and destroy do-
mestic houses.

- Social Dimensions — The nature of life and ex-
istence in these houses, including roles for men,
women and children.

- Ethnic Dimensions — The capacity of remains to
assist us in identifying the ethnic makeup of those
who occupied four-room houses, wherever they
are found.

- Ideological Dimensions — Theories on the men-
tal templates lying behind four-room house de-

. Agultural harvest taking place to the west o Tall -
‘Umayri

3. Sheep being stabklekd in the traditional village of Dana in
southern Jordan.

sign, construction and use.

- Dimensions of Destruction — What we can know
about the demise of these houses and its causes as
well as perpetrators,

It is in particular the environmental, architectur-
al, basic human and destructive dimensions, which
will play a role in this investigation, interwoven
within the discussion, which follows.

Stone Houses in Iron Age Palestine and Trans-
jordan

Although we do not have any direct textual de-
scriptions or visual representations of the building
activities or construction design of Levantine hous-
es from the Iron 1 period, archaeological research
has focused a good deal of attention on what have
come to be called “four-room” or “pillared” houses
and small agrarian villages from this period. Their
connections with early tribal entities, which ulti-
mately became ancient Ammon, Moab, Israel, etc.,
have occupied archaeologists and biblical scholars
with intensity of late and will likely continue to
do so for some time. A growing consensus today
suggests that these tribal entities initially settled
in small agricultural villages in the hill country
of Palestine and Transjordan, often building four-
room houses and constructing terraces, cisterns and
wine and olive presses.

The Iron 1 four-room houses discovered by
archaeologists in this region typically measured
10-12m long and 8-10m wide (FIG. 4). The broad
room, extending across the back end of the build-
ing, may have been 2m wide and opened into an
area containing three long rooms, each separated
from the others by a wall or a row of pillars or posts

4. Al-“Umayri four-room house immediately following ex-
cavation picturing, clockwise from left top, Larry Geraty,
Douglas Clark, Larry Herr, co-directors.
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