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Ab stract
Eleven ex ca va tion sea sons were con ducted at the 8,000 year old Pot tery Neo lithic site of Sha‘ar Hagolan, Jor dan val -

ley, Is rael (1989–1990, 1996–2004). The field work has been con cluded in 2004 and now the ex pe di tion is con cen trat ing
on the prep a ra tion of the fi nal ex ca va tion re ports. The field work meth od olog i cal ap proach was a large hor i zon tal ex po -
sure and in ac cor dance ca. 3,000 m2 were un cov ered in five dif fer ent ex ca va tion ar eas. Ground break ing re sults were ob -
tained, in clud ing mon u men tal court yard struc tures, a sys tem of streets, a wa ter well and the larg est col lec tion of pre his -
toric art ever found in Is rael. This new data com pletely con tra dicts what was known be fore on the Pot tery Neo lithic pe riod
of the south ern Lev ant. It is clear now that this pe riod re flects an im por tant step to wards the tran si tion from early sed en tary 
vil lages to well planned ur ban set tle ments. The size of the site, its de vel oped ar chi tec ture and plan ning, the rich ma te rial
cul ture and the long-dis tance con nec tions, in di cate that Sha‘ar Hagolan was one of the ma jor Neo lithic set tle ments in the
Near East.
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IN TRO DUC TION

The Pot tery Neo lithic of the South ern Lev ant
has tra di tion ally been a ne glected pe riod of study
that fell in be tween two dis ci plines: pre his toric ar -
chae ol ogy on the one hand and bib li cal ar chae ol -
ogy on the other. For the prehistorians, it is con -
sid ered too late while for the bib li cal archaeolo-
gists, it is sim ply too early. The vac uum of mod -
ern re search has been taken to re flect the ac tual
cir cum stances of the pe riod; or in the words of
Bar-Yosef, “Part of the blame for the frag men tary 
data may be placed on the char ac ter of the re -
mains them selves” (1992: 31). Thus, mod ern re -
search has cre ated a false im pres sion con cern ing
most as pects of this pe riod. Kenyon em pha sized
two points, which were time and again re peated
by most schol ars deal ing with this pe riod (Ke-
nyon, 1960: 58–68). Al ready in the first ac count

of her ex ca va tions at Je ri cho, Kenyon termed the
chap ter on the Pot tery Neo lithic pe riod: “A ret ro -
gres sion” and stated that the “new com ers brought
with them the use of pot tery, but in ev ery other re -
spect they were much more prim i tive than their
pre de ces sors” (Kenyon, 1957: 77). First, that the
Pot tery Neo lithic marks a sharp de cline in com -
par i son with the ear lier Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic pe -
ri ods; sec ond, that the Pot tery Neo lithic of the
south ern Lev ant marks a sharp de cline in com par -
i son with the other, con tem po rary cul tures of the
an cient Near East. In Kirkbride’s sum mary of the
pe riod, pub lished in 1971, the Pot tery Neo lithic
pe riod was de scribed as: “The pit dwell ing set tle -
ments of these peo ple who, un til Wadi Rabah and
late Je ri cho VIII, ap peared to have no solid ar chi -
tec ture point to a semi-no madic way of life in Pal -
es tine.” She adds that the south ern Lev ant just



faintly mir rored the flour ish ing north ern cul tures.
In a more re cent dis cus sion on set tle ment de vel -
op ment of the area the Pot tery Neo lithic Pe riod is
de scribed as a ma jor break down of the Early Neo -
lithic cul ture oc cur ring in the south ern Lev ant
while pros per ity con tin ued in the north ern parts of 
the Near East (Herzog, 1997: 27–29; see also Bar- 
Yosef, 1998: 170–171). Even in an ar ti cle pub -
lished by Kuijt, af ter pre lim i nary re ports on the
main re sults from Sha‘ar Hagolan ex ca va tions
was pre sented (e.g., Garfinkel, 1993), the size of
Pot tery Neo lithic set tle ments is er ro ne ously pre -
sented as equal to the size of Natufian and Pre-
Pot tery Neo lithic A sites. This out dated au thor
wrote: “the tran si tion to small Pot tery Neo lithic
ham lets con tain ing fewer than a hun dred peo ple,
re flects a pro cess of de cen tral iza tion and so cial
frag men ta tion” (Kuijt, 2000: 99, fig. 4).

Thus, we see that ac cord ing to the ac cepted
schol arly con sen sus up to re cent time, the pop u la -
tion of the Pot tery Neo lithic pe riod was sup pos -
edly or ga nized in small, semi-no madic groups
that in hab ited each site only part of the year, and
dwelled in pit-build ings or cir cu lar huts (Perrot,
1968, 1969; Kirkbride, 1971; Bar-Yosef, 1992:
31–38). How ever, the ex ca va tions at the site of
Sha‘ar Hagolan have now opened new ho ri zons
to our un der stand ing of the Pot tery Neo lithic of
the South ern Lev ant. They also have more far-
reach ing im pli ca tions for the en tire Neo lithic pe -
riod, the his tory of ar chi tec ture, set tle ment plan -
ning and the art of the an cient Near East. What
was pre vi ously con sid ered to be an era of de cline
has proved to have been a time of cul tural evo lu -
tion in the Lev ant.

THE SITE AND THE VAR I OUS
EX CA VATED AR EAS

Sha‘ar Hagolan is lo cated in the cen tral Jor -
dan Val ley, 1.5 km south of the Sea of Gal i lee, at
an el e va tion of c. 210 m be low sea level (Fig. 1).
This geo graph ical unit, called Kinnerot Val ley,
con tains Lake Kinneret (the Sea of Gal i lee) and
the tri an gu lar-shaped re gion to the south, be tween 
the Jor dan and the Yarmuk Rivers. The site lies
on the north west ern bank of the Yarmuk River,
near the meet ing point of three mod ern states: Is -
rael, Jor dan and Syria. The Golan Heights and
Mount Gilead bor der this part of the rift val ley to

the east and the Hills of Gal i lee to the west. The
moun tains reach a max i mum el e va tion of 200–
300 m above sea level. The area is rich in wa ter
and fer tile land. The lo ca tion on the bank of the
Yarmuk River must have pro vided nu mer ous ad -
van tages to the in hab it ants of the site, such as the
fol low ing: per ma nent sta ble wa ter sup plies for
hu mans and an i mals; mud and clay de pos its for
var i ous needs, in clud ing build ing con struc tion
and pot tery; marsh veg e ta tion which is suit able
for bas ketry and mat in dus tries; sup plies of ba salt
river peb bles for var i ous con struc tions, such as
the rounded peb bles used for wall foun da tions
and flat peb bles used for pav ing; lime stone peb -
bles used for the sche matic an thro po mor phic fig -
u rines; flint peb bles which were the most com -
monly uti lized ma te rial for the lithic in dus try and
avail abil ity of aquatic fauna.

Most Neo lithic sites in the Jor dan Val ley are
sit u ated sim i larly to Sha‘ar Hagolan, ad ja cent to a 
trib u tary, which ap proaches the val ley from one
side. The same geo graph ical pat tern can be seen
at Gesher, Tel ‘Ali, Munhata, Hamadiya and Tel
Tsaf (Garfinkel and Miller, 2002a: fig. 2.1).
These sites are thus seated on an al lu vial fan,
where the river leaves the moun tain and reaches
the Jor dan Val ley. The tra di tional ex pla na tion for
this pat tern is its ad van tages for ag ri cul ture and
the cul ti va tion of land (Prausnitz, 1959; Bar-
Yosef, 1992: 15). In ad di tion, river val leys also
pro vided the most con ve nient trans por ta tion routes 
be tween dif fer ent re gions. These sites there fore
also ap pear to have been sit u ated at cross roads be -
tween the north-south route cre ated by the Jor dan
Val ley and the east-west routes cre ated by its trib -
u tar ies. This may be an im por tant fac tor as we
con sider the po si tion of Sha‘ar Hagolan in re -
gional trade net works.

The Neo lithic site was dis cov ered by mem -
bers of the near-by Kib butz Sha‘ar Hagolan dur -
ing the con struc tion of fishponds in the early
1940s. Later, Stekelis of the He brew Uni ver sity
of Je ru sa lem, con ducted five ex ca va tion sea sons
be tween the years 1949–1952. In his pre lim i nary
pub li ca tions Stekelis named this ma te rial cul ture
Yarmukian, af ter the nearby river. Its trade marks
are pot tery dec o rated with in cised her ring bone
pat terns, sickle-blades with coarse denticulation,
and a rich as sem blage of art ob jects (Stekelis,
1951, 1952). His ex ca va tions were car ried out in
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Fig. 1. Lo ca tion of Sha‘ar Hagolan and other Pot tery Neo lithic sites in the South ern Lev ant
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Fig. 2. Sha‘ar Hagolan: gen eral plan and the lo ca tion of the var i ous ex ca va tion ar eas



small probes in four dif fer ent lo ca tions (Ar eas
A–D), all of them sev eral hun dred me ters from
the Yarmuk River bank (Fig. 2). Stekelis pub -
lished the fi nal ex ca va tion re port in He brew in
1966 and fol low ing his un timely death the Eng -
lish ver sion was pub lished in 1972 (Stekelis,
1972).

In 1989 the ex ca va tions at Sha‘ar Hagolan
were re newed, 37 years af ter Stekelis com pleted
his ex plo ra tions at the site. The new ex ca va tions
were di rected by Y. Garfinkel on be half of the In -
sti tute of Ar chae ol ogy of the He brew Uni ver sity
of Je ru sa lem. Dur ing the sea sons of 1998–2000
M.A. Miller served as co-di rec tor. The last sea son 

was con ducted in 2004 and all the ex ca va tion ar -
eas were back filled. All to gether 11 ex ca va tion
sea sons took place (1989–1990, 1996–2004) and
nearly 3,000 m2 were un earthed. In 1998 Miller
con ducted an ex ten sive sur face sur vey along with
the study of some 30 trenches dug il le gally by lo -
cal farm ers for soil sam pling. The sur vey in di -
cated that the en tire size of the Pot tery Neo lithic
set tle ment at Sha‘ar Hagolan is ca. 20 hect ares
(Miller, 2002a), mak ing it one of the larg est Neo -
lithic sites known in the Near East. Our ex ca va -
tion ex plored the na ture of this set tle ment in five
dif fer ent ar eas of the site re ferred to as Ar eas E–H 
and N (Fig. 2): 
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Fig. 3. Sche matic plan of Area E with the court yard build ings and net work of streets



Area E
Ex ca va tions in this area be gan in 1989 and

con tin ued through the 2003 sea son, by which
time a large hor i zon tal area of ca. 1,700 m2 had
been un cov ered (Figs 3–4). Here two com plete
court yard build ings and two streets were un cov -
ered and re mains of at least three other build ings
were ex posed. The court yard build ings abut one
an other in a dense pat tern, with out open ar eas be -
tween them. The houses were built on both sides
of streets. The build ing method was sim ple: the
walls have no foun da tion trenches and were laid
di rectly on the ground. They con sist of a foun da -
tion of rounded ba salt peb bles and a su per struc -
ture of rounded mudbricks. In cer tain ar eas two
con struc tional phases were iden ti fied, re flected
mostly in dif fer ences of the in ner di vi sions within
the build ings. This is a densely oc cu pied area in
the cen tral part of the set tle ment near the river.
Be low the mas sive Pot tery Neo lithic ar chi tec ture

an ear lier Neo lithic phase has been un cov ered,
that of the re cently de fined Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic
C (see e.g., Rollefson and Köhler-Rollefson,
1993; Garfinkel, 1994).

Area F
This area lies 450 m to the north east of Area

E. Two small test pits ex ca vated in 1998 re vealed
sub stan tial ar chi tec tural fea tures, in clud ing stone
walls foun da tions (one mea sur ing nearly one
meter in width) and a partly pre served hard-
packed whit ish clay floor. By the end of the 1998
sea son the two test pits area were back filled and a
ba nana grove was planted over them for the next
10 years.

Area G
This is a strati graphic trench, 20 by 5 m (100

m2) lo cated c. 100 m north east of Area E, which
cuts through the site lay ers from top soil to vir gin
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Fig. 4. The north east ern cor ner of Build ing Com plex I in Area E and the small al ley (Photo by Y. Garfinkel)



soil. An ad di tional 5 by 5 m square was ex ca vated 
in the north west cor ner. Dur ing three sea sons
(1999, 2000, 2002) a full se quence of Yarmu-
kian ac cu mu la tion, of ca. 3 m was com pletely ex -
posed. This se quence in cluded at least seven Yar-
mukian phases with floor lev els, in stal la tions and
in one of the lower phases part of a build ing. It
seems that dur ing most of the pe ri ods this area
was an open area be tween build ings. Be low this a
few Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic C re mains were found.
This is the first time that such a de tailed strati -
graphic se quence for the Yarmukian Cul ture was
dis cov ered since Yarmukian sites usu ally do not
have thick de pos its. At the bot tom of the trench a
cir cu lar well was found, dug into vir gin soil. It
was built of large ba salt river peb bles, its in ner di -
am e ter is ca. 50 cm, and the outer is ca. 1.2 m It is
go ing down for 4.26 m, to cur rent wa ter ta ble (see 
dis cus sion be low).

Area H
This is the sec ond large hor i zon tal ex po sure

of the re newed ex ca va tions, lo cated about 200 m
north west of Area E. It has been ex ca vated for
three sea sons (1999, 2000, 2003), and an area of
ca. 700 m2 was un cov ered (Fig. 5). At least two
Yarmukian phases can be dis tin guished in the ar -
chi tec tural fea tures. While the up per one is badly
dam aged, the lower one is much better pre served.
The ar chi tec ture in Area H is sim i lar in con struc -
tion to that of Area E, in clud ing walls with stone
foun da tions and mudbrick su per struc tures. The
north ern half of Area H ap pears to con sist of a
large build ing com plex, with a large cen tral court -
yard sur rounded by 10 rooms. A plas tered street
run ning in a east-west ori en ta tion was found north 
of the build ing. Small seg ments of at least four
more build ing com plexes were found here, lo -
cated on both sides of the street.

Area N (Tell Abu Nimmel)
Area N, whose Arabic name is Tell Abu

Nimmel is lo cated in the east ern edge of the site,
about 400 m from Area E. One ex ca va tion sea son
took place there in 2004 and 200 m2 were ex -
posed. Only mea ger Yarmukian ar chi tec ture was
found here (Garfinkel, 2005) and this area prob a -
bly func tioned mainly as an open area on the edge 
of the set tle ment with sig nif i cant ac cu mu la tion of
ma te rial cul ture. Nev er the less, the re sults from

this area sub stan ti ate the ob ser va tion that the
Neolithic site stretched thus far.

CHRO NOL OGY

The ba sic se quence of the Neo lithic pe riod in
the south ern Lev ant was for mu lated by Kenyon
fol low ing her ex ten sive ex ca va tions at Je ri cho in
the 1950s. She sug gested two pre-pot tery phases
des ig nated Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic A (PPNA) and
Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic B (PPNB). These were fol -
lowed by a gap in the oc cu pa tion of Je ri cho that
lasted a few cen tu ries. Later, two suc ces sive pot -
tery phases were un cov ered – Pot tery Neo lithic A
(PNA) and Pot tery Neo lithic B (PNB). The def i -
ni tions of the ear lier part of the Pre-Pot tery se -
quence were ac cepted with out any se ri ous crit i -
cism. Je ri cho also pro duced a num ber of ra dio-
met ric dates for the two ear lier Neo lithic set tle -
ments. The two later Neo lithic set tle ments at Je ri -
cho, how ever, did not pro duce any ra dio met ric
dates. This sit u a tion caused much spec u la tion
concerning the rel a tive, as well as the ab so lute,
chronology of the later sequence of the Neolithic
period in the southern Levant.

Un til re cently, the chro nol ogy of the Yarmu-
kian cul ture and of the 7th–6th mil len nia BC in
gen eral, was prob lem atic. Sev eral schol ars tended 
to place the Yarmukian cul ture within the Pot tery
Neo lithic B Je ri cho, which im plies a fifth mil len -
nium BC age. Oth ers placed it im me di ately af ter
the Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic B of the sev enth mil len -
nium BC (Garfinkel, 1999a; and see a de tailed
dis cus sion and rel e vant ref er ences therein). In or -
der to solve the chro no log i cal de bate the cur rent
ex pe di tion sub mit ted nearly 30 sam ples for ra dio -
met ric dat ing. This is the first time that sys tem atic
dates for the post Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic B Lev ant
were achieved, thus clearly help ing to solve some
of the chronological difficulties of the period
under discussion.

As pres er va tion of or ganic ma te rial was very
poor at Sha‘ar Hagolan only tiny frag ments of
char coal were found. It was there fore not pos si ble 
to con duct any bo tan i cal iden ti fi ca tion of the
wood. All the avail able dates pro cessed by the
Ox ford ac cel er a tor unit are pre sented in Ta ble 1
(see Garfinkel, 1999a). They are placed to gether
with the avail able dates from other Yarmukian
sites: Munhata, Byblos, ‘Ain Ghazal, ‘Ain Rahub
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Fig. 5. Plan of Area H with the court yard build ings and a street



and Nahal Qanah Cave. All these dates to gether
clearly in di cate that the Yarmukian flour ished be -
tween ca. 6400–5800 cal BC (Fig. 6).

A de tailed anal y sis of the datings and their
strati graphic lo ca tion en abled us to note a few de -
vel op ments in the set tle ment over time. The ear -
lier dates came from the well in Area G, at the bot -
tom of nearly 2.5 m of Yarmukian ac cu mu la tion
(ca. 6400 cal BC). About 50–100 years later the
large build ing com plex of Area E has been con -

structed (ca. 6300 BC) and lasted for 150 years or
so. As two con struc tion phases were no ticed, each 
prob a bly lasted 75 years, or so, un til ca. 6150 cal
BC. This area did not pro duce later ra dio met ric
datings. A date from Area H is a some what later
and may in di cate that this area was built to ward
the end of the 7th millennia BC.

Ad di tional dates from the up per se quence of
Area G, the lower se quence of Area E, and Ar eas
H and N would help us to reach a better un der -
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Fig. 6. Ra dio met ric dates from Sha‘ar Hagolan (based on Ta ble 1)



stand ing of Sha‘ar Hagolan de tailed chro nol ogy.
How ever, this is an ex pen sive pro ce dure, and it is
un cer tain if the nec es sary funds will be avail able.

THE COURT YARD BUILD INGS

Three com plete court yard struc tures were un -
cov ered at Sha‘ar Hagolan, two in Area E and one 
in Area H.

Build ing Com plex I (Area E)
This com plex com prises of eight closed

rooms en clos ing an open court yard (Figs 3, 7).
The rooms are des ig nated on the plan by the let -
ters: B, C, D, E, F, G, H and I, and the court yard
by the let ter A. The only en trance to the build ing
is lo cated on the south side of the court yard,
where a paved thresh old is found be tween rooms
B and I. The build ing has the shape of an asym -
met ri cal pen ta gon with two right an gles and a nar -

rower south ern side. The outer walls of the rooms
con nect to each other and sep a rate this build ing
from the rest of the vil lage. The mea sure ments of
Build ing Com plex I are ap prox i mately 17.3 × 15.8
m, and its to tal size is 233 m2 The net in ner us able
area, cal cu lated with out the walls, is 152.5 m2.

Most of the rooms in Build ing Com plex I are
paired, with one room un paved with an en trance
fac ing the court yard, and the other paved, with out 
an en trance (C–D, F–G, H–I). In side Room E,
which does not have an ad ja cent stor age room,
there are two large paved in stal la tions that could
have served for stor age. In stal la tions are lo cated
ei ther in the open ar eas (the ma jor ity) or in the un -
paved rooms. This im plies that the paved rooms
were used for stor age and the un paved rooms
were used for liv ing. In or der to ob tain max i mum
pro tec tion against hu mid ity, in sects, ro dents, or
theft by other peo ple, the stor age area was in su -
lated as well as pos si ble. The floor was very well

106 Y. Garfinkel et al.

Ta ble 1
Yarmukian ra dio met ric dates from the south ern Lev ant

Site Com po si tion Date bp Sam ple #. Ref er ence Notes

Sha‘ar Hagolan #27 Char coal 7525±55 RTT 5049

Sha‘ar Hagolan #19 Char coal 7510±80 OxA13415

Sha‘ar Hagolan #4 Char coal 7495±50 OxA7919

Sha‘ar Hagolan #11 Char coal 7488±36 OxA13292 Well foun da tion pit

‘Ain Rahub Char coal 7480±90 GrN14539 Muheisen et al., 1988

Sha‘ar Hagolan #3 Char coal 7465±50 OxA7918

Sha‘ar Hagolan #12 Char coal 7423±38 OxA13293 Well's shaft

Sha‘ar Hagolan #2 Char coal 7410±50 OxA7917

Munhata (Layer 2b) Char coal 7370±400 M1792 Garfinkel, 1992:91

Sha‘ar Hagolan #17 Char coal 7361±35 OxA13275

Byblos (N. an cient) Char coal 7360±80 GrN1544 Dunand, 1973:34 Re plac ing 7000±80

Sha‘ar Hagolan #35 Char coal 7345±50 RTT 5487

Munhata (Layer 2b) Char coal 7330±70 Ly4927 Garfinkel, 1992:91

Sha‘ar Hagolan #9 Char coal 7285±45 OxA9417

Sha‘ar Hagolan #26 Char coal 7280±60 RTT 5048

Sha‘ar Hagolan #7 Char coal 7270±80 OxA7885

Sha‘ar Hagolan #6 Char coal 7245±50 OxA7920

Sha‘ar Hagolan #25 Char coal 7235±60 RTT 5047

Sha‘ar Hagolan #32 Char coal 7165±50 RTT 5484

Sha‘ar Hagolan #18 Char coal 7135±65 OxA13414

Nahal Qanah Cave Char coal 7054±78 RT1544 Go pher and Tsuk,
1996:206Nahal Qanah Cave Char coal 6980±180 RT861D

Sha‘ar Hagolan #1 Char coal 6980±100 OxA7884



paved with flat peb bles and the en try was prob a -
bly from the ad ja cent, at tached room, through a
win dow, which was higher than floor level. For
that reason, no entrances were found to the paved
rooms.

This data sug gests a mod u lar pat tern re peat -
ing it self four times around the court yard, prob a -
bly re flect ing four nu clear fam i lies shar ing these
quar ters. Liv ing in such prox im ity in di cates close
kin ship, prob a bly an ex tended fam ily (Garfinkel,
2002; Garfinkel and Ben-Shlomo, 2002; for a
sim i lar ap proach see also Flannery, 2002).

Build ing Com plex II (Area E)
Build ing II is also a court yard com plex,

whose max i mum di men sions are ap prox i mate 35
by 20 m (Figs 3, 8). Its to tal size is 710 m2 and the
net floor area, cal cu lated with out the walls, is
510 m2. It is some what dif fer ent in its ground plan 
from Build ing I, nev er the less the ar chi tec tural
con cept is clearly that of a court yard build ing.
There are 24 rooms of var i ous sizes around the
court yard, some of which are paved. The rooms
were ar ranged in seven (or eight) clus ters (C, F; E, 
G, H, I; O, P, Q, R; S, T, U, V; N–M; L–K; X–Y).
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Fig. 7. Sche matic plan of Build ing Com plex I in Area E
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Fig. 8. Sche matic plan of Build ing Com plex II in Area E



This com plex was thus used by a large ex tended
fam ily, with at least seven nu clear fam i lies liv ing
to gether. In the court yard, var i ous in stal la tions
were found, in clud ing four large ba salt mor tars. It 
should be noted that the larg est room in the build -
ing is lo cated in the north ern end of the build ing
fac ing the court yard and the en trance. The same
phe nom e non oc curs in Build ing Com plex I
(Room C). It can be sug gested that the head of the
ex tended fam ily or clan dwelled in this room, lo -
cated in an ideal po si tion for con trolling the main
court yard and the en trance to the build ing.

The north west ern smaller room in Build ing
II, has an ex cep tion ally well-pre served floor with
an as sem blage of stone ves sels and in stal la tions
and pot tery ves sels ex posed in situ (Fig. 9). The
de bris above the floor con tained sev eral large
grind ing stones, turned up side-down, a com plete
stone bowl was found to gether with a whet stone
and sev eral flat slabs, prob a bly used as an vils. In
the south west cor ner of the room a hearth con -
structed from rounded stones was found, with a
holemouth jar smashed on it. A large ce ramic

pithos was placed in a pit dug from the floor level
in the north east ern cor ner of the room. A sim i lar
pithos sunk into a cor ner of a room was found in
Area H. Bury ing a pithos has sev eral ad van tages:
con stant tem per a ture, a bar rier against in sects,
pro vid ing ad di tional dwell ing space and pro tec -
tion from break age. This room is in ter preted as a
cook ing and food pro cess ing area, a kitchen pre -
served in situ with most of the elements in their
original location.

Build ing Com plex II is with out a doubt the
larg est struc ture from such an early pe riod that
has been un cov ered in the Neo lithic Near East. It
was clearly a court yard house with rows of rooms
on all four sides. About 70 fig u rines made of fired 
clay or carved on lime stone peb bles (some com -
plete and many frag men tary) were found in the
build ing. This is the larg est col lec tion of art ob -
jects ever dis cov ered in a sin gle pre his toric struc -
ture. The ques tion of why so many art ob jects
were con cen trated in this build ing is an in trigu ing
one. Was it sim ply a very large dwell ing, or did
other pub lic or re li gious activities take place in it?
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Build ing Com plex I (Area H)
The ba sic ar chi tec tural con cept of the build -

ings in Area H is sim i lar to that of the two build -
ings un earthed in Area E. The com pletely ex ca -
vated build ing here is com posed of a large, open,
cen tral court yard (A) sur rounded by ten rooms

(Fig. 10). Four of the rooms have paved rooms,
ei ther made of stone (E, G, K) or an ex cep tion ally
thick mud plas ter (C). These rooms do not open
di rectly to the court yard and ap par ently were stor -
age rooms. They are lo cated ad ja cent to rooms
with beaten earth sur face and to gether cre ate four
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pairs (B–C, D–E, F–G, J–K). Rooms H and I are
open di rectly to the court yard and do not have a
storage facility nearby.

How does the new type of build ing – the
court yard struc tures – un cov ered at Sha‘ar Hago-
lan, fit into the gen eral de vel op ment of Neo lithic
ar chi tec ture? The main work on Neo lithic ar chi -
tec ture in the Near East, with a sys tem atic sur vey
of the rel e vant pub li ca tions, is that of Aurenche
(Aurenche, 1981a). How ever, this 30-year-old
book nat u rally needs to be up dated. Other works
that have been writ ten since fo cus upon a more
spe cific pe riod or re gion within the Neo lithic era:
Aurenche, 1981b; Redman, 1983; Kubba, 1987;
Breniquet, 1991; Kuijt, 2000; Gebel, 2006. In a
pre vi ous study we gave a de tailed sur vey of the
evo lu tion of dwell ing struc ture from the be gin -
ning of ar chi tec ture to the Pot tery Neo lithic pe -
riod (Garfinkel and Ben-Shlomo, 2002; Garfinkel 
and Ben-Shlomo, 2009: 67–83). The var i ous
Neo lithic struc tures were clas si fied into four main 
types: round houses, sim ple rect an gu lar houses,
multi-partite com plex houses and court yard
houses. Fur ther sub di vi sion was ob served in each
of these cat e go ries. The types were ar ranged from 
the sim ple or nu clear houses to the more so phis ti -
cated ones. The scheme is mor pho log i cal, con sid -
er ing both the gen eral shape of the houses and the
in ter nal ar chi tec tural plan. It in di cates that an on -
go ing ef fort of ex plor ing var i ous ar chi tec tural so -
lu tions took place in the in the proto-his toric Near
East. Of the var i ous Neo lithic build ing con cepts
the court yard struc ture no ta bly still can be found
among tra di tional agrar ian com mu ni ties in the
Near East, and around the Med i ter ra nean Sea. For 
ex am ple, the mod ern vil lage Hasanabahd, North
West ern Iran is built of sev eral court yard houses.
The court yards are used for var i ous out door ac tiv -
i ties and for short-term stor age of crops. At the
edge of the vil lage is lo cated the “Qal‘a” – land -
lords house. This court yard build ing is big ger –
es pe cially its court yard, in which the land lords
share of the crop is kept at har vest time (Wat son,
1979). Some what dif fer ent court yard struc ture is
the “painted house” at Zaghe, Iran (Negabhan,
1979: 240–244, fig. 2) as well as other struc tures
from the site (Malek, 1979: 187–189). At Level II
at Hassuna there are some rem nants of rooms and
open ar eas that may have been court yard houses
(Lloyd and Safar, 1945: fig. 45; see Flannery,

2002 for re con struc tions). Later on, in the sixth
mil len nium BC, small houses with at tached court -
yards do seem to ap pear. Pos si ble ex am ples are
from Umm Dabaghiyah and Sabi Abyad (Kirk-
bride, 1975: pl. II; Verhoeven and Kranendonk,
1996: fig. 2.17). It should be noted, how ever, that
the court yard struc tures at Sha‘ar Hagolan are
among the ear li est clear ex am ples of this type of
build ing.

Three com plete court yard struc tures were ex -
ca vated at Sha‘ar Hagolan, with 8, 10, or 24
rooms built to gether around one court yard. No su -
per im posed walls or rooms were found one on top 
of the other. The walls are abut ting each other and 
the court yard floors run to the var i ous rooms,
indicating that the var i ous parts of the struc ture
were one unit. Is it not pos si ble that in di vid ual
rooms were built ran domly with out any pat tern
through out the set tle ment but over time found
them selves or ga nized sys tem at i cally around court -
yards. It is im pos si ble that com pletely ac ci den tal
the un planned court yard build ings just hap pened to 
end with straight lines along plas tered streets.
Thus, the Sha‘ar Hagolan ar chi tec ture re flects
pre-plan ning of large courtyard build ings along
streets, with no in di ca tion for “house bi og ra phy”
where stages in the con struc tion, us age and aban -
doned of dif fer ent rooms can be iden ti fied.

THE STREETS

Set tle ment plan ning is a clear in di ca tion of
cen tral ized au thor ity and usu ally char ac ter ized
state level so cial or ga ni za tion. The ex is tence of a
city wall, gates and a net work of streets is the ba -
sic in fra struc ture of ev ery tra di tional city. But is
the ap pear ance of these three el e ments suf fi cient
enough to jus tify the def i ni tion of “or ga nized
plan ning”? Is it not pos si ble for such a struc ture to 
be de vel oped spon ta ne ously over time? Two dif -
fer ent ap proaches were pre sented con cern ing the
Early Bronze city of Arad. The ex ca va tor sug -
gested a cer tain level of plan ning based on the
net work of streets: “The ra dial sys tem must have
been planned, while the con cen tric sys tem prob a -
bly de vel oped ex pe di ently with the grad ual
growth of the city”(Amiran and Ilan, 1996: 141).
A dif fer ent ap proach to Arad, as well as to other
case stud ies, claimed that these pat terns ev i dent in 
such sites have noth ing to do with con trol over lo -
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cal de ci sions con cern ing con struc tion and spa tial
or ga ni za tion (Ban ning, 1996). Yet, there are no
needs for for mal ized city ar chi tect and bu reau -
crats paid by pub lic taxes to de clare set tle ment
plan ning, the fi nal re sult am ply tes ti fies for pre-
plan ning. Al ready the cir cu lar camps of no mads
and PPNA in di cate pre-plan ning in the very sim -
ple type of sites (Flannery, 1972). This was not
done fol low ing cen tral au thor ity, but a self dis ci -
pline of the com mu nity. Pre-plan ning is, thus, an
as pect which is not al ways self ev i dent, but
whether in Near East ern Neo lithic sites or re cent
tra di tional vil lages and towns with out any pre-
plan ning a shape less ag glom er a tion of build ings
with out any pat tern will prob a bly be the re sult.
Cer tainly, Sha‘ar Hagolan does not ex hibit such
amor phous ag glom er a tion. On the con trary, it ref- 
lects a new ap proach to dwell ing and site organi-
zation (Garfinkel, 2006a; Ben-Shlomo and Gar-
finkel, 2009).

In the next sec tion we will con cen trate on the
ev i dence con cern ing pre-plan ning at Sha‘ar Ha-
golan. The key el e ment in re search ing this ques -
tion is no doubt the street net work as ev i dent from 
the large hor i zon tal ex po sure of Ar eas E and H.

The street net work in Area E
In this area a street and an al ley were un -

earthed (Fig. 3). The street is a 3 m wide straight
pas sage, sep a rat ing Build ing Com plexes I and II.
The build ings lie par al lel, with Build ing Com plex 
I on the east side of the street and Build ing Com -
plex II on the west. By the end of the ex ca va tions
this street was ex posed to a length of c. 50 m. The
sur face of the street has been sys tem at i cally clea-
red. It was com posed of small, 1–2 cm rounded
flint river peb bles, laid in a packed mud ma trix.
There were many such lay ers ac cu mu lat ing one on
top of the other, up to a depth of some 30 cm, in di -
cat ing that the street was re sur faced from time to
time. This sur face be longs to the lat est use of that
street. An ear lier street was found in the same lo ca -
tion, some 50 cm lower than the up per sur face.
Dur ing its orig i nal phase the street was nar rower as 
the houses were built closer to each other.

The al ley is a small, curv ing pas sage way,
about 1 m wide, so far ex posed to a length of 15
m. It sep a rates Build ing Com plexes I and III, at
the south east edge of Area E. The sur face of the
al ley is of beaten earth, with very few peb bles.

The two streets meet in a rect an gu lar shaped open
area (“Pi azza”), which is sit u ated in the south, be -
tween Build ing Com plexes I, II, and III. It is char -
ac ter ized by whit ish sed i ment with very few
finds. Most of this open area, as well as the south -
ern fringes of Build ing Com plex II, were eroded
away by the Yarmuk River.

The street and the al ley lead from in side the
set tle ment to the wa ter source, the Yarmuk River.
Each fam ily would have needed a daily sup ply of
wa ter for drink ing and food prep a ra tion. Since the 
river is to the south of the set tle ment, the streets
run roughly at right an gles to it, from north to
south and from north east to south west. The street
sys tem would have been able to cope with win ter
flood ing from the nearby Yarmuk River, drain ing
the flood waters back into the river by the short est
pos si ble route once the river subsided.

The street in Area H
An other street was ex posed in the north ern

part of Area H (Fig. 5). Be yond the clos ing wall
of Build ing Com plex I there is a street, 1–1.5 m in 
width, run ning east-west, on which we found sev -
eral lay ers of plas ter, reach ing a to tal ac cu mu la -
tion of nearly half a me ter. A long, nar row de pres -
sion runs for nearly 7 m along the west ern part of
the street con tin u ing into the unexcavated area. It
is partly plas tered and may have func tioned as a
drain age channel for rainwater.

The ori en ta tion of the street in Area H is of
in ter est: while the two streets in Area E run from
north to south, from the set tle ment to the Yarmuk
River, the street in Area H runs per pen dic u lar to
them, from east to west, in di cat ing a grid-like pat -
tern of pas sage ways at the site (Fig. 11; see Fig. 2
for ac tual dis tance be tween the two ar eas). This
ar range ment di vided the site into large insula-like
seg ments. In deed it is should be noted that in cer -
tain places the outer wall of a build ing, which was 
built along street, is larger than the build ing it self.
It seems that at first the streets were fixed, with
lines of walls built at both sides; this cre ated large
en clo sures bounded by walls from all sides. At a
sec ond stage the large space was di vided be tween
few build ings. This can ex plain why the sides of
build ings that face the street end in an ex act
straight line while the sides fac ing into the insula
do not (the north side of Build ing Com plex I and
the west side of Build ing Com plex II in Area E,
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and the south side in Build ing Com plex I in Area
H). When only two pas sage ways were known
from Area E, one could as sume that these were
not ac tu ally streets, but just open ings be tween the
abut ting build ings of the wa ter front in or der to let 
as sess to the river for peo ple dwell ing fur ther in -
side. How ever, the street in Area H, some 300 m
fur ther in side the set tle ment, with an east-west
ori en ta tion, clearly in di cates that the en tire set tle -
ment has a net work of passageways from the
southern river front to far north (Fig. 11).

Con struct ing build ings from both sides of an
elon gated pas sage way cre ates for mal ized pas -
sage ways, which we term streets when they are
wider and al leys when they are nar row. The roads
in Ar eas E and H were paved with lay ers of peb -
bles mixed with mud plas ter and their sur faces
were re newed from time to time, as ev i denced by
the find ing of sev eral lay ers. The plas ter ing of
large open pub lic space re quired co op er a tion on
the com mu nity level. While the up keep of the
houses was un doubt edly the re spon si bil ity of their 
res i dents, the streets’ main te nance must have re -
quired the co op er a tion of the en tire com mu nity,
thus, tes ti fy ing to a high de gree of so cial com -
plex ity. Streets are known in the Neolithic period
from a few sites only:

1. Aºikli Höyük, Anatolia, dated to the
Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic B (Esin et al., 1991).

2. Ghwair, Jor dan, dated to the Pre-Pot tery
Neo lithic B (Simmons and Najjar, 2006).

3. ‘Ain Ghazal, Jor dan, dated to the Pre-Pot -
tery Neo lithic C (Rollefson and Kafafi, 1994: 13–
14). This is a down hill street com posed of stairs,
built per pen dic u lar to the river bed.

4. Tell Kurdu, Amuq Val ley, dated to the Pot -
tery Neo lithic, Amuq C (Halaf) (Özbal et al.,
2004: 40–41, figs 2–5). Here a sys tem of nar row
streets was found, some are per pen dic u lar to each
other.

The pas sage ways high light sev eral as pects of
vil lage plan ning and so cial or ga ni za tion in the
Neo lithic com mu nity at Sha‘ar Hagolan: 

1. In or der to cre ate the pas sage ways the
houses must be ar ranged in re la tion to one an -
other, with the outer walls par al lel.

2. Two kinds of pas sage ways were ob served.
There were straight and wide main streets with
pebbled sur faces, and there were curved and nar -
row al leys with beaten-earth sur faces.

3. The ori en ta tion of the street and al ley is
more or less per pen dic u lar to the river. Thus,
these paths lead from the in ner part of the set tle -
ment to the riverfront, en abling easy ac cess to the
per ma nent wa ter source of the pop u la tion. As the
river was lower than the set tle ment, the streets
also pro vided a drain ing sys tem in cases of heavy
winter rain.

4. Un like the houses, which were built and re -
paired by the in di vid ual fam i lies, the street was
clearly a pub lic place. Its main te nance there fore
re quired or ga nized com mu nal ef fort. This pheno-
menon raises var i ous ques tions con cern ing pub lic 
de ci sion-mak ing: Who or ga nized the work? How
of ten were the streets re paired? Who car ried out
the work and who supervised it?

Dur ing the 7th mil len nia BC two set tle ment
mod els were used con tem po ra ne ously in large
com mu ni ties of the Near East. One type is known
at Çatal Hüyük, a close built up with houses con -
structed against one an other with out any pas sage -
way be tween them (Mellaart, 1967: figs 4–10).
Ac cess has been through the roof by lad der,
which im posed a heavy bur den on older peo ple
and preg nant women, and pre sented dif fi cul ties
for an i mals and for the trans por ta tion of goods or
build ing ma te ri als. Thus, it is no won der that this
model was a dead-end in the evo lu tion of hu man
ar chi tec ture. The other set tle ment model, as seen
at Sha‘ar Hagolan, was the con struc tion of houses 
along streets. Street net work pro vides a better so -
lu tion to daily life and was adapted as the main
pat tern for ur ban set tle ments un til to day. The
com bi na tion of court yard build ings and streets at
Sha‘ar Hagolan was a ma jor con tri bu tion of the
south ern Lev ant to the rise of an ur ban in fra struc -
ture in the an cient Near East (Fig. 12). Fur ther
anal y sis and in ter pre ta tion of the Sha‘ar Hagolan
ar chi tec ture and site plan ning had been re cently
pub lished (Ben-Shlomo and Garfinkel, 2009).

THE WELL

The well was dis cov ered in Area G, at the end 
of the 2002 sea son and was com pletely un cov ered 
dur ing the 2003 sea son (Figs 13–14). There are
four in di ca tors for the date of the well to the Neo -
lithic pe riod. First, it was found at the bot tom of a
deep ex ca va tion trench with over a me ter of Neo -
lithic lay ers over ly ing it. Sec ondly, the fill of the
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Fig. 12. The evo lu tion of the main set tle ment types in the an cient Near East (Garfinkel and Ben-Shlomo 2009: 82)



foun da tion pit of the well, placed there dur ing the
con struc tion phase, con tains typ i cal Neo lithic
pot tery and flint. Third, the ma te rial in side the
well shaft, which ac cu mu lated af ter the well went
out of use, also con tains Neo lithic pot tery and
flint. Fi nally there are two ra dio met ric dates of ca. 
6400 BC (Table 1).

As a de tailed ar ti cle has been de voted to the
well (Garfinkel et al., 2006, and see re cently
Garfinkel, 2010) we are pre sent ing here only its
de scrip tion. The well shaft was built of large ba -
salt river peb bles. The outer di am e ter of the stone
con struc tion is ca. 1.2 m and the in ner di am e ter is
0.5 m. Dur ing the 2002 sea son, when the in side
the shaft was ex ca vated to a depth of 1 m, it be -
came clear that it would be im pos si ble to clear the
fill man u ally due to the small di am e ter. The strat -
egy adopted in the 2003 sea son was to ex ca vate
the well from its side. Thus a large pit was dug
me chan i cally by a back hoe into the vir gin soil ad -
ja cent to the well. We then ex posed man u ally the
foun da tion pit of the well and dug through it to the 
out side of the stone lin ing. This was grad u ally re -
moved un til we attained a cross-section of the ins- 
tallation.
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Fig. 14. Area G: the well dur ing ex ca va tion (Photo by
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De tailed ex am i na tion shows that first a step-
ped pit was dug di rectly into the vir gin soil. Its
first 0.5 m cut through the lo cal river peb bles and
the sandy sed i ment of the Yarmuk river delta into
the un der ly ing Lisan For ma tion (lac us trine marly- 
clayey sed i ments of a Pleis to cene lake). The di -
am e ter of the pit var ied be tween ca. 2 m (0–2 m
depth), ca. 1.2 m (2–2.75 m depth), and ca. 0.7 m
(2.75–4.26 m depth). At its base (4.26 m) the pit
reached the wa ter ta ble, which flows through a
layer of fine red dish gravel, 15 cm thick, inter-
strat i fied within the Lisan For ma tion. The shaft of 
the well ends at this red dish gravel, which seems
to have been the source of fresh wa ter in Neo lithic 
times. Dur ing ex ca va tion wa ter ac cu mu lated at
the base of the well to a depth of nearly 1 m. This
is pre cisely the top of the “mush room”-shaped
wid en ing that is ob served in the shaft at a depth of 
3.3–3.8 m. This shape is pos si bly the re sult of
con tin ual use of the well and not part of the in ten -
tional con struc tion. The flow of wa ter prob a bly
cre ated lo cal waves that over the years nib bled
into the side of the shaft. The lower part of the
stone lin ing was built di rectly against the Lisan
For ma tion. Large elon gated ba salt river peb bles
were care fully cho sen and laid with their nar -
rower end fac ing the in ner part of the shaft. The
stone con struc tion cov ered only the up per 2.5 m
of the well and does not reach its bot tom, prob a -
bly to en able the clean ing of the well from time to
time. In the next phase of con struc tion the stone
lin ing was laid in the wider part of the pit and the
gap be tween the lin ing and the pit’s edge was
filled. The stone con struc tion and the back fill ing
were car ried out si mul ta neously, prob a bly in
stages of two or three courses of stones. This
would have cre ated a work ing plat form for the
build ers, as well as sta bi liz ing the stone con struc -
tion. The sed i ment used for the back fill ing of the
pit was dark, rich in or ganic ma te rial, and mixed
with knapped flint, shards and an i mal bones. This
is an anthropogenic de posit and not the orig i nal
Lisan clay, which, as shown by other studies
(Zuckerman, 2002), was valued by the Neolithic
inhabitants for the production of bricks and
pottery.

The in stal la tion at Sha‘ar Hagolan is an ad di -
tional ex am ple of a Neo lithic well, which are al -
ready known from Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic sites:
Kissonerga-Mylouthkia and Shillorokambous in

Cy prus and ‘Atlit Yam in Is rael (Peltenburg et al., 
2000; Guilaine and Briois, 2001; Galili and Nir,
1993). How ever, un like these three sites, which
are lo cated in ar eas with out per ma nent wa ter sup -
ply, the well at Sha‘ar Hagolan was con structed
near the Yarmuk River, one of the stron gest rivers 
in the Lev ant. This in di cates that dig ging of wells
was not dic tated only by short age in run ning wa -
ter, but for other fac tors, like qual ity of the wa ter,
im me di ate avail abil ity of wa ter or as a sta tus sym -
bol. Hence, the in volve ment of Neo lithic peo ple
with their en vi ron ment in cor po rated not only
plants, an i mals, raw ma te ri als for mak ing tools,
ob jects and con struc tions, but also hy dro log i cal
and geo log i cal knowl edge. They had the tech no -
log i cal ca pac ity to dig wa ter wells from the sur -
face reach ing aqui fers. The clear ex pres sion of
their en gi neer ing abil i ties adds an other as pect to
the do mes ti ca tion of their land scape. The wa ter
from the well was prob a bly in tended for hu man
and an i mal use rather than for ir ri ga tion. Nev er -
the less, wells en able the oc cu pa tion of semi-arid
ar eas, as well as af ford ing better ex ploi ta tion of
ar eas that suf fer from an nual or sea sonal wa ter
short ages. This is a crit i cal as pect of sur vival in
the Med i ter ra nean cli mate of the Near East, where 
it rains only dur ing the win ter.

BURIAL CUS TOMS

In Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic A and B sites it is
quite com mon to find pri mary buri als un der the
floors of the houses. Hun dreds of such ex am ples
were found, for ex am ple, at Je ri cho and ‘Ain
Ghazal (Kurth and Röhrer-Ertl, 1981; Rollefson,
2000). In ad di tion, there were cen tral ar eas in side
the set tle ment where con cen tra tions of buri als
were found, like in Tell Aswad (Stordeur et al.,
2006), Kfar Hahoresh (Gor ing-Mor ris, 2000;
Garfinkel, 2006b) and the skull house at Çayönü
(Özbeck, 1988; Özdoðan, 1999). A large num ber
of pri mary buri als was found at the Pre-Pot tery
Neo lithic C site of Atlit Yam (Galili et al., 2005).
On the other side, very lit tle is known of the burial 
cus toms of the Pot tery Neo lithic pe riod. Not even
one Pot tery Neo lithic burial is re ported from Je ri -
cho, while nearly 450 buri als are known from the
Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic lay ers. One burial had been
re ported from each of the fol low ings Yarmukian
sites: Munhata (Perrot, 1967: 15), Sha‘ar Hagolan 
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(Stekelis, 1972: 10) and Habsan Street (Kaplan,
1959: 23, fig. 2 lower).

Sha‘ar Hagolan ex ca va tions did not pro vide
new data on this as pect. There were three clear
ev i dences as so ci ated with buri als: 

1. A sec ond ary burial in the north-east cor ner
of Room G in Build ing Com plex II of Area E. It
was found in a shal low pit dug un der the floor of
the room.

2. A small part of a pit, with some two hu man
cra nia and bones, un cov ered at Area G. As this pit 
was lo cated at the edge of the ex ca vated area, the
char ac ter of the burial, whether pri mary or sec -
ond ary, was not clear.

3. The re mains of two cra nia in the north-
west cor ner of Room Q in Build ing Com plex II of 
Area E. These re mains were found im me di ately
be low the cur rent top soil, and were in a very poor
state of pres er va tion.

Ad di tional hu man bones were found in the
site sed i ment and are now sorted out dur ing the
gen eral anal y sis of the ex ca vated bones (N. Ma-
rom, per sonal com mu ni ca tion). When the study
of the en tire an i mal bones col lec tion will be com -
pleted all the iso lated hu man bones will re ceive
the proper sys tem atic an thro po log i cal anal y sis.
Nev er the less, it seems that pre vi ous mor tu ary
prac tices of Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic pri mary buri als
in sites ceased. The to tal area of the three large
com plex build ings at Sha‘ar Hagolan is over
1,200 m2 in clud ing ex ca va tion un der the floor
lev els in large ar eas. The fact that not even one
pri mary burial was found, clearly in di cates that
the place of burial has been com pletely re moved
from the dwell ing unit to an other lo ca tion. It is
left for fur ther re search to clar ify if there was at
Sha‘ar Hagolan a cen tral burial build ing, or area
in side the set tle ment, or an out side grave yard.
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THE SO CIAL OR GA NI ZA TION
OF THE SHA‘AR HAGOLAN
COM MU NITY

The court yard struc tures, the street net work
and the well ex hibit a tri par tite di vi sion of space
at Neo lithic Sha‘ar Hagolan. This sug gests three
lev els of so cial or ga ni za tion in the com mu nity, as
fol lows (Fig. 15).

The in di vid ual house hold (the nu clear fam ily)
The do mes tic space of a nu clear fam ily was

quite lim ited (10–15 m2). One might ques tion
whether this would have been ad e quate for the
use of a nu clear fam ily, but the size of other Pot -
tery Neo lithic struc tures, in clud ing those at Mun-
hata (Garfinkel, 1992: figs 3, 7), Je ri cho (Kenyon, 
1981: fig. 228), Lod (Go pher and Blockman,
2004: 5), and Jebel Abu Thawwab (Kafafi, 2001:
pl. 7a) is quite sim i lar: these sites con tain small
rounded struc tures, usu ally 2–3 m in di am e ter,
their size not ex ceed ing 15–20 m2. Thus, it ap -
pears that nu clear fam i lies lived in a lim ited space
dur ing the Pot tery Neo lithic pe riod. As dem on -
strated by the anal y sis of Build ing Com plex I,
each nu clear fam ily had a dwell ing room and an
ad ja cent stor age room. Stor age fa cil i ties were
found in side the small rooms, ei ther as paved
closed rooms or as large gra nary jars be low the
floors.

The ex tended fam ily
The open ar eas be tween the houses in Neo -

lithic vil lages were gen er ally used for cook ing,
stor age in pits and var i ous other house hold ac tiv i -
ties. At Sha‘ar Hagolan, how ever, the open area
was in te grated into the build ing as an en closed
court yard. This placed the open area un der more
con trol, lim it ing the ac cess to non-ap proved per -
sons. To this day, per sonal be long ings, wealth
and women are pro tected in the en closed court -
yard in some parts of the Near East. In such tra di -
tional so ci et ies, women are barred from pub lic ar -
eas, and their main ac tiv ity ar eas are con fined to
closed court yards. Most of the finds: pot tery, flint, 
an i mal bones, stone ves sels, and fig u rines – were
found in the court yard. Conjoinable flint items
from the court yard of Build ing Com plex I in di -
cate flint knapping ac tiv ity (Matskevich, 2002).
Pits and var i ous in stal la tions were also found, in -

clud ing large ba salt im ple ments: mor tars and
grind ing slabs. These were the com mon prop erty
of the en tire ex tended fam ily.

Fam i lies, who pro duced more than they con -
sumed may have be gun to ac cu mu late wealth and
may have had big ger fields or flocks. In the ma te -
rial cul ture, such house holds might be in di cated
by the larger size of their dwell ings, as well as the
pres ence of ex otic items orig i nated from long-dis -
tance con nec tions, such as ob sid ian, sea shells,
beads and al a bas ter ves sels. Even more reg u lar
ob jects in such houses could be larger and more
elab o rate in shape and dec o ra tion. In deed, a com -
par i son be tween Build ing Com plexes I and II ex -
hibit such dif fer ences (size of struc ture, per cent -
age of dec o rated pot tery, quan tity of fig u rines),
sug gest ing dif fer ences in the wealth or so cial sta -
tus of the extended families which lived in these
structures.

Large Neo lithic struc tures, which could be
the dwell ings of ex tended fam i lies, were ex ca -
vated at a num ber of sites dated to the later part of
the Neo lithic pe riod (late Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic or
Pot tery Neo lithic): Bouqras, Basta, Tell es-Saw-
wan, Zaghe, and Hassuna (Garfinkel and Ben-
Shlomo, 2002; Flannery, 2002). Flannery has at -
trib uted these de vel op ments to the in creas ing eco -
nomic com plex ity: “…mar ried sons re main at -
tached to the house hold of their fa ther be cause the 
com bi na tion of two tasks – ce real ag ri cul ture and
the graz ing of herd an i mals – re quires a di vi sion
of la bor be yond the ca pac ity of a nu clear fam ily.
By 5 500 BC many Near East ern vil lages not only
grew wheat, bar ley, len tils, and peas for food, but
also raised flax for linen and had added cat tle and
pig to the herd ing of sheep and goats. A fam ily of
15–20 sim ply had more man power to per form all
the dis pa rate tasks in such an econ omy, which
could in clude some kind of craft pro duc tion as
well” (Flannery, 2002: 424). While, like Flan-
nery, we sug gest to see the large struc tures as the
dwell ings of ex tended fam i lies, we of fer a dif fer -
ent rea son for their de vel op ment. In the con text of 
the Pot tery Neo lithic pe riod of the south ern Lev -
ant, only the site of Sha‘ar Hagolan pres ents such
ar chi tec ture. Mixed econ omy, as sug gested by
Flannery, ap peared at all other sites as well, but
they do not ex hibit large court yard build ings. On
the con trary, many of them, such as Munhata, Ha- 
madiya, Habashan Street, Jebel Abu Thawwab,
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Lod, Teluliyot Batash, Je ri cho and Ghrubba pres -
ent only pits or small rounded huts of the type
char ac ter iz ing the very early stages of the Natu-
fian and early Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic A. Thus, in
this case, there is no di rect link be tween the eco-
nomy of a set tle ment and its phys i cal and so cial
struc ture.

The com mu nity level
The third level is the en tire com mu nity, the

vil lage. It seems that the crit i cal is sue in this case
is the size of Sha‘ar Hagolan, which pres ents a
unique ex am ple of a mega-set tle ment in the Pot -
tery Neo lithic pe riod. How did this 20-hect are
densely in hab ited com mu nity adapt to the de mo -
graphic sit u a tion in which sev eral thou sand peo -
ple lived to gether? Ethnographic ob ser va tions on
hu man be hav ior un der pop u la tion pres sure in di -
cate that they can change var i ous as pects of their
be hav ior. Stud ies on pop u la tion den sity have con -
cluded that sca lar stress re fers to the stresses in -
her ent in large pop u la tion ag gre ga tions, which
must be re duced through strat e gies as di verse as
in creas ingly hi er ar chi cal so cial or ga ni za tion,
group fis sion, and in creas ing in ci dence of group
rit ual (Carneiro, 1967; John son, 1982; Friesen,
1999). Con struc tion of large mod u lar houses for
the use of ex tended fam i lies, as a di rect re sponse
to pop u la tion pres sure, has also been ob served
among the Inuit tribes of North Amer ica dur ing
their ag gre ga tion pe riod (Friesen, 1999). This
ethnographic ex am ple is not em ployed for il lus -
trat ing eco nomic con di tions or level of so cial or -
ga ni za tion, but to show how a cer tain be hav ioral
pat tern is re flected in the ma te rial cul ture. In this
case, when a few nu clear fam i lies are dwell ing to -
gether, one of the pos si ble out comes is the de vel -
op ment of large struc tures, which ex hibit a mod u -
lar pat tern in their in ter nal plan. Thus, we see the
large court yard build ings at Sha‘ar Hagolan as re -
flect ing a new method of ad ap ta tion to pop u la tion 
pres sure in the an cient Near East. The con cen tra -
tion of thou sands of peo ple in one set tle ment in -
flu enced hu man re la tion ships, pos si bly to wards
loss of the unity, sol i dar ity, in ti macy and free -
dom, that are typ i cal of smaller groups. In stead,
there were com pe ti tion, aloof ness and alien ation.
In a large so ci ety, well-de fined and strict be hav -
ioral laws must be de vel oped to reg u late and or -
ga nize the in di vid ual into a co he sive so cial unit.

One of the strat e gies that can be adopted, as we
learn from ethnographic ob ser va tion of con tem -
po rary tra di tional so ci et ies, is to unite sev eral nu -
clear fam i lies into one ex tended fam ily or clan.
Un like pre vi ous Neo lithic vil lages, in which so-
ciety was or ga nized on two lev els, the nu clear
fam ily (par ents and chil dren) and the com mu nity,
a new three-level or ga ni za tion emerged: the nu-
clear fam ily, the ex tended fam ily and the com-
munity.

OB JECTS OF DAILY USE

All the site sed i ments were sieved thought a 2
mm mesh. The finds were washed in the af ter -
noons, and then each cat e gory of finds was packed
sep a rately. At the end of eleven ex ca va tion sea sons 
we can sug gest the fol low ing rough es ti mate of the
ma te rial cul ture items col lected from the site: about 
one mil lion flint ar ti facts, 80,000 pot sherds, 50,000 
an i mal bones, 1,500 lime stone and ba salt stone
tools, 300 sea shells, 200 art ob jects, and 20 ob sid -
ian flakes. Fi nal fig ures will be achieved only at the 
end of the ty po logi cal anal y sis of the var i ous cat e -
go ries. Mean while in Sha‘ar Hagolan Vol. 1,
which was pub lished in 2002, var i ous stud ies were
pre sented (Garfinkel and Miller, 2002a). The en tire 
ma te rial cul ture will be pub lished in de tail in the
forth com ing vol umes of the fi nal re port of Sha‘ar
Hagolan and will only be briefly men tioned here.

Flint
The flint as sem blage was stud ied by var i ous

schol ars, which pres ent dif fer ent as pect of the in -
dus try (Alperson and Garfinkel, 2002; Matske-
vich, 2002, 2005; Khalaily, 2006: 252; Barzilai
and Garfinkel, 2006). In these stud ies a to tal of
332,649 ar ti facts were an a lyzed, from Ar eas E
and N (Ta ble 2). The flint as sem blages of Ar eas
G, H as well as the rest of the flint from Area E
still re mains to be studied.

From tech no log i cal point of view four knap-
ping tra di tions were im plied: bifacial tools, uni di -
rec tional blades, bidirectional blades and ad hoc
flakes. The dom i nant tech nol ogy is the ad hoc
flakes as shown by the great abun dance of al most
70% of flakes and flake cores. From ty po logi cal
point of view the typ i cal tools of the pe riod were
found: small ar row heads, deeply denticulate
sickle blades and axes.
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Pot tery
All the pot sherds found up to 1999 are al ready

pub lished (Eirikh-Rose and Garfinkel, 2002). Now 
the en tire as sem blage, of 88,488 pot tery sherds, is
be ing pre pared for the fi nal re port (Eirikh-Rose,
2002). Yarmukian pot tery ap pears in a wide range
of shapes, sizes and dec o ra tion (Garfinkel, 1992;
Obeidat, 1995; Garfinkel, 1999c; Eirikh-Rose and
Garfinkel, 2002). The ves sels would have been
used for a va ri ety of do mes tic pur poses in ac cor -
dance with their shape and size: cook ing and food
prep a ra tion ves sels, serv ing ves sels, stor age of liq -
uids, gra nary jars, and small con tain ers of spices,
med i cines and cos me tics

The Yarmukian pot tery dec o ra tion con sists of 
a com bi na tion of in ci sion and paint. The in ci sions 
were the dom i nant fea ture of the dec o ra tive
scheme and ap pear in three ar range ments: hor i -
zon tal lines, zig zag and her ring bone (Fig. 16).
The paint is al most al ways in dif fer ent shades of
red, was a sub or di nate fea ture, as a gen eral back -
ground over the en tire ves sel or as bands painted
par al lel to the in ci sions. The her ring bone in cised
pat tern is the ‘fin ger print’ of the Yarmukian pot -
tery and is known from all known sites, from
Byblos in the north to Wadi Murabba‘at Cave in
the south. An ex am ple of a fe male fig u rine made
of fired clay and dec o rated with an in cised her -
ring bone pat tern was also found. The in ci sions
are on the right shoul der and arm and on the left
leg. Thus, the her ring bone pat tern, which was
such a cen tral mo tif on pot tery, seems to have
been used to dec o rate the hu man body as well.
The an cient in hab it ants of Sha‘ar Hagolan may
have used her ring bone pat tern to dec o rate their
clothes and to paint and tat too their skins.

Ba salt and lime stone tools
Nearly 1500 stone items were un earthed. The

main ty po logi cal groups are weights, bowls, pit -

ted stones and var i ous crush ing and grind ing
uten sils. Lime stone was used for most bowls,
while hard ba salt was used for the pes tles, grind -
ing stones and whet-stones. Per fo rated weights
were made of both materials.

Baked clay ob jects
This cat e gory in cludes 308 ar ti facts. They

were re cently stud ied, and were di vided into 10
dif fer ent cat e go ries as rods, to kens, sealings,
spin dle whorls and weights (Freikman, 2006).
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Ta ble 2
The flint as sem blages an a lyzed and pub lished so far

 Ex ca vated year Area Num ber of Items Ref er ence

1989, 1990, 1996 E 32,047 Alperson and Garfinkel, 2002

1997 E 33,593 Matskevich, 2005

1998 E 226,500 Khalaily, 2006

2004 N 40,509 Barzilai and Garfinkel, 2006

Fig. 16. Pot tery ves sel with the typ i cal in cised dec o -
rated, 10 cm high (Photo by G. Laron)



THE ECON OMY

The plant and an i mal foods uti lized at Sha‘ar
Hagolan are of spe cial im por tance for un der stand -
ing the early stages of ag ri cul ture in the Near East. 
The ecofacts from the site al low a glimpse into the 
econ omy of the Late Neo lithic, a sub ject that re -
ceived lit tle at ten tion un til re cently (see e.g.,
Ducos, 1968; Horwitz, 1987, 1988; Horwitz et
al., 2002; Shihab, 1997; von den Driesch and
Wodtke, 1997; Wasse, 2002; Köhler-Rollefson,
2001; Galili et al., 2005; Haber and Dayan, 2004;
Da vis, in press.) Along the road lead ing to the fi -
nal es tab lish ment of the Med i ter ra nean suite of
plant and an i mal do mes ti cates, Sha‘ar Hagolan
oc cu pies a time span that prob a bly saw the last
steps in the do mes ti ca tion of cat tle (Grigson,
1989), and the sub ju ga tion of swine to hu man
con trol (Haber et al., 2005). Ques tions of pas to ral 
spe cial iza tion (Rollefson and Köhler-Rollefson,
1990; Rollefson and Köhler-Rollefson, 1992;
Rollefson and Köhler-Rollefson, 1993; Mar tin,
1999) and in ten si fied ex trac tion of sec ond ary
prod ucts (Sherratt, 1983; Green field, 1988; Vigne 
and Helmer, 2007) are ob vi ous re search ques tion
that de serve in ves ti ga tion. The range of plant do -
mes ti cates and uses must also be asked; and for
both plant and an i mal re sources, the con tin ued re -
li ance on wild taxa should be stud ied. Pre lim i nary 
fau nal (Hesse, 2002) and flo ral (Allen, 2002) re -
ports col lected dur ing the 1990’s will be sum ma -
rized be low, along with pre lim i nary qual i ta tive
ob ser va tions from an on go ing in ves ti ga tion of the 
en tire fau nal as sem blage from the site (Marom, in
press). Only data rel e vant to course-grained sub -
sis tence facts will be men tioned here, for go ing for 
the time be ing the nec es sary in-depth reconstruc-
tion of the foodways from a broader anthropolo-
gical and taphonomic per spec tive.

The plant econ omy of Sha‘ar Hagolan is
known through three sub-as sem blages col lected
be tween 1997 and 1999 (Allen, 2002). The 1997
as sem blage com prised of 15 sam ples from Area E,
Build ing Com plex I; the 1998 batch con sisted of
23 sam ples from Build ing Com plex II of the same
area; and the 1999 batch was of six sam ples from
Area H. The 1997 sam ples were re cov ered us ing
bucket floa ta tion, while in con sec u tive sea sons a
floa ta tion ma chine was em ployed to this end.

Plant re mains were badly pre served, and con -

sisted mainly of emmer wheat (Triticum turgidum
spp. dicoccum), einkorn wheat (Triticum mono-
coccum spp. monococcum), and bar ley (Hordeum
sp.) re mains. Some len tils (Lens sp.), fava beans
(Vicia faba) and bit ter vetch (Vicia ervilia) re -
mains are also pres ent in lesser amounts. The
pres ence of nut shells as well as of fig (Ficus
carica) and maybe ap ple (Pyrus) seeds in di cates
con tin ued use of pos si bly wild fruits. A com par i -
son of the dom i nant spe cies in Sha‘ar Hagolan
with the two other pub lished Yarmukian bo tan i cal 
as sem blages from Abu Thawwab (Kafafi, 1988)
and ‘Ain Rahub (Muheisen et al., 1988) shows
that emmer wheat and bar ley are dom i nant in all
three as sem blages. Len tils, how ever, vary con sid -
er ably in fre quency be tween sites.

New anal y sis of the fau nal as sem blage sup -
ports Hesse’s pre lim i nary re sults (2002), but re -
veals sig nif i cant intra-site vari a tion in tax o nomic
abun dance (Marom, 2012). The an i mal econ omy
at Sha‘ar Hagolan was ap par ently dom i nated by
sheep (Ovis aries) and goat (Capra hircus) hus -
bandry, as the re mains of these an i mals make up
to 57% of the as sem blage (to tal N = 5281; per -
cent ages taken from Hesse, 2002: ta ble 18.1).
Pigs (Sus scrofa) are the sec ond most abun dant
taxon (17%), while cat tle (Bos primigenius) ac -
counts for 11%. Ga zelles (Gazella sp., 4%) and
dogs (Canis familiaris, 3%) are no ta ble in the as -
sem blage. Bird re mains are few (0.6%), and fish
nearly ab sent. New anal y sis of the fau nal as sem -
blage sup ports Hesse’s pre lim i nary re sults, but re -
veals sig nif i cant intra-site vari a tion in tax o nomic
abun dances (Marom, 2012).

The mea ger rep re sen ta tion of aquatic taxa at
the site is puz zling, al though fa mil iar from other
Jor dan Val ley Ter mi nal Pleis to cene sites (Da vis,
1974; Marom and Bar-Oz, 2008). It is hard to ac -
cept the view that bad pres er va tion is the only
cause for this com plete lack of aquatic taxa in a
geo graph ical unit dom i nated by lac us trine and ri -
par ian en vi rons, al though some at tri tion must
have oc curred (Zohar et al., 2008). Fish bones are
pres ent in to ken amounts through out the site, and
do not show any spe cial signs of dis in te gra tion.
More over, these bones are not the har di est in the
fish skel e ton; oto liths and teeth are likely to have
been pres ent in large num bers has dif fer en tial
pres er va tion been an is sue. We there fore tend to
in ter pret the near-ab sence of fish bones as a cul -
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tural phe nom e non con nected with ei ther dif fer en -
tial access to riparian resources or to yet unknown 
discard practices.

Sheep and goats at Sha‘ar Hagolan were do -
mes ti cated stock, based on mor tal ity pro files and
abun dance data. Twisted goat horn core mor phol -
ogy sup ports this con clu sion (Marom, in press).
Age-at-death pro files (Hesse, 2002) do not seem
to sug gest any sec ond ary prod uct spe cial iza tion
(milk or wool). Pigs are held to be do mes ti cated
based on morphometric cri te ria and on the high
in ci dence of ju ve niles. Since pig mor tal ity pro -
files and morphometric vari a tion is no to ri ously
hard to in ter pret (Payne and Bull, 1988; von den
Driesch and Wodtke, 1997; Davidowitz and
Horwitz, 2007), fur ther de mo graphic and met ric
data, as well as iso tope and patho log i cal ob ser va -
tions (Dobney and Ervynck, 2000), must be in te -
grated to fully sup port this con clu sion. Most of
the cat tle spec i mens rep re sented at the sam ple are
of ma ture in di vid u als (the bones are fully fused,
no de cid u ous teeth), and are larger than a ref er -
ence sam ple of Bronze and Iron Age cat tle from
north ern Is rael. Hesse was there fore pru dent in
as sign ing a do mes ti ca tion sta tus to this taxon
based on mea ger men su ral and de mo graphic data. 
How ever, fur ther anal y ses in di cate the ex is tence
of do mes ti cated cat tle in the Yarmukian set tle -
ment (Marom, 2012).

Fau nal dis card pat terns show that most os se -
ous re mains were found in street and court yard ar -
eas, while the rooms re tained fewer spec i mens.
Spa tial dis tri bu tion of spec i mens in re spect to
taxon and body part seems rel a tively ho mog e nous 
(Hesse, 2002).

Sha‘ar Hagolan sub sis tence econ omy seems
then to have re lied on ce real ag ri cul ture and
caprine hus bandry to pro vide sta ple plant and an i -
mal foods. The pres ence of do mes ti cated pigs and 
cat tle is sug gested, but more data are needed to
sup port this con ten tion. Wild plant and an i mal re -
sources were also uti lized to vary ing de grees,
with the no ta ble ex cep tion of ma rine re sources,
which were ei ther un der-uti lized or else lost
through cul tural or diagenetic at tri tion.

THE ART OF SHA‘AR HAGOLAN

The set tle ment at Sha‘ar Hagolan pro duced
the larg est and rich est as sem blage of pre his toric

art known in Is rael, and one of the most im por tant
in the Near East. These came from the ear lier ex -
ca va tions of Stekelis, in ten sive sur face col lec tion
by the lo cal kib butz in hab it ants, and from the new 
ex ca va tions. The im pres sively large col lec tion is
out stand ing in the de sign and ex e cu tion of the ob -
jects, which are ei ther nat u ral is tic or highly ab -
stract in con cep tion. The finds in clude an thro po -
mor phic clay fig u rines of var i ous types, anthropo- 
morphic stone fig u rines, zoomorphic fig u rines
made of clay and peb bles en graved with dif fer ent
geo met ric pat terns. Ta ble 3 shows the quan ti ta tive 
data ac cu mu lated from ear lier pub li ca tions, col -
lec tions of var i ous mu se ums, and the finds from
our re cent ex ca va tions. From the sur face of the
site 171 finds had been col lected dur ing the past
60 years, and 169 finds were un cov ered dur ing
the ex ca va tions. The finds from the sur face con -
sist mostly of peb ble fig u rines (105, as op posed to 
14 un cov ered in the ex ca va tion), while the ex ca -
va tion finds con sist mainly of clay fig u rines of an -
thro po mor phic and zoomorphic items (145 ver sus 
22 from the sur face). These dif fer ences may prob -
a bly be ex plained by the fact that the peb ble fig u -
rines are more re sis tant to dam age by man and na -
ture, and con se quently were more likely to sur-
vive than the clay fig u rines (mostly frag men tary)
when they were turned up on the sur face. The as -
sem blage is di vided in the ta ble into eleven cat e -
go ries, each is briefly de scribed by text and se -
lected il lus tra tions.
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Ta ble 3
Dis tri bu tion of fig u rines and other art ob jects

at Sha‘ar Hagolan (up dated 2010)

Type To tal
Sur face

finds
Ex ca va tion 

finds

Clay statue 1 – 1

Clay seated fig u rine 115 22 93

Peb ble fig u rine 119 105 14

Other clay fig u rine 13 – 13

Other stone fig u rine 11 6 5

An thro po mor phic ves sel 1 1 –

An i mal fig u rine 38 – 38

(To tal fig u ra tive ob jects) (298) (134) (164)

Grooved peb ble 32 29 3

Dec o rated weight 6 4 2

Seal 4 4 –

(To tal finds) (340) (171) (169)



Clay statue
Dur ing the 1997 sea son, the ex ca va tion in the 

court yard of Build ing I un cov ered parts of a clay
statue that in cluded the head, a leg and four other
small frag ments (Fig. 17). The head is about 13
cm high and the leg about 18 cm long. The com -
plete item would have been about 30 or 40 cm
high, mak ing it a statue rather than a fig u rine.
This is the first statue dis cov ered in a Yarmukian
site. It is made of a dis tinc tive clay fab ric, dif fer -
ent from the clay used for pot tery and fig u rines.
The clay is par tic u larly light in color, well lev i -
tated and lack ing any stone tem per. The fin ish in -
cludes smooth ing and bur nish ing of the sur face to 
a stan dard that is un known from other fig u rines of 
Sha‘ar Hagolan. Other tech no log i cal as pects re -
vealed by a CT scan con ducted at Hadassah Hos -
pi tal in Je ru sa lem in di cate that both the head and
the leg con tained a cen tral core around which lay -
ers of clay were rolled un til the el e ment reached
the de sired size (Applbaum and Applbaum,
2002). The statue was re stored by the Bi ble Lands 
Mu seum in Je ru sa lem in prep a ra tion for its dis -
play in the spe cial ex hi bi tion held there. It has re -
cently un der gone ad di tional treat ment in the lab o -
ra to ries of the Is rael Mu seum be fore its perma-
nent dis play there. Dur ing the treat ment, one of
the small frag ments was iden ti fied as part of the
pel vic area and may con tain a de pic tion of fe male

gen i tals. This statue dis plays many sty lis tic sim i -
lar i ties to the clay fig u rines (see be low), how ever, 
it dif fers from them in one im por tant as pect: the
eyes are not grooved. In any case, the statue pro-
vides ev i dence of the Yarmukians’ skill in produ-
cing large-scale art ob jects.

Clay seated fig u rines
The most com mon clay fig u rines de pict a

seated woman with cow rie-shell eyes (Figs 18–
21). These are large, broad fig u rines rep re sent ing
an ex tremely styl ized fig ure with large, prom i nent 
eyes. The fig u rines are rich in de tail and are mod -
eled in a nat u ral is tic style with a cer tain amount of 
ex ag ger a tion, giv ing them a some what sur re al is -
tic ap pear ance. The first fig u rine of this type was
dis cov ered in the ex ca va tions of Megiddo in the
1930s. The ex ca va tors did not rec og nize it as a
Neo lithic fig u rine and as signed it to the Early
Bronze Age (Loud, 1948: pl. 241: 1). The sec ond
of these fig u rines to be pub lished was found in
Kaplan’s ex ca va tion in Bashan Street in Tel Aviv
and en abled him to iden tify the fig u rine from
Megiddo cor rectly (Kaplan, 1959). At the be gin -
ning of Stekelis’ work at Sha‘ar Hagolan the find -
ing of clay fig u rines was not re ported at all, and
they were first pub lished only in the fi nal ex ca va -
tion re port (Stekelis, 1972). The ex ca va tions at
Munhata un cov ered a rich as sem blage of fe male
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Fig. 17. Three views of the head of the clay statue from Area E, 12.8 cm high (Photo by G. Laron)



fig u rines, in clud ing the first com plete ex am ple
and a con sid er able num ber of frag ments (Perrot,
1964, 1966, 1968; Yeivin and Mozel, 1977;
Garfinkel, 1995: figs 24–29).

The re newed ex ca va tions at Sha‘ar Hagolan
have yielded more clay fig u rines than all the pre -
vi ously known ex am ples put to gether. Out stand -
ing among them are four com plete or nearly com -
plete fig u rines. Three came from Build ing II in
Area E and the fourth was found some what to
west of it.

The fig u rines were made in sev eral stages.
We were able to learn about the man u fac tur ing
pro cess by study ing the cross-sec tions of bro ken
fig u rines. Some of the fig u rines were re cently
subjected to CT scan ning at the Hadassah Hos pi -
tal in Je ru sa lem (Applbaum et al., 1998; Appl-
baum and Applbaum, 2002). This study sup plied
ad di tional in for ma tion about the in ter nal struc ture 
of the fig u rines that was not vis i ble to the na ked
eye. The dif fer ent ob ser va tions have en abled us to 

es tab lish that the figurines were made in seven
main stages:

1. Prep a ra tion of the clay. The fig u rines of
this type were made from the same clay that was
used for the pot tery ves sels of Sha‘ar Hagolan.

2. The ma jor body parts were formed sep a -
rately: head, body, left leg and right leg. Each was 
made in lay ers, with a cen tral core and an outer
wrap ping.

3. These el e ments were joined to form the ba -
sic out line of the fig u rine.

4. Body parts, jew elry and cloth ing were
made from small pieces of clay: these in clude
eyes, ears, ear rings, a band at the back of the neck, 
breasts, gar ment, scarf and arms.

5. Ad di tional de tails were de picted by in ci -
sions in the soft clay, form ing the cen tral fis sure
along the eyes, the shoul ders and the fingers.

6. Red painted stripes ap pear on some of the
fig u rines, while some were com pletely cov ered
with red paint.
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Fig. 18. Two views of a clay fig u rine un cov ered in Area E, 14.2 cm high (Photo by D. Haris)



7. The fin ished fig u rine was fired to a tem per -
a ture of sev eral hun dred de grees Cen ti grade.

The fig u rines dis play a se ries of about 25
char ac ter is tic fea tures. Al most all of these ap pear
in all the fig u rines, mak ing them an ex tremely ho -
mo ge neous group (Garfinkel et al., 2002; Gar-
finkel, 2004). The most dis tin guished parts of the
fig u rine’s head are the long head and the long and
di ag o nal eyes. The eyes are made from a strip of
clay at tached to the face and deeply grooved
along the en tire length. The shape of the eyes is
rem i nis cent of a cow rie shell. Over the years they
have been given a va ri ety of names de riv ing from
their sim i lar ity to cow rie shells, cof fee beans, ce -
real grains, date stones or the eyes of snakes or
liz ards. Eyes in this form are ex tremely com mon
in the an cient art of the Near East and neigh bor ing 

ar eas of south-east Eu rope (see be low). The torso
of the fig u rines is cov ered with a gar ment or a
scarf. The gar ment clearly con sists of two halves,
laid sym met ri cally over the right and left parts of
the fig ure. Each half has four sec tions. The first
part is on the chest, usu ally be tween the breasts;
the sec ond rises to cover the shoul ders; the third
falls down the back; and the fourth co mes round
to cover the sides of the belly, leav ing the na vel
ex posed. The left and right halves of the gar ment
are clearly sep a rated, mak ing it hard to un der -
stand how the gar ment could have been worn
with out fall ing off. It is pos si ble that in re al ity the
two halves were sewn to gether, but that in the de -
sign of the fig u rine it was im por tant to em pha size
the fact that the gar ment con sisted of two sep a rate 
halves. (A pos si ble ex pla na tion of the way in
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Fig. 19. A clay fig u rine un cov ered in Area E, 12.7 cm
high (Photo by D. Haris)

Fig. 20. A clay fig u rine un cov ered in Area E, 14.9 cm
high (Photo by D. Haris)



which the gar ment is de picted is that it was made
from two sep a rate an i mal skins.) The gar ment
cov ers parts of the body (chest, back and belly)
but leaves the breasts and na vel ex posed. The
scarf, which ap pears only on a small num ber of
items, is rep re sented by a strip of clay around the
neck. In some cases there are two or even three
such strips. The ends of the scarf are some times
hanged down be hind the back. Fur ther be low, on
most of the fig u rines whose belly is pre served, the 
na vel is de picted by a punc ture that slightly pen e -
trates into the fig u rine. The hips, but tocks and
thighs are the most con spic u ous part of the fig u -
rine. The hips are wide and well up hol stered and
the but tocks pro trude un nat u rally (steatopygy?).
The mas sive thighs are joined to gether and dis -
play sev eral rolls of fat. The fig u rines clearly
show traces of red paint. Each one was dec o rated
dif fer ently, gen er ally with painted stripes that em -
pha sized dif fer ent parts of the face or body. The
red color has spe cial sig nif i cance in many so ci et -
ies be cause of its close con nec tion with blood, life 
and fertility; it is also the common color for deco-
rat ing pottery vessels in this period. As noted, one 
figurine was also decorated with incsed her ring-
bone pattern.

A some what dif fer ent item, but still in this
gen eral cat e gory is a fig u rine wear ing a scarf (Fig. 
22). This six cm high item is con sist ing only of a
head and body. The head is mod eled like those of
the fig u rines, though it lacks ears or ear rings. The
breasts are fairly large and, as in other fig u rines,
sup ported by the left arm. A band of clay is
wrapped be tween the head and the chest and con -
tin ues to the back, where the two ends fall down
to the waist. On the clay band there are fine in -
cised lines that give it the ap pear ance of fab ric.
The fig ure does not seem to be wear ing the gar -
ment that is fa mil iar to us from the other fig u rines. 
The base of the fig u rine is flat and pierced by a
hole that ex tends about 2 cm into the body. This is 
the only known Neo lithic fig u rine that has such a
hole. It prob a bly en abled the fig u rine to be
mounted on a stick or a stand. A de tailed anal y sis
of the typ i cal fig u rine type of Sha‘ar Hagolan had
been car ried out by Miller. The rig or ous im ple -
men ta tion of these fig u rines, with small body
parts and ac ces so ries, ap pear ing on each item
clearly in di cate can on iza tion of the fig ure. This is
there fore prob a bly a de pic tion of god dess com -

monly wor shiped by the an cient inhabitance of
the Yarmukian com mu nity (Miller, 2002b).

Peb ble fig u rines
These fig u rines are carved on lime stone peb -

bles and de pict a sche matic hu man fig ure (Figs
23–25). Peb bles of dif fer ent sizes were cho sen for 
carv ing, from small peb bles weigh ing 30 g to
large ones weigh ing up to about 6 kg. The av er age 
weight of the peb ble fig u rines is 0.5 kg. Their
height ranges be tween 5 and 32 cm. They are usu -
ally sym met ri cal and elon gated in shape. The sur -
face was some times pre pared by smooth ing with a 
sharp in stru ment that re sulted in fine grooves. Re -
mains of red paint were dis cerned on some of the
peb bles. Scores of these fig u rines picked up from
the sur face at Sha‘ar Hagolan have been pub -
lished in the past by dif fer ent schol ars (Stekelis,
1972; Yizraeli-Noy, 1999). The new ex ca va tion
pro ject has dis cov ered finds of this kind in ar -
chae o log i cal con texts and has sys tem at i cally doc -
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Fig. 21. A clay fig u rine un cov ered in Area E, 9.8 cm
high (Photo by D. Haris)



u mented the items found on the sur face which are
now in the col lec tion of the Sha‘ar Hagolan Mu -
seum and other col lec tions. The to tal num ber of
known peb ble fig u rines from Sha‘ar Hagolan is
119. It is note wor thy that our ex pe di tion has
found only four teen such items, twelve from the
Yarmukian oc cu pa tion level and two from the site 
top soil or the sur face. In com par i son, ex ca va tion
of other Yarmukian sites has turned up thir teen
peb ble fig u rines at Munhata (Zori 1954: pl. 11:
9a–b; Go pher and Orrelle, 1995), eleven at Byblos
(Dunand, 1973), two at Hamadiya (Y. Garfinkel,
per sonal ob ser va tions) and only one item has been
pub lished from ‘Ain Ghazal (Kafafi, 1993: 112,
fig. 5b left). It is clear that Sha‘ar Hagolan is a key
site for the study of Neo lithic peb ble fig u rines in
the an cient Near East.

In con trast to the clay fig u rines, the peb ble
fig u rines do no at tempt to de pict all the fea tures of 
the body. The crafts man was en tirely free to omit
de tails of the body or cloth ing. Even the rep re sen -
ta tion of the eyes is not con sis tent: they may be
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Fig. 22. Two views of a clay fig u rine of a woman wear ing a scarf, 6.3 cm high (Photo by G. Laron)

Fig. 23. A sche matic fig u rine in cised on a lime stone
river peb ble, 12.3 cm high (Photo by G. Laron)



hor i zon tal, slightly di ag o nal, sharply di ag o nal
(like the clay fig u rines) or al most ver ti cal. The
peb ble fig u rines can be di vided into three sty lis tic
groups on the ba sis of the amount of detail that
they show: 

1. De tailed fig u rines. These de pict faces and
cloth ing, some times stress ing the area of the
thighs. It seems to us that this is a rep re sen ta tion
of the same fig ure that is de picted in more de tail
in the clay seated fe male figurines.

2. Face fig u rines. These de pict only a face, in
the form of eyes, a nose and a mouth. In some
cases ei ther the nose or the mouth is lack ing.

3. Eye fig u rines. This is the most sche matic
group, in which only eyes are in cised.

Fig u rines of the three groups ap pear at Sha‘ar 
Hagolan in more or less equal num bers, show ing
that there was no pref er ence for any par tic u lar
group.

Clay fig u rines and peb ble fig u rines of the dif -
fer ent groups were found at Sha‘ar Hagolan in the 
same build ings and the same oc cu pa tion lev els,
and were clearly con tem po rary. Carv ing on a
stone peb ble, in con trast to mod el ing in clay, lim -
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Fig. 24. Two views of a fig u rine in cised on a lime stone river peb ble, 7.1 cm high (Photo by G. Laron)

Fig. 25. A sche matic fig u rine in cised on a lime stone
river peb ble, 14.2 cm high (Photo by D. Haris)



ited the crafts man in terms of ar tis tic ex pres sion
and led to ab strac tion and sche ma ti za tion. Thus,
only the body el e ments that were im por tant were
de picted. The de tailed peb ble fig u rines (Type 1)
re sem ble those made of clay, ex cept some el e -
ments that are lack ing: ears, ear rings, cheeks,
breasts and arms. Not with stand ing the sty lis tic
dif fer ences we be lieve that the peb ble fig u rines
carry the same re li gious and sym bolic mes sage
that is ex plic itly trans mit ted by the clay fig u rines.

Thus, the peb ble fig u rines un der line what is im -
por tant in the re li gious and sym bolic mes sage of
the im age, and what is mar ginal. It is note wor thy
that the peb ble fig u rines do not de pict breasts or
fe male gen i tals, and so they should not be seen as
fer til ity sym bols. The most com mon fea ture on
these fig u rines is the eyes, and their pres ence was
enough to trans mit the mes sage to the Yarmukian
peo ple. The eyes have the func tions of vi sion, ob -
ser va tion and com mu ni ca tion. They may re flect a
con cept that hu mans are sub ject to in spec tion by
higher forces and their ac tions are ob served and
known, and that they are obliged by so cial, re li -
gious and moral codes.

Crouch ing fe male fig u rine
Among the other clay fig u rines there is one

out stand ing item, which rep re sents a crouch ing
fe male fig ure with the head bent over the knees
(Fig. 26). The chest and belly of the fig ure are not
vis i ble and the ex posed up per part of the body in -
cludes the shoul ders and back, cov ered by the
char ac ter is tic Yarmukian gar ment. The left arm is 
dis tin guished from the gar ment by a deep groove
and is laid along the body, with the hand clasp ing
the knee be low the head. The belly, hips and but -
tocks are the larg est and most prom i nent part of
the fig u rine. The legs are bent in a sit ting po si tion
and the lower part of the legs is bro ken. The crou-
ched po si tion is un usual in an cient Near East ern
art, where sit ting or stand ing pos tures are more
com mon. Only two other fig u rines in this po si tion 
are known to us, one from Tepe Ali Kosh, in the
Deh Luran Plain in West ern Iran and the other
from Magula Karamourlar in Greece (Hole et al.,
1969: 224–225, fig. 97: a, pl. 38: I; Hansen, 2007: 
fig. 2: 1). It is pos si ble that this figurine represents 
childbirth.

Clay pillar figurines
This cat e gory of fig u rines has not pre vi ously

been iden ti fied in the Yarmukian cul ture. At
Sha‘ar Hagolan six such items were un cov ered,
two are com plete. These are small ob jects, no
more than 5 cm high, with a cy lin dri cal out line
and a flat base that en abled them to stand un sup -
ported. When mak ing these fig u rines the crafts -
man con cen trated on the fa cial fea tures (eyes,
nose, mouth and ears) and ig nored the other body
parts (Fig. 27). Most of the fig u rines in this group
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Fig. 26. A clay fig u rine pre sent ing crouch ing fe male
fig ure, 6 cm high (Photo by D. Haris)

Fig. 27. A clay pil lar fig u rine, 2.7 cm high (Photo by
D. Haris)



have di ag o nal eyes, grooved along the cen tre in
the cow rie-shell style. One bro ken pil lar fig u rine
found in the 2001 sea son has ap plied erect male
gen i tals (Fig. 28), rais ing the pos si bil ity that all
the pil lar fig u rines in fact rep re sent male fig ures.

Clay cy lin dri cal fig u rines
This group con tains fig u rines that were made

from a rel a tively slen der clay cyl in der to which
were ap plied var i ous body parts, such as arms,
legs, but tocks and gen i tals. The legs are sep a rated 
and at tached to the body at a slight an gle that min -
i mizes the seated pos ture. Six of these fig u rines
were dis cov ered in the ex ca va tions of Munhata,
all male in cases where the sex could be iden ti fied
(Garfinkel, 1995: fig. 30). At Sha‘ar Hagolan
only four frag ments of cy lin dri cal fig u rines have
been dis cov ered. Since none of the fig u rines from
Munhata or Sha‘ar Hagolan has re tained its head,
it is un known whether they had cow rie-shell eyes
as well If we ex am ine the rear of the fig u rines
from Sha‘ar Hagolan, we see that the hips and
but tocks are nar row and lack the rolls of fat that
ap pear on the full-fig ured fe male fig u rines. How -
ever, the front of the fig u rines dis plays no clear
sign of gen i tals. The fig u rines may have lost some 
of their orig i nal parts over the years, or they may
per haps de pict chil dren whose gen i tals were not
em pha sized.

Other stone fig u rines
Seven carved stone fig u rines, which are not

peb ble fig u rines were found as well. One of them
known as “the Ve nus” was dis cov ered on the sur -
face of the site in the 1940s (Stekelis, 1972: 31,
pls. 51: 1, 64: 2). An other item, known as “the
stele” is a worked stone tab let on which is sculp-
ted a life-size hu man face (Garfinkel, 1999b:
86–87; Yizraeli-Noy, 1999: 80, no. 74). The
lower part was found bro ken and has been re -
stored with plas ter. The eyes are in di cated by di -
ag o nal lines and a deep drilled hole rep re sents the
mouth. The right eye was not pre served and has
been re stored. The style in which the face is de -
picted re calls that of the peb ble fig u rines. This
item is out stand ing in its size. Since no sim i lar ob -
jects are known, we can not tell whether an en tire
fig ure was orig i nally de picted. If this was the
case, the com plete ob ject would have reached a
height of 1 m. An other no ta ble item in this cat e -

gory (Fig. 29) is a fig u rine carved in three di men -
sions with de tails care fully ren dered on all sides.
The up per part is miss ing and the area of the legs
is slightly dam aged. The pre served part in cludes
the chest, the na vel, the wide hips, the rolls of fat
and the legs. Sur pris ingly, this ob ject is less sim i -
lar to the peb ble fig u rines than it is to the clay fig -
u rines of a seated woman. The fe male im age was
ob vi ously also sculpted in stone. This con cept is
al ready known from a Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic C
stone fig u rine at ‘Ain Ghazal (Schmandt-Besserat, 
1998).

Clay an i mal fig u rines
Stekelis did not re trieve any an i mal fig u rines

in his ex ca va tion at Sha‘ar Hagolan, and no items
of this kind were col lected on the sur face. In con -
trast, an i mal fig u rines were re ported from the ex -
ca va tion of the Yarmukian level at Munhata. In
our ex ca va tions we have found 38 an i mal fig u -
rines, all made of fired clay (Freikman and Gar-
finkel, 2009). They are small and sche matic, but it 
is clear that most of them rep re sent four-legged
an i mals, though it is not al ways pos si ble to de ter -
mine whether they de pict cat tle or sheep (Figs 30,
31). One item is clearly a bo vine head with em -
pha sized horns.
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Fig. 28. A clay male fig u rine from Area E, 2.8 cm
high (Photo by G. Laron)



It is dif fi cult to de ter mine the func tion of the
an i mal fig u rines, but it is in ter est ing to note that
dur ing the Neo lithic pe riod a change takes place
in the ra tio be tween hu man and an i mal fig u rines.
In the Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic B at Munhata, the an -
i mal fig u rines com prise two thirds of the as sem -
blage and the hu man fig u rines only one third
(Garfinkel, 1995: 15, ta ble 2). In the Yarmukian
level of the same site, the op po site is true: the hu -
man fig u rines now com prise two thirds and the
an i mal fig u rines one third (when the clay and
stone items com bined) (Garfinkel, 1995: 27, ta ble 
5; Go pher and Orrelle, 1995). At Sha‘ar Hagolan,
the an i mal fig u rines are even less com mon: they
ac count for only about 10% of the fig u rines at the
site.

In par al lel to the de cline in the num bers of an -
i mal fig ures dur ing the Neo lithic pe riod, there are
changes in the com po si tion of the an i mal bones
found in ex ca va tions. In the Pre-Pot tery Neo lithic 
B most of the an i mals were hunted ones, while in
the Pot tery Neo lithic the ma jor ity were do mes ti -
cated an i mals. The re duc tion of the scale of hunt -
ing ap par ently re sulted in a de cline of cult activity 
connected with animals.

132 Y. Garfinkel et al.

Fig. 29. A fig u rine curved on a lime stone, 12 cm high
(Photo by G. Laron)

Fig. 30. A zoomorphic clay fig u rine from Area E, 4.9 cm long (Photo by D. Haris)



En graved peb bles
About thirty peb bles dec o rated with geo met -

ric pat terns have been found at Sha‘ar Hagolan
(Figs 32, 33). Some were pub lished by Stekelis,
some are in the lo cal mu seum and some have been 
un cov ered in our ex ca va tions. Un like the peb ble
fig u rines, which were made on lime stone peb bles, 
most of the grooved items are flat ba salt peb bles
with a round or el lip ti cal out line. On the flat side
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Fig. 31. A bo vine clay fig u rine from Area N, 4.2 cm
high (Photo by G. Laron)

Fig. 32. An in cised lime stone peb ble from Area E,
14.3 cm high (Photo by Y. Garfinkel)

Fig. 33. Two ba salt river peb bles with geo met ric in ci sions and a clay rod (photo by I. Sztulman)



were grooved geo met ri cal de signs, which can be
clas si fied into several main groups:

1. Par al lel lines, grooved along the short or
long axis of the peb ble.

2. A cross con sist ing of two lines.
3. Net pat tern formed by par al lel lines in both

di rec tions, at right an gles or di ag o nally.
4. Var i ous pat terns: a few items bear other

de signs, such as con cen tric or ra dial pat terns.
Dif fer ent ex pla na tions that have been pro -

posed over the years for the func tion of these
grooved peb bles. They have been in ter preted as
fer til ity cult ob jects, sym bols of rain, stamps for
im press ing col ored de signs on fab rics, and brands 
for cre at ing scars on hu mans in ini ti a tion cer e mo -
nies or for brand ing an i mals. They may even rep -
re sent a com mon com mu ni ca tion of knowl edge
that is con nected with the be gin nings of arith me -
tic. Al though we can not en dorse any of these sug -
ges tions or pro pose oth ers of our own, it is worth
not ing that sim i lar de signs are com mon on seals
from con tem po rary sites in Leb a non, Syria, Cy -
prus and Mes o po ta mia (see Eirikh-Rose, 2004,
ref er ences therein). These geo met ric de signs were 
part of the sym bolic world of the Neo lithic pe riod
in the eighth mil len nium be fore the pres ent in ex -

ten sive parts of the Mid dle East. These grooved
ba salt peb bles are ex tremely rare finds in our re -
newed ex ca va tions at Sha‘ar Hagolan. One peb -
ble with a cross dec o ra tion was found on a floor in 
Build ing I. A sec ond peb ble bear ing eleven par al -
lel lines was found on a floor in Build ing II. It
seems that only one ba salt peb ble was in use in
each court yard house, in con trast to the large
numbers of clay fig u rines and other ob jects. Since 
a dif fer ent geo met ric de sign oc curred in each
build ing, it may be possible to see each item as a
mark of identity, representing the extended family 
that lived in the house.

Dec o rated weights
Stone weights dec o rated with in cised and

drilled pat terns were also found at Sha‘ar Hago-
lan. About six of these items are doc u mented so
far from Stekelis’ ex ca va tions and our re newed
ex ca va tions. The weights are made from lime -
stone and have a drilled hole in the center or near
the edge. They are dec o rated with in cised lines in
var i ous pat terns and some times with ad di tional
drilled holes.

Seals
Sev eral seals carved from lime stone have

been col lected from the sur face of the site of
Sha‘ar Hagolan (see also Beck, 1992). One is a
but ton seal mea sur ing about 3 x 2 cm, which is
slightly dam aged in one of the cor ners (Fig. 34). It 
is rect an gu lar in shape and has a pierced han dle
on the back. The seal sur face con tains a cen tral
line with ra dial lines on each side. In ad di tion to
this item, there are two small lime stone tab lets
with grooved con cen tric de signs, col lected from
the sur face. One of them is a thin tab let, slightly
dam aged, with a carved geo met ric de sign con sist -
ing of six con cen tric squares or rhom boids. The
sec ond tab let is made of soft lime stone; it is round 
and con tains three in cised con cen tric cir cles.
These pat terns are known from clay Neo lithic
seals from Byblos in Lebanon and from various
sites in Syria.

Neo lithic art fig u rines gen er ally de pict
women, while rep re sen ta tions of men are ex -
tremely rare. This is true for the Yarmukian cul -
ture, in which many more fe male than male figu-
rines have been dis cov ered, both at Sha‘ar Hago-
lan and at other sites. The pur pose of the fe male
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Fig. 34. A lime stone seal, col lected from the site sur -
face, 4.2 cm long (photo by G. Laron)



fig u rines of the Neo lithic pe riod in gen eral, and
the Yarmukian set tle ment in par tic u lar, is an in -
trigu ing ques tion. Stekelis wrote: “Neo lithic so ci -
ety, be ing an ag ri cul tural one, with do mes ti ca tion
of an i mals and plants, de sired not only fer til ity of
man and an i mal, as did Paleolithic so ci ety, but
also the fer til ity of the soil and its fruits. Al most
all schol ars agree that Neo lithic fe male fig u rines
are the pro to type of the Mother-god dess, rep re -
sent ing ‘fer til ity’ in all its as pects – hu man, an i -
mal and veg e tal. Neo lithic fig u rines like the
Yarmukian were also, it may be sur mised, used as 
“am u lets for fer til ity, pro tec tion against evil, re -
lief in child-bear ing and in the cult of the dead”
(Stekelis, 1972: 27). Stekelis seems to have men -
tioned all the pos si ble op tions, one or more of
which is cer tainly ap pro pri ate to the Yarmukian
fig u rines. How ever, in the par tic u lar con text of
Sha‘ar Hagolan, it should be noted that the clay
fe male fig u rines all de pict seated women ac cord -
ing to a fixed for mula. The same ma jor fea tures
ap pear in each and ev ery fig u rine: the long head,
the di ag o nal grooved eyes, the prom i nent nose,
the ear rings in the ears, the left arm sup port ing the 
breasts and the right hand placed on the hip. The
fig ure al ways wears the same gar ment, which
leaves the breasts ex posed, cov ers the shoul ders
and back and co mes round to wards the belly. The
hips and but tocks are al ways the larg est and most
prom i nent part of the fig u rine and are cov ered
with rolls of fat. This is a ca non i cal fig ure in
which cer tain fea tures al ways ap pear, a rigid code 
that is typ i cal of the re li gious sphere in con trast to
ar ti facts of magic or chil dren’s toys. Con se -
quently, the fe male fig u rines should be seen as
rep re sent ing a spe cific Yarmukian god dess who
was wor shipped by the an cient in hab it ants of
Sha‘ar Hagolan. Since the fig u rines were found in 
res i den tial court yard houses, they must have be -
longed to a house hold cult con ducted by the nu -
clear or ex tended fam ily. One won ders whether
the pub lic cult was also de voted to this god dess,
or whether male gods were wor shipped in the
tem ples. Maybe the dif fer ence in pub lic cult
would be the size of the fig ure. We will be able to
an swer this ques tion only if and when a Yarmu-
kian pub lic cult build ing will be ex ca vated.

Nev er the less, it is clear that the eyes are the
most im por tant part of the hu man fig ure in
Yarmukian art. Di ag o nal eyes that are grooved

along their en tire length ap pear in clay fig u rines
on both fe male and male im ages and on pil lar fig -
u rines as well. This style of de pict ing the eyes is
known in the Near East as early as the 8th mil len -
nium BC, over a thou sand years be fore the
Yarmukian cul ture, and con tin ues un til the late 5th

mil len nium BC. Hu man fig ures with eyes in this
style have been found in Syria, Mes o po ta mia,
Iran, Anatolia, Greece and the Bal kans. Though
in the pub li ca tions they are of ten termed “cof -
fee-bean eyes”, in the con text of an cient Near
East ern art they should be seen as im i tat ing cow rie 
shells.

The ear li est oc cur rence of eyes in this style
was noted in 8th mil len nium BC Pre-Pot tery Neo -
lithic B Je ri cho, where a plas tered hu man skull
was dec o rated with in laid cow rie shells as eyes
(Kenyon, 1981: pl. 57: c). A clay statue of the
same pe riod dis cov ered at Je ri cho had mod eled
clay eyes of this type (Garfinkel, 1999b: 93;
Yizraeli-Noy, 1999: 46). This type of eyes is also
known on clay fig u rines from Tell Aswad and
Tell Seker al-Aheimar (Stordeur, 2003: fig. 6: 1;
Nishiaki, 2007). From the 7th and 6th mil len nia
BC doz ens of ex am ples of eyes of this type are
known in the fig u rines of the Yarmukian cul ture,
es pe cially from Sha‘ar Hagolan and Munhata
(Garfinkel, 1995, 1999b, 2004), but other sites as
well: Habashan St, Byblos and ‘Ain Ghazal
(Kaplan, 1959: pl. 1; Dunand, 1973: pl. CXIII:
21160; Kafafi, 1993: fig. 4). In the Lev ant and
Mes o po ta mia nu mer ous ex am ples have been re -
ported as well, like from Tell Ramad, Tell Kurdu,
Tell es-Sawwan, Choga Mami and Songor and
(de Contenson, 2000: pl. 21: 1–2; Yener et al.,
2000: fig. 17: 1; Oates, 1966, 1969; Kamada and
Ohtsu, 1995: fig. 31: T1–T2).

In Iran, fig u rines with cow rie-shell eyes dated 
to the 6th–5th mil len nia BC have been found in
Chogha Mish, Tall-e Bakun A, and as east as
Tepe Yahya (Delougaz and Kantor, 1996: pls. 66: 
a, 234: a; Alizadeh, 2006: fig. 58: c–d; Lamberg-
Karlovsky, 1980). In Anatolia fig u rines with
cow rie-shell eyes dat ing from the 6th–5th mil len -
nia BC have been found in the sites of Tülintepe,
Norºuntepe and Hekemi Use (Esin, 1976: 85–86;
Schmidt, 2002: plate 70: 1160–1162; Greaves and 
Helwing, 2004: fig. 2).

Cow rie-shell eyes ap pear on fig u rines in nu -
mer ous south-east ern Eu ro pean sites in Greece
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and the Bal kans, like: Myrina Karditsa, Magoula
Panagos, Nea Nikomedeia, Platia Magoula Zar-
kou, Theopetra Cave (Papathanassopoulos, 1996:
no 206, 232, 77, 212, 9), Soufli Magoula, Achil-
leion, Sesklo, Stepanovikion area (Theocharis,
1993: figs 16, 17, 65, 68) and Sitagroi (Gimbutas,
1986). One of the lat est ap pear ances of the mo tive 
is known from Erimi in Cy prus (Papathanasso-
poulos, 1996: no 328). Ap plied cow rie eyes are
also known on pot tery ves sels from var i ous sites
in Greece: Tsani Maghula, Nea Nikomedeia and
Platia Magoula Zarkou (Wace and Thomp son,
1912: fig. 91: b,d; PerlÀs, 2001: fig. 12.3; Papa-
thanassopoulos, 1996: no 212).

A large num ber of fig ures of this type, rep re -
sent ing men, women and women car ry ing in fants,
are known on late 5th mil len nium BC ‘Ubaid clay
fig u rines from South ern Mes o po ta mia: ‘Ubaid,
Erido, Ur, Uruk and Tell el ‘Oueili (Hall and
Woolley, 1927: pl. XLVIII: 405; Safar et al. 1981:
fig. 116: 3–4; Woolley, 1955: pls. 20–21; Ziegler,
1962: tafel 1: 2, 15; Lebeau, 1983: pl. A: 4, D: 1).

Con se quently, it is clear that for about 4000
years cow rie-shell eyes were a pow er ful sym bol
in the an cient Near East and spread to neigh bor -
ing ar eas in Eu rope, over thou sands of ki lo me ters. 
It is note wor thy that most of the fig ures with cow -
rie-shell eyes also have an un nat u rally elon gated
head. This can hardly be a co in ci dence, but prob a -
bly con veys some kind of re li gious mes sage, at
which we can only spec u late in the absence of
written sources.

CON CLUD ING THE PRO JECT

Leav ing the site

When the ex ca va tion of an area was ended it
was back filled. Area F was cov ered the same year 
it was un cov ered, in 1998. Ar eas E and G were
cov ered in 2003, and Ar eas H and N at the end of
the 2004 sea son. The ar eas were reburied ac cord -
ing to the in struc tions re ceived from the Is rael
An tiq ui ties Au thor ity. The first 20 cm were cov -
ered man u ally by ba saltic black sand, and the rest, 
up to the sur face was filled me chan i cally with
local earth.

Study ing the finds and pub lish ing the re sults
Dur ing the years var i ous as pects of the ex ca -

va tion’s re sults have been pub lished in ar ti cles

and books (e.g., Garfinkel, 1999c, 2001, 2003;
Garfinkel and Miller, 2002a, 2002b; Applbaum et 
al., 1998), a cat a log for the ex hi bi tion in Bi ble
Lands Mu seum Je ru sa lem (Garfinkel, 1999b),
and a pop u lar book with some 350 maps, color
pho tos and tech ni cal draw ings of all ma jor ar chi -
tec tural units, pot tery, flint, and the fig u rines
(Garfinkel, 2004). The first vol ume of the fi nal
pub li ca tion, with 19 chap ters writ ten by 13 dif fer -
ent schol ars was pub lished al ready in 2002
(Garfinkel and Miller, 2002a). The sec ond book
pres ents the stra tig ra phy and ar chi tec ture of the
site (Garfinkel and Ben-Shlomo, 2009). The third
book, just pub lished, pres ents the art as sem blage
(Garfinkel et al., 2010). Four more books are now 
in prep a ra tion by var i ous schol ars and stu dents.
Each of the other books will be ded i cated to a spe -
cific ma te rial cul ture cat e gory: pot tery and baked
clay ob jects, ba salt and lime stone ar ti facts, flint
and ob sid ian, and the zooarchaeological stud ies.
Var i ous items from the site are also ex hib ited in
the mu seum at Kib butz Sha‘ar Hagolan, in the Is -
rael Mu seum in Je ru sa lem, the Eretz-Is rael Mu -
seum in Tel Aviv the Met ro pol i tan Mu seum of
Art in New York City and the Lou vre Mu seum in
Paris.

CON CLU SIONS

The data col lected dur ing the 11 field sea sons 
at Sha‘ar Hagolan clearly in di cate that the site
rep re sents ‘ur ban’ char ac ter is tics on a scale never
found be fore in the Neo lithic Near East. It was a
large set tle ment that reaches 20 hect ares in size.
Very few ur ban cen ters of the much later Bronze
or Iron Ages reached such di men sions. The area
in side the set tle ment was den sity oc cu pied, as in
each of the ex ca vated ar eas (E, F, G, H, and N) ar -
chi tec tural re mains were found.

The houses con sist of a cen tral court yard with 
sev eral small rooms around it. This is an ar chi tec -
tural con cept that was used in the Bronze and Iron 
Ages, and still ex ists to day in tra di tional Med i ter -
ra nean so ci et ies. The court yard build ings are mo-
numental in their size, rang ing from 225 to 700 m2

and were prob a bly used by ex tended fam i lies. The 
houses abut each other near the river (Area E) and 
in side the set tle ment (Area H). Space left be tween 
houses cre ated a net work of pas sage ways, in clud -
ing a cen tral street about three me ters wide paved
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with mud and peb bles, and a nar row wind ing al -
ley 1 m wide. A well, 4.26 m deep, was dug into
the wa ter ta ble. It is in dic a tive of ad vanced hy dro -
log i cal knowl edge and tech no log i cal en gi neer ing.

The court yard build ings of Sha‘ar Hagolan
are far too large for the ba sic needs of a nu clear
fam ily, and seem to in di cate a more com plex so -
cial or ga ni za tion, prob a bly of ex tended fam i lies,
where re lated nu clear fam i lies lived to gether.
Each pair, or clus ter, of rooms seems to con tain
one nu clear fam ily while the whole build ing or
insula rep re sents an ex tended fam ily or a clan.

Is it not pos si ble that in di vid ual rooms were
built ran domly with out any pat tern through out the 
set tle ment but over time were sys tem at i cally or -
ga nized around court yards. It is im pos si ble to ac -
cept that ac ci den tally the un planned court yard
build ings just hap pened to end with straight lines
along plas tered streets. Thus, the Sha‘ar Hagolan
ar chi tec ture re flects pre-plan ning of large court -
yard buildings along the streets.

In con clu sion, four points should be em pha -
sized con cern ing the new dis cov er ies at Sha‘ar
Hagolan:

1. The ap pear ance of mas sive ar chi tec ture in
the Pot tery Neo lithic pe riod is unique, since
hardly any ar chi tec tural re mains were dis cov ered
from this pe riod any where in this re gion in pre vi -
ous ex ca va tions. This changes the con cept of this
pe riod, which was pre vi ously de scribed as a pe -
riod of decline or regression.

2. A new type of ar chi tec tural fea ture ap pears 
in the Neo lithic of the Near East—the court yard
house.

3. At Sha‘ar Hagolan the houses are of mon u -
men tal size and could have been used by ex tended 
fam i lies.

4. The for mal wide and nar row pas sage ways
that un doubt edly re quired pe ri odic main te nance
re flect the emer gence of an ur ban con cept. Such a
com bi na tion of streets and court yard houses can
be found is some cit ies of the an cient Near East,
like Early Bronze Age Arad. In this way a con -
dense set tle ment pat tern was cre ated with max i -
mum ex ploi ta tion of the avail able set tle ment area. 
Now this type of hu man or ga ni za tion can be
traced much far ther back to as early as the Pot tery
Neo lithic Period of the 6th millennium BC.

5. Sha‘ar Hagolan pro duced the larg est as -
sem blage of pre his toric art in Is rael. Why have so

many more fig u rines been found at this site than
at oth ers? This is prob a bly re lated to the size of
the set tle ment, which is ca. 20 hect ares. Ob ser va -
tions on other very large pre his toric set tle ments in 
dif fer ent parts of the world: ones dated to the 7th– 
5th mil len nia BC in the Hun gar ian Plain, Çatal
Hüyük in Tur key and Pueblo IV pe riod in the
Amer i can South west, re veal a sim i lar pat tern. All
pro duced rich ar tis tic as sem blages. It has been
pro posed that “in ten si fi ca tion of ar tis tic ac tiv i ties
in these cases is closely re lated to the prob lem of
or ga niz ing large com mu ni ties in the ab sence of
so cial strat i fi ca tion” (Hays, 1993: 81). In deed the
ag glom er a tion of such large com mu ni ties in the
pre his toric era poses var i ous prob lems re lated to
how to or ga nize and co or di nate its members.
Increased ceremonial activities were a clear
strategy in such cases.

Ac knowl edg ments

Sup port for the ex ca va tions, anal y sis and pub li ca -
tions has been re ceived from var i ous agen cies: The
Philip and Muriel Berman Cen ter for Bib li cal Ar chae -
ol ogy of the In sti tute of Ar chae ol ogy at the He brew
Uni ver sity of Je ru sa lem, The Curtiss T. and Mary G.
Brennan Foun da tion, The Na tional Geo graphic So ci ety 
and The Irene Levi Sala CARE Ar chae o log i cal Foun -
da tion. Kib butz Sha‘ar Hagolan hosted the ex pe di tion
each year and as sisted us in ev ery way. Anal y sis of the
ma te rial was sup ported by the Is rael Sci ence Foun da -
tion founded by the Is rael Acad emy of Sci ences and the 
Hu man i ties, Beracha Foun da tion and by the Shelby
While-Leon Levy Pro gram for Ar chae o log i cal Pub li ca -
tions at Har vard Uni ver sity.
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