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ABSTRACT

The second half of the third millennium BCE is traditionally interpreted as a period of intense interactions
between the southern Levant and Egypt. In past scholarship, interpretative frameworks for these activities
have centered either on conflicts or commercial relations linked to the trade of southern Levantine copper
with Egypt, both considered limited to the time of the Old Kingdom with virtually no evidence of contacts
afterward until the early Middle Kingdom. However, nothing is virtually known about southern Levantine—
Egyptian connections during this time span. This article reconsiders, from the southern Levant perspective,
the impact of the lack of chronological resolution in the sub-phasing of the southern Levantine Early Bronze
IV on this question and discusses how recent archaeological research may enhance our understanding of

this phase in an interregional context.
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INTRODUCTION

The existence of intense contacts between the
southern Levant and Egypt during the second
half of the 3rd millennium BCE is traditionally
considered a fact. Scholars have often assumed that
Egyptian raids during the late Old Kingdom played
a role in the end of the southern Levantine fortified
settlements of Early Bronze IIL' Alternatively,
contacts between the two regions have been framed
within the hypothesis of commercial relations
linked to the trade of southern Levantine copper
with the late Old Kingdom Egypt, with virtually
no evidence of contacts afterward until the early
Middle Kingdom.? However, this remains, in fact,
an open question. Although it is believed that there
were trade contacts between the late Old Kingdom

Egypt and the southern Levant, by then no longer
urban if one follows the revised chronology
(discussed below), this is still virtually an entirely
unattested argument.

This paper will address current issues in the study
of the late Early Bronze Age in the southern Levant,
in particular the demise of urbanism between Early
Bronze III (c. 2850-2500 BCE) and Early Bronze IV
(c. 2500-1950/1920 BCE), and developments in the
non-urban Early Bronze IV. It will also propose
a short overview of recent research results at
Khirbet Iskander in Jordan that may enhance our
understanding of the passage from the Early Bronze
IIT to the Early Bronze IV in the eastern Dead Sea
Plain. In fact, this latter area has been traditionally
connected with the control over the exploitation
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of copper in the Faynan and ‘Arabah regions, so
critical to traditional interpretations of southern
Levantine-Egyptian connections in the later Early
Bronze Age. The analysis will not focus on material
culture evidence of such contacts during the second
half of the third millennium BCE, already addressed
in past scholarship and admittedly very limited.
Rather, the paper will discuss biases in the study of
connections with Egypt in this time span resulting
from still ill-defined ceramic and radiometric sub-
phasing of the late Early Bronze Age in the southern
Levant.

THE LATE EARLY BRONZE AGE AND THE DEMISE
oF URBANISM IN THE SOUTHERN LEVANT
The late Early Bronze Age in the southern Levant
(F1G. 1) is concerned with the crisis of urbanism in this
region. According to the most recent periodization of
the third millennium BCE in this region, the period
spanning from c. 2500 to 1920 BCE® is currently
labeled by scholars as either Intermediate Bronze
Age or Early Bronze IV. The second definition is
used throughout this article. It is agreed that Early
Bronze IV was a non-urban phase following the end
of the archaic urbanization that developed locally
during the Early Bronze II-III (c. 3100/3000-2500
BCE).* Actually, the true urban nature of the Early
Bronze II-1II has been broadly discussed during
the past three decades, with various scholars
supporting different interpretative frameworks for
the archaeological evidence, ranging from the city-
state model to scalar versions of urbanism up to the
refusal of urbanization in favor of models centering
on heterarchy, corporate society, or similar non-
hierarchical socio-political organizations.®

Lately, fresh research has increasingly produced
solid evidence that the southern Levant as a whole
was involved in a trajectory towards archaic
urbanism all through the Early Bronze II-III.
Archaeological correlates of this phenomenon can be
seen in 1) the nucleation of often massively fortified
sites within a hierarchically organized pattern of
settlements that encompassed proper cities, towns,
and rural villages, as well as active interactions
with the pastoral components; 2) the appearance of
temples and “non-residential” or “public buildings”
with evidence for the concentration of staples and
wealth of goods (often called “proto-palaces” and
palaces); and 3) the concentration of production
activities (e.g., crops processing, olive oil production,
and pottery production) within these compounds.®

86

FiGURE 1: Location map of the sites mentioned in the text (map
by Luca Volpi).

Moreover, it is becoming increasingly clear that
these correlates can be found, during the first half of
the third millennium BCE/Early Bronze II-III, not
just in the southern Levant but also in the northern
and central Levant, the regions corresponding to
present-day Syria and Lebanon.” This suggests
that a similar and broadly contemporaneous trend
(with regional variations) toward urban complexity
might have developed across the whole Levant
during this time® before various regions within
this larger area developed otherwise in the second
half of the third millennium BCE/Early Bronze IV.
In fact, during the Early Bronze IV, the northern
Levant saw continued urbanism and even archaic
state formation (although with alternate fortunes
at various sites, as well as with important changes
in socio-political and socioeconomic balances),
whereas the southern Levant reverted to a non-
urban/rural economy and society.’

In general, recent research showed that the
transition, in the southern Levant, from an Early
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Soutern Levant / Revised

periodization Northern Levant

Southern Levant /
Absolute BCE dates Traditional periodization
2700
First half of Early Bronze llI
2600 (Early Bronze llIA)
2550
250072450 Second half of Early
2400 Bronze lIl (Early Bronze 111B)
2300 Early Bronze IV /
2200 Intermediate Bronze Age /
Middle Bronze | (up to the
2:,?,2 1990s)
1950 Middle Bronze | / Middle
Bronze I1A
1900

Later Early Bronze IlI

Early Bronze Ill
(starting ca. 2850 BCE)

Early Bronze IVA

Early Bronze IV /
Intermediate Bronze Age

Early Bronze IVB

Early Middle Bronze | Early Middle Bronze |

TasLe 1: Differences between the traditional and the revised absolute dates associated with archaeological

periods for the time span relevant to this article.

*Up to the 1990s, Middle Bronze IIA was used for the southern Levant and Middle Bronze I was used for Early Bronze IV; it

has more rarely been used later too, up to the early 2000s.

Bronze III archaic (and unstable) urbanism to an
Early Bronze IV ruralism and agropastoralism
was a multifaceted process across the whole area.
This might have resulted from diversified regional
responses to a crisis starting already during the last
Early Bronze III phase; in fact, the later Early Bronze
IIT seems characterized differently at various sites
throughout the Levant.?®

At different sites, the later Early Bronze III phase
appears as either the climax of archaic urbanization
followed by abandonment (e.g. Khirbet Yarmouk/
Tel Yarmouth), destruction (e.g. Tell es-Sultan/
Jericho), orabatement/decline followed by abandon-
ment (Khirbet Kerak/Beth Yerah),"! or as part of a
longer trajectory of resilience and reorganization
that bridges between the late Early Bronze III and
the Early Bronze IV occupation (Khirbet Iskander).'?
Such diverse processes happening around 2500
BCE, or rather, perhaps, with differentiated timings
across the region from 2600 to 2400 BCE, may have
involved changes in settlement patterns within the
southern Levant, and, in some cases, movements
across the region both during Early Bronze III and
in the passage to Early Bronze IV."® This suggestion
seems reinforced by the increasing evidence of a
discrete archaeological facies identified in several
one-phase sites associated with radiocarbon dates
clustering around the 25" century cal BCE, as
discussed below.

This phase of changes and transformations seems to
havehappened in the wake of either crisis or resilience
scenarios, depending on the various trajectories of
individual sites, the latter scenario being seemingly
the case of Khirbet Iskander, in central Jordan
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(Fic. 2). Moreover, this phase seems to have been
followed by an initial phase of reorganization and
restructuring at the beginning of the Early Bronze IV.
In the long term, this developmental path may have
allowed for new growth in the following phases of
the Early Bronze IV. In fact, it is increasingly evident
that, despite the non-urban social structure, during
Early Bronze IV there were complexity, connectivity,
and technological developments and progress that
would gradually pave the way for the regeneration
of urbanism during the following Middle Bronze
Age.

CHRONOLOGY, STRATIGRAPHY, MATERIAL CULTURE,
AND THE EVIDENCE FROM KHIRBET ISKANDER
(JorDAN) AT THE EARLY BRONZE III-IV TRANSITION
During the past ten years, there has been a revision
of the absolute chronology of the southern Levantine
Early Bronze Age (see Table 1, indicating differences
between the traditional and revised absolute dates
associated with archaeological periods for the time
span relevant to this article)."” In particular, the local
Early Bronze III is now dated to circa 2850-2500
BCE instead of c. 27002300 BCE, and the Early
Bronze IV is now dated from c. 2500-1950/1920
BCE instead of 2300-2000 BCE. There are two
most significant consequences to this change for
interregional synchronisms, analyzed in several
recent papers and books.' First, the southern
Levantine non-urban Early Bronze IV phase, would
coincide with the florescence of urbanism and state
formation in the northern Levant during the local
Early Bronze IVA (c. 2500-2000 BCE)."” Second, the
non-urban Early Bronze IV in the southern Levant
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Ficure 2: Khirbet Iskander, Jordan; aerial view of the site, looking northwest, with the excavation areas (photo: copyright APAAME,
APAAME_20141013_REB-0161.jpg, photographer Rebecca Banks; edits by Marta D’ Andrea for this article).

would not just coincide with the “problematic” First
Intermediate Period in Egypt, but with a longer
time span stretching from the late Old Kingdom to
the early Middle Kingdom in the latter region.'
Although the revised chronology is increasingly
accepted,’” a universal scholarly consensus has
not yet been reached, as there are some relevant
exceptions.? It is the opinion of the author that there
are some advantages in the revised chronology
for the southern Levantine Early Bronze Age.
Realigning Early Bronze III and IV in the northern
and southern Levant, for instance, may allow us to
getabetter grasp of contacts between these two areas
throughout most of the third millennium BCE.*
What is still problematic in the new chronological
scheme is that we do not yet seem to have enough
stratified data from the southern Levant to fit
into such a longer Early Bronze IV. In general,
radiocarbon dating of different subphases of the
southern Levantine Early Bronze IV is still at the
beginning and, in some respects, problematic. There
are virtually no long Early Bronze IV sequences
that are radiocarbon-dated. One exception is Tell
Abu en-Ni’aj in the northern Jordan Valley, though
even the radiocarbon date series from this site are
not framed within a continuous Early Bronze III-
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Early Bronze IV-Middle Bronze I sequence, and
do not bridge over the end of the third millennium
BCE.2 Obviously, this general situation affects
our current ability to define the upper and lower
boundaries of the Early Bronze IV absolute
chronology. This problem increases moving toward
the central and later phases of this time, which are
well characterized in the stratigraphic sequences of
regional key sites (e.g., Tell Umm Hammad, Tell es-
Sultan/Jericho, and Khirbet Iskander)® but are not
yet radiocarbon-dated.

An archaizing material culture looking more like
an impoverished, or rather, a vestigial Early Bronze
III tradition than an Early Bronze IV one proper
is attested at a few sites with different individual
trajectories: Sites with previous Early Bronze III
occupation (Phase Sultan IIId1 at Tell es-Sultan/
Jericho, and Phase 1 in Area C Khirbet Iskander);
one-phase sites with short-lived occupation
(Elevation Point-167, Khirbet el-Alya Northeast,
and Khirbet al-Minsahalat); sites resettled after
long-term abandonment (Stage 5 at Tell Umm
Hammad); and villages established ex-novo (Phase
7 at Tell Abu et Ni'aj).

The available radiocarbon dates associated with
the ceramic assemblages fall either within the 25%
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century BCE, with short intervals, or, more rarely,
within roughly the third quarter of the third
millennium BCE, with larger intervals.® At most of
these sites, this chronological and material culture
horizon may have equal chances to correspond to
either an initial Early Bronze IV or to a terminal
Early Bronze III phase or, more generally, to an Early
Bronze III/IV transitional phase.® As discussed in
the following section, the case of Khirbet Iskander
(like the case of Jericho) in that the earliest Early
Bronze IV phase is clearly nestled between the latest
Early Bronze III and the middle Early Bronze IV
levels within a long and continuous Early Bronze
III-1V stratigraphic sequence.”

As said above, the exact date for the end of the
Early Bronze IV is still unknown because of the
lack of radiometric dating. Generally, there are few
radiocarbon dates spanning the last centuries of the
3rd millennium BCE (Hazor,?® Bab edh-Dhra’,* and
a few sites in the Central Negev™®) or with intervals
bridging the 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE; again,
the ones that are available are neither associated
with a long Early Bronze IV sequence® nor with
continuous Early Bronze IV-Middle Bronze I
sequences. Therefore, as suggested in previous
works, we do not know if the later Early Bronze
IV phases with transitional Middle Bronze I traits
attested at certain sites overlapped with the archaic
Middle Bronze I phases with conservative Early
Bronze IV traits identified at other settlements, or
if the two phases evolved from one another or how
much time elapsed between them™. As we shall see
in the following sections, the blurring definition of
the upper and lower chronological boundaries of
the Early Bronze IV also affects our understanding
of contacts between the southern Levant and Egypt
during this phase.

To determine unambiguously the beginning and
the end of the Early Bronze IV within multi-period
continuous stratigraphic sequences at individual
sites, it would be necessary to anchor radiocarbon
dates with short intervals to stratigraphic
phases associated with discrete material culture
assemblages. As an example of a work in progress
on a continuous and imposing Early Bronze III-IV
stratigraphic sequence of a southern Levantine site,
I will shortly discuss the results of the most recent
archaeological research at Khirbet Iskander in
central Jordan. On the one hand, this is relevant to
the issue of correlating stratigraphy and chronology
for the southern Levantine Early Bronze III-
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IV. On the other hand, due to its “proto-urban”
characteristics in the non-urban phase (including
“non-residential” architecture and the reuse or even
the reconstruction of fortifications®), the site has
been often evoked in reconstructions of southern
Levantine-Egyptian connections as linked to the
exploitation of the Faynan copper mines in southern
Jordan during Early Bronze IV.*

Khirbet Iskander may offer an example of a
work on correlations between stratigraphy, phased
pottery assemblages, and radiocarbon dates at a site
spanning the Early Bronze III and IV. The recent
discoveries in Area C at Khirbet Iskander, in the
southwest sector of the site, may be connected to
the evidence for multiphase Early Bronze III and
IV strata excavated previously also in Area B, on
the northeast edge of the site, where the remains
of a multilayered Early Bronze III settlement with
imposing fortifications, enhanced and rebuilt
several times, were uncovered.®* As the importance
of the Early Bronze III occupation in Area C became
apparent during the 2019 season,® this is now
being investigated more deeply. However, Khirbet
Iskander’s complex stratigraphic sequences in
both areas constitute altogether one of the longest
continuous Early Bronze III-IV occupations
identified thus far at a southern Levantine
archaeological site (FiG. 3).

It seems clear that after a destruction around the
middle Early Bronze III, identified previously in
Area B¥ and seemingly found also in Area C at the
end of the 2019 season,*® the site saw continuous
domestic occupation during Early Bronze III and
into Early Bronze IV. During the 2019 excavation
campaign, we clearly isolated the last phase in
this long Early Bronze III sequence (Fic. 4) and the
associated pottery (Fic. 5). This was immediately
followed and directly overlain by the earliest Early
Bronze IV phase (Fic. 4), with its ceramic assemblage
clearly discrete though showing strong continuity
with the Early Bronze III tradition because of the
presence of new traits with a definite Early Bronze
IV “feel” (Fic. 6). This evidence of possible Early
Bronze III-IV residential continuity is still being
investigated.

However, for the time being, Suzanne Richard,
Jesse Long, and the present author explain it as the
outcome of a possibly long episode of resilience
starting already during later Early Bronze III (after
the destruction) and paving the way for what seems
to be a phase of stability already in the earlier Early
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Ficure 3: Khirbet Iskander, Jordan; general view of the multi-
layered Early Bronze III-IV remains in Area C (Squares C8
and C6, from north to south), from the top, end of 2019 season
(© Archaeological Expedition to Khirbat Iskandar).

Bronze IV phase.” This earliest Early Bronze IV
phase at Khirbet Iskander with its well-made walls
and plaster floors, and its associated pottery with
a “transitional” Early Bronze III/IV flavor seems
much more substantial in terms of architecture and
planning than the contemporary occupation attested
at other sites in the region and mentioned before.*

This archaic Early Bronze IV phase was followed
by other two major Early Bronze IV phases that
eventually saw the gradual transformation of
this domestic area into a public multifunctional
complex interpreted as a monumental gateway to
the inner sector of the site.*! This long Early Bronze
IV stratigraphic sequence has allowed S. Richard to
isolate well-phased pottery assemblages associated
with each phase.*

Some radiocarbon dates are available. A few
dates associated with the destruction in the middle
of Early Bronze III in Area B place this event in the
interval between c. 2900 and 2700 cal BCE but are still
unpublished. Recently, modeled radiocarbon dates
were obtained for the Early Bronze III sequence in
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Ficure 4: Khirbet Iskander, Jordan; architectural remains of the
last Early Bronze III phase in Squares C8 (top, looking south)
and C6 (bottom, looking east) uncovered in the 2019 season in
Area C. Note the Phase 1/earlier Early Bronze IV phase walls
sealing the remains of the previous Early Bronze III occupation (©
Archaeological Expedition to Khirbat Iskandar).

Area C, placed between 2600 and 2500 BCE, with
the Early Bronze III/IV transition in Area C falling
at or slightly before 2500 cal BCE (2515-2496 cal
BCE in the 1-sigma range).*

Radiometric dating of Area C Phases 2 and 3 is
still challenging. Phase 2, which is the middle Early
Bronze IV phase in this sector of the site according
to stratigraphy, yielded a radiocarbon range that
falls in the interval spanning the entire first half
of the Early Bronze IV.* This is too broad for fine-
tuning the internal sub-phasing of the latter. Other
recent dates obtained from Phases 2 and 3 are too
high, yielding ranges like those of Phase 1 and the
preceding phases and must, therefore, be considered
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problematic.®® Accordingly,
Khirbet Iskander’s long Early
Bronze IV sequence now awaits
series of radiocarbon dates to be
associated with the stratigraphy
and the pottery assemblages of
each phase. This might allow us
to answer questions concerning
Early Bronze IV in connection
with  the current difficulty
to bridge the gap between
stratigraphy and material culture,
especially for the advanced Early
Bronze IV phases and the Early/
Middle Bronze nexus.*

The above re-examination of
Figure 5: Khirbet Iskander, Jordan; selected pottery sherds associated with the last current chronological issues in
Early Bronze III phase in Area C (© Archaeological Expedition to Khirbat Iskandar). the study of the second half of
the third millennium BCE in
the southern Levant has set the
framework for reconsidering
the question of possible south
Levantine-Egyptian contacts
during this period within the
current state of research. In fact, as
discussed in the following section,
evidence of intense contacts
between Egypt and the southern
Levant during the second half
of the third millennium BCE is
virtually absent whether we use
the traditional or the revised
chronology.

SOUTHERN LEVANTINE-EGYPTIAN
CONTACTS DURING THE EARLY
BronNze IV AND THE QUESTION
OF CoPPER TRADE

Written and iconographic
records from this time (such as
the autobiography of Uni/Weni
dating from the Sixth Dynasty),
used to define the nature of
interactions between Egypt and
the southern Levant within the
framework of either commercial
contacts or conflicts, are
somewhat problematic. There is
no consensus whether toponyms

Ficure 6: Khirbet Iskander, selected pottery sherds from the earlier Early Bronze IV K . K Y
phase in Area C (after D’ Andrea 2014a, Vol. 2, Pls. I, III; © Archaeological Expedition mentioned in the lnSCI‘lptIOHS
to Khirbat Iskandar). and other texts should be placed
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in the northern or southern Levant; it is even
questioned whether it is possible to locate them
at all. Likewise, there is no consensus whether the
term Wnt refers to the southern Levantine fortified
centers and if the word Smu, traditionally translated
as “Asiatics,” refers to Levantine people in general,
to southern Levantine people specifically, or to
Bedouins settling the Sinai desert.* Since this issue
has been discussed to some length, we bring only
a few basic pieces of information, referring the
readers to past scholarship.*

In general, for the late Old Kingdom texts and
inscriptions, one-to-one correlations between
geographic names and real places are uncertain,
as is the correspondence between peoples’ names
and the inhabitants of the Early Bronze III fortified
settlements of the southern Levant. For the following
period, the First Intermediate Period, written
records (mainly literary texts) are sometimes used
to contextualize the lack of contacts between Egypt
and the southern Levant within the framework of
political instability in the former region and de-
urbanization in the latter area, but their reliability
may be impacted by their very propagandist
nature.”

Besides the aspects discussed above, the dearth
of Egyptian material in the southern Levant during
Early Bronze III has been already pointed out by
K. Sowada, who also suggested that the bulk of
Egyptian finds from this region dates from the
earlier Early Bronze III phase, many of them also
possibly being heirlooms.”? Likewise, Egyptian
materials in the southern Levant during Early
Bronze IV are limited to a few Meydum bowls
and other sherds found at sites in the Central
Negev and northwest Sinai.®®> Notwithstanding,
the notion that copper mined in the Faynan and
Arabah regions was traded to Egypt at this time
has become a firm point, especially in studies that
take the view from the arid regions of the southern
Levant. In fact, it is widely held that copper mining
and trading activities carried out at a large scale
during Early Bronze IV would have been controlled
by sites in the eastern Dead Sea plain, such as Bab
edh-Dhra’ and Khirbet Iskander.® Likewise, it is
believed that copper trade would have prompted
the flourishing of settlements in the Central Negev
and the establishment of campsites in northwest
Sinai.** This hypothesis has found a place also in
conceptual frameworks using the revised absolute
chronology.®
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Recent scholarship has suggested that radiocarbon
dates falling in the interval between the 26th and
the 23rd century cal. BCE and associated with red-
slipped pottery would attest for a major phase
of occupation in the Central Negev and intense
exploitation of copper mines in the Faynan and
‘Arabah regions during the first half of the Early
Bronze IV,* in continuity with the late Early Bronze
IIT (which are, altogether, contemporaneous with
the Old Kingdom in Egypt).”” In this earlier non-
urban phase, metallurgical activities would have
been managed by desert people trading copper to
the Late Old Kingdom Egypt.*® This hypothesis
would concur with the mention of 3mu stt, usually
translated as “Asiatic copper,” in the “Abusir
Papyrus” dated to the Fifth Dynasty.”

According to a recent proposal,” this phase would
have been followed by a smaller-scale occupation
of the southern Levantine arid margins and limited
copper mining for internal consumption between c.
2200 and 2000 BCE, in the second half of the Early
Bronze IV.! This latter phase is characterized by the
presence of pottery decorated with the wavy and
horizontal combed motives typical of the south—
central areas of the southern Levant at the Central
Negev sites, at some of them also associated with a
few later radiocarbon dates.®*

This proposal is somewhat problematic when
confronted with the extant datasets. Since 2012, the
present author has called attention to the need to
confirm beyond doubt that the already published
red-slipped pottery from the Central Negev sites
date from Early Bronze III, with parallels also in the
corresponding assemblages from Khirbet Hamra
Ifdan.®® In fact, all the analogies at hand are sealed
stratified assemblages whose date, the later Early
Bronze III, is even secured by radiocarbon datings
concurring with the revised chronology.®

To my knowledge, no single, published, later
assemblage radiocarbon-dated to the 25th century
BCE (by 14C dates with reasonably short intervals)
shows pottery types and styles comparable to the
published red-slipped and burnished ceramics
found at En Ziq, Bir er-Resisiyeh /Be’er Resisim, and
Khirbet Hamra Ifdan. Also, as discussed at length in
previous works,® the older radiocarbon dates from
these sites are by no means conclusive for dating the
settlements in the Central Negev and the Faynan
regions to the first half of Early Bronze IV. In fact,
they are characterized by very large intervals that
may equally encompass the late Early Bronze III,
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the Early Bronze III/IV transition, and the first half
of Early Bronze IV, with no chances to further trim
down the chronological range.

As suggested in previous works, the available
evidence may point to the absence of sedentary
occupation of these areas and a lack of evidence for
significant exploitation of the copper mines in the
earlier phases of Early Bronze IV.* This may suggest
that copper mining and trading activities that
were carried out there on a large scale during the
urban Early Bronze III might have been halted or
at least slowed down, reducing considerably at the
beginning of Early Bronze IV following the demise
of the local archaic urbanization and the associated
socioeconomic structures. Alternatively, during the
earlier Early Bronze IV phase, such activities might
have been organized around a system that would
not entail permanent settlements as in the previous
(Early Bronze III) and in the following (middle-to-
late Early Bronze IV) phases.

Large-scale copper mining and trading might
have resumed only later, when band- and wavy-
combed pottery is attested at sites in the Wadi
Faynan and the Central Negev. However, as said
before, the latter phase is not yet sufficiently well
radiocarbon-dated within long Early Bronze IV
stratigraphic sequences to place it within the new
longer timeline of absolute dates for this time
suggested by the revised chronology.

Considering the bulk of the published pottery
from the ‘Arabah, the Faynan, and the Central
Negev, the latter assemblages with band- and
wavy-combed pottery are the only ceramics from
those sites that can be confidently ascribed to the
Early Bronze IV. In fact, parallels for these vessel
types and styles are available from well stratified,
sealed assemblages from the advanced Early Bronze
IV phases at Tell es-Sultan/Jericho and Khirbet
Iskander.”” In addition, radiocarbon dates with
intervals falling in the last centuries of the third
millennium BCE come from ‘Ein Ziq in the Central
Negev (2200 and 1980 cal BCE®), from ‘En Yahav
(1-sigma: 2030-1920 cal BCE; 2-sigma: 2140-1880 cal
BCE), a copper smelting site in the “Arabah,® and
Khirbet Hamra Ifdan (2201-1884 cal BCE).”

The dates from ‘En Yahav and Khirbet Hamra
Ifdan, in particular, suggest that the ‘Arabah
and Faynan copper was exploited in this period.
However, in general, the correlation between phased
ceramic assemblages and radiocarbon dates is not
yet sufficient for all these regions of the southern
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Levant (Dead Sea Plain, Judean foothills, Shephelah,
Central Negev, and the Arabah and Faynan areas)
to reconstruct a timeline of occupation and use in
the second half of the third millennium BCE, either
ceramically and /or radiometrically.

Of course, as suggested earlier, we cannot rule
out that desert tribes that certainly kept settling the
Negev, the Faynan and the Arabah regions might
have exploited the copper mines to some extent
in the earliest Early Bronze IV phases. Moreover,
getting a firmer grasp on this and, more generally,
on interactions of desert nomads with the resilient
communities of the eastern Dead Sea Plain at that
time—such as the one that may have continuously
settled Khirbet Iskander throughout the Early Bronze
IIT and IV—might be crucial for understanding if
and how intense copper exploitation resumed later
in Early Bronze IV.”" Likewise, the hypothesis that
southern Levantine copper was traded to Egypt
during the third quarter of the third millennium
BCE/the late Old Kingdom/the first half of the
Early Bronze IV cannot be definitively ruled out
until proven, on a solid basis, that it was not.”> Also,
the question of the “Asiatic copper” might need
some reconsideration.

It is difficult to establish a one-to-one correspon-
dence between the “Asiatic copper” mentioned
in the Abusir Papyrus and the southern Levantine
copper mined in the Faynan and the Arabah during
Early Bronze IV. In fact, this identification remains
speculative. Recent archaeometric analyses of Old
Kingdom metal artifacts have suggested different
sources of the copper used for the objects examined.
Two studies led by two different research groups
and published in 2018 have pointed, in most cases,
to the Eastern Desert and southern Sinai as the
most likely sources of copper used for the Egyptian
metal objects from selected Old Kingdom contexts
examined through lead isotope analyses.” Actually,
Egyptian seasonal expeditions to southern Sinai
for the procurement of copper and turquoise seem
documented from the Third to the Sixth Dynasty, and
it has been suggested that the fortress site at Ras al-
Budran in the Wadi Maghara region may have served
to secure it against Bedouins incursions.”* On the
one hand, even the latest information obtained from
the chemical and physical characterizations of Old
Kingdom metal objects from Egypt mentioned above
and pointing to sources of copper different from the
Faynan and Arabah regions may not be taken as a
definitive proof that southern Levantine copper was
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not traded to Egypt in this period. In fact, Ben Yosef
has proposed that, in contrast to the interpretations
put forward in the two studies mentioned above
and based on lead isotope analyses, the available
data may support a connection between some Old
Kingdom period metal artifacts and the “Arabah
copper.” It also has to be taken into consideration
that the similarity between the geology of the Arabah
and the Sinai might not always enable identifying
copper chemically or geologically as clearly sourced
from either region.

It is also likely that patterns of trade of southern
Levantine copper during the Early Bronze IV
included other possible recipients that could be
sought in different regions. Actually, looking only
to the southwest for potential entities interested in
the southern Levantine copper trade would mean
ignoring the wider Early Bronze IV interregional
scenario. In fact, the growth of urbanism during the
25" century BCE and the formation of archaic states
in the northern Levant from at least the 24" century
BCE is seldom considered in recreations of possible
patterns of distribution of southern Levantine copper
during Early Bronze IV. However, the socio-political
and socioeconomic dynamics accompanying
developed urbanism and the formation of emergent
states triggered interregional interactions of
unprecedented scale for the procurement of goods,
raw materials, and even livestock (see below in
relation to Egypt), as well as high mobility of
specialists in control of the necessary technological
know-how for specific activities. In this conjunction,
specialized animal breeding’® and metallurgy stem
out. In such a new interregional context, the quest
for copper might have allowed the southern Levant
to fuel northern demand for this metal, for example,
from sites on the Lebanese coast that during Early
Bronze IV might have been centers of metallurgical
production.”

As suggested in earlier works, if we look at the
spatial distribution of southern Levantine copper
ingots in Early Bronze IV, different paths of
circulation may be discernible. If the presence of
such copper ingots at several Central Negev sites is
any evidence of a west—east route pointing toward
Egypt (?), a path of circulation pointing northward
also emerges clearly, although from still limited
evidence.”® In fact, crescent-shaped copper ingots
in the southern Levant have so far been found not
only in some Central Negev sites but also in the
Shephelah, in the Hebron region, at Tell es-Sultan/
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Jericho and at Tell el-Waqqas/Hazor.” In all these
instances, the pottery associated with the finding
contexts suggested a (relative) date in the second
half of the Early Bronze IV (referring to traditional
stratigraphic correlations, although, in the case of
Hazor, the Early Bronze IV occupation is now also
radiocarbon-dated to the second half of this era).®
Hopefully, future research will shed more light on
contacts between the most southerly regions of the
southern Levant and the oasis of northwest Arabia
that are increasingly coming into sharper focus as
other potential major agents of interactions with the
Levant, at least in the later Early Bronze Age and
at the time of the Early /Middle Bronze transition.®!

ConcLusioNs: SOME THOUGHTS FOR FUTURE
ANSWERS TO AN OPEN QUESTION

Based on the above, it certainly cannot be ruled out
that contacts existed between the southern Levant
and Egypt during the late third millennium BCE,
despite how problematic the textual records and
tenuous the archaeological evidence for them might
be at present. Inconspicuous archaeological evidence
of southern Levantine-Egyptian connections is not
per se suggestive of a lack of contacts altogether or
of the limited intensity or importance of contacts.
On the contrary, different data sets should be used
to reassess this question. In other words, attempts
to stick to the longtime established interpretative
frameworks of southern Levantine-Egyptian
relations occurring out of a pharaonic interest for
“Asiatic copper” mined in the “Arabah and Faynan
areas during the Late Old Kingdom may lead us
to ignore more appropriate data sets to investigate
interregional interactions. Therefore, reanalyzing
this issue from different perspectives may bring out
possible hidden connections to light.

For example, for the previous Early Bronze III,
recent works have suggested that some types of
mediums fueling interregional contacts at the time
may be invisible macroscopically. Recent studies
have showed evidence that livestock raised in Egypt
was exported to the southern Levant during Early
Bronze III, pointing to a different sort of intensive
exchange between these two regions (although,
for the time being, this was proved only in one
direction). Through isotopic analyses of animal
remains, Arnold and colleagues have discovered
evidence that domestic (a goat) and draught/draft
(a donkey) animals raised in the Nile Delta migrated
to the site of Tell es-Safi/Gath in the Shephelah.
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They used this study to suggest that
the range of Egyptian-southern
Levantine connections may have been
multifaceted and more articulated
than previously thought® Likewise,
Sowada, based on a reexamination of
texts and iconographic records, has
suggested that cattle raised in Egypt
was exported to the southern Levant
during the Early Bronze II1.#3

As for the Early Bronze IV, Sowada
has suggested that “the continuous
movement of domestic animals back
and forth the Way of Horus (or by
sea) during the third millennium
BCE (...) is plausible,”® although, as
she admits herself, this still has to be
proved. Moreover, based on isotopic
evidence, Stantis and colleagues
suggested that “an influx of non-locals
can be observed” in the Nile Delta
starting from the Twelfth Dynasty, the
beginning of which is now considered
to be contemporary with the end
of Early Bronze IV according to the
revised chronology.® In this regard, it is
worth noting that in her reexamination
of the pictorial record of the early
Middle Kingdom elite tombs at Beni
Hasan, Mourad suggested that foreign
people with different kinds of expertise,
some of them of seemingly Levantine
origin, crossed Egypt or even resided
there at the time of the early Twelfth
Dynasty, as well as possibly earlier in
the Eleventh Dynasty.*® This would be
in a time span that may also cover the
later part of the southern Levantine
Early Bronze IV,¥ although, as said
before, this still must be better assessed
because of the current blurring lower
absolute chronological boundary of the
latter time.

In sum, albeit preliminary and
patchy, residential mobility of animal
and humans is being increasingly
demonstrated through multiple lines
of research for part of the third and
the early second millennia BCE. As
said before, for the Early Bronze IV,
southern Levantine-Egyptian contacts

Ficure 7: Khirbet Iskander, complete or restorable pottery vessels from Area B
comparable to Early Bronze IV ceramics found at Khirbet Hamra Ifdan and the
Central Negev sites (© Archaeological Expedition to Khirbat Iskandar) (Nos.
24 after D’ Andrea 2014a, Pls. IX, XV:7; © Archaeological Expedition to Khirbat
Iskandar).

are suggested by limited archaeological evidence of Egyptian
materials in the southern arid regions of the southern Levant
and by the distribution of campsites with mixed Egyptian and
southern Levantine ceramics along the Way of Horus.
Therefore, it would be worth re-investigating the range of
activities that might have triggered and sustained southern
Levantine-Egyptian connections during the Early Bronze IV/
the second half of the third millennium BCE and may have been
broader and differentiated and not just pivoting around trade
of southern Levantine copper mined in the “Arabah and Faynan
areas to Egypt. In fact, it is not unlikely that, in the centuries that
bridged the Early and the Middle Bronze Ages, livestock moved
between the southern Levant and Egypt as also did people who
were in control of different technologies and expertise that might
have been required or prized in an interregional context.
Investigating if such interactions happened in the Early Bronze
IV, to what extent and through what kinds of mediums, might
allow us to reassess the otherwise quite puzzling presence of
hundreds of campsites along the Way of Horus that yielded
southern Levantine pottery and Egyptian sherds.®® However,
the chronology, contemporaneity and duration in time of these
sites remains obscure until a time when it will be possible to
trim down the chronological range to which we may ascribe the
southern Levantine pottery found at the campsites. In fact, we
are not yet able to refine the chronology of campsites distributed
along the Way of Horus within the Early Bronze IV, since ceramic
parallels for the published pottery are to be sought in later Early
Bronze IV stratigraphic assemblages at multiphase sites of this
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| Figure # | Khirbet Iskander | Parallels
6:1 Area B, Phase B | Central Negev: Ein Zig, Cohen 1999: fig. 102:5, 7, 10
6:2 Area B, Phase B | Faynan: Khirbet Hamra Ifdan, Fase 6: Adams 2001, fig. 21.9:8
Central Negev: Ein Zig, Cohen 1999: fig. 110:1,7
6:3 Area B, Phase B | Central Negev: Ein Zig, Cohen 1999: fig. 108:2
6:4 Area B, Phase B | Central Negev: Ein Zig, Cohen 1999: fig. 108:1

TaBLE 2: Parallels from sites in the Faynan and Central Negev for the Early Bronze IV pottery from Khirbet

Iskander shown in Figure 6.

time, such as Jericho and Khirbet Iskander (FiG. 7,
Table 2), that, as said before, are not yet associated
with radiocarbon dates.

In conclusion, this article by no means intended to
establish new paradigms, but rather aimed at calling
attention to issues that may be faced not just when
analyzing the records, but especially when trying to
compare and combine our individual interpretations,
each built on what may be both qualitatively and
quantitatively different record types, into one
coherent explanatory framework. There are hints to
south Levantine-Egyptian connections lasting and
intensifying during the following Middle Bronze
Age being perhaps established during Early Bronze
IV. However, their chronology, duration, evolution
through time, as well as the types of activity and
the agents of such interregional contacts must still
be defined. We should establish our chronological
grids—both relative and absolute—more clearly
before we can suggest more appropriate conceptual
frameworks for contacts between those two
regions in the later 3rd millennium BCE. Work on
the sequences of key sites has started but more
cooperation among scholars working on different
data sets, in different regions, and with varying
professional backgrounds is needed.
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