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Tall Zera‘a in the Wadi al-‘Arab

By: Dieter Vieweger with contributions by Jens Eichner and Patrick Leiverkus

The ruins of the Decapolis city of
Gadara fascinate by their archaeo-
logical relevance as well as their ex-
traordinary scenic location. The city
is majestically sited on the northeas-
ternmost mountain spur of Trans-
jordan high above the Sea of Gali-
lee, jutting out into the Jordan valley.
If one looks to the north, the hot
springs of Hammat Gader in the
Yarmouk valley can be spotted.
Looking to the west, the view ex-
tends from the arable land of the
nearby village to as far as Mount
Tabor in Galilee. Looking to the
south, one discovers an unusually
fertile valley: the Wadi al-‘Arab. Ne-
vertheless, its relevance for the
antique city of Gadara and its pre-
and post-classical and subsequent
development has hardly been paid
any attention to until now (Hoffmann
1999). The wadi and the trade route
running through it are dominated by
a remarkable settlement — the Tall
Zera‘a.

For the next ten years an integrat-
ed study of the western Wadi al-
‘Arab and the exploration of the ur-
ban center Tall Zera‘a will be the
main research work of the Biblical-
Archaeological Institute VWuppertal.
The regionally oriented formulation
of questions and the interplay of va-
rious factors within a region and
thereby questions relevant to the
cultural development of that region
covering several millennia — leads
to an archaeoclogy of a landscape.

The exploration, excavation and
conservation of the antiquities to be
found in Tall Zera'a will be focal
points of the archaeological project.
The excavation of Tall Zera‘a will be
realized in a close and trusting co-
operation with Dr. Karel J.H. Vriezen
(University of Utrecht/Netherlands).

Concerning the exploration of the
western Wadi al-‘Arab the following
questions will be central points of
interest:

- Generally speaking the investiga-
tion of the landscape of the Wadi

al-‘Arab in its entirety is at stake.
In this context the relations bet-
ween the centre, the Tall Zera‘a
and the surrounding area play an
essential role. Particularly it is of
interest how the inhabitants adapt-
ed their strategies for survival to
the given circumstances of the val-
ley in the course of the millennia,
that is, how they reacted to chan-
ges in their resources. The explo-
ration of agricultural methods, flora
and fauna, geology (water, rock
formations and soil types), trade
(streets, infrastructure) and the
strategic significance of the valley
will help to fathom the historical de-
velopment of the tall.

Fig. 1: South view of Tall Zera‘a, on
the mountain spur ancient Gadara
(Photo: D. Vieweger)

- Tall Zera‘a and its neighboring set-
tlements Khirbet Bond (map refe-
rence accerding to the 1:25,000
Transjordan Series: 2128.2233,
see Hanbury-Tenison 1984, 389,
No 007) and Tall Kinise (Ra’an)
(2181.2271; Hanbury-Tenison
1984, 391, No. 052) have been in-
habited for a long time. They left
traces of settlement from the Early
Bronze Age continuing well into the
Arabian Middle Ages. Therefore,
within this clearly defined and rela-
tively secluded region significant
knowledge about the long-lasting
development of settlement can be
expected.

- Tall Zera'a was a privileged place
of settiement in northern Palestine.
Consequently, a continuous strati-
graphy is expected as a result of
the excavations planned on the

tall, which can in turn be used as
a referential stratigraphy for the
city of Gadara and especially its
prehistory and late occupation in
the Middle Ages.

- The relation between the urban
center of Gadara and its environs
will also produce new aspects of
the urban history of classical Ga-
dara. The urban centre was de-
pendent on its surroundings. In
this respect, problems relating fo
the social life in the Gadara/Umm
Qeis region can be addressed in
a sensible way.

Results of the first season
A. Survey

The survey area covered the whole
fall and all its slopes. In all, 127 sur-
vey squares of 20 m x 20 m size
were examined, i.e., 5.08 ha. Alto-
gether 24 059 sherds (plus many
vestiges of Roman-Byzantine roof
tiles) were found and catalogued,
22 318 of these in the course of the
surface inspection of Tall Zera‘a and
another 1 741 during the survey
based on the Portugali-method (15
squares of 5 by 5 m each). Out of
the total number of sherds 2 847
were diagnostics. All sherds were
evaluated both in quality and quan-
fity.

For exemplary purposes several
survey methods were applied: in ad-
dition to the complete gathering of
all visible artifacts on the surface, a
surface exploration was performed
according to the guidelines des-
cribed by Portugali 1981 (which im-
plied the examination of the fall sur-
face to a depth of about one shovel).
The focus here was on the question
of whether the Portugali-method,
apart from a quantitative increase
in the amount of artifacts, also al-
lowed an essentially different quali-
tative prediction. Finally, we tested
whether the results of the complete
fall survey could have been achiev-
ed without the substantial amount
of energy spent, that is, by using






