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The Early Bronze IV — Middle Bronze I
transition in the southern Levant: analysis
and assessment
Susan L. Cohen

The transition between the Early Bronze Age IV and the Middle Bronze Age in the southern Levant
remainspoorly understood, stemming inpart from traditional approaches to theproblem that frame it
in terms of exogenous cultural origins and disjuncture versus indigenous growth and continuity of
development. However, the growing range of diversity of data relating to both eras increasingly
mitigates against such monocausal interpretations. Instead, assessment and analysis of different
strands of evidence such as settlement patterns, subsistence practices and mortuary traditions,
together with accompanying physical material culture, indicate that the transition between eras in
the southern Levant was a complex and variable process that included considerable inter-
regional variation, and incorporated both external influence and internal developments.
Keywords southern Levant, EB IV, MB I, Middle Bronze Age, transition, regionalism

Introduction
Analysis of the transition from the Early Bronze Age
IV (EB IV) to the Middle Bronze Age (MBA) has suf-
fered from frequent shifts in perspective, differences in
academic approach, and a constantly changing and
dynamic body of evidence. To date, no consensus
exists for the nomenclature for either of these two
eras, nor on the chronological dates in which to place
them, while ongoing excavation continues to provide
ever more archaeological data that require categoriz-
ation into typological sequences and contextualization
within historical and archaeological interpretations.
The more complex, varied and numerous these data
become, themore difficult it is to find a single interpret-
ation and methodological approach that successfully
accounts for all of them, and depending on the evi-
dence discussed, the scholarly view of this transition
varies considerably. The result of this lack of termino-
logical, chronological, archaeological and analytical
consensus is that the transition between these eras,
and, by extension, the beginning of the Middle
Bronze Age, remains poorly understood and subject
to near-constant reassessment.

The perennial debate between exogenous influence
or indigenous development as the prime mover for
the beginning of the MBA further compounds the
problem, as the historical scholarly tendency to grant
causal primacy to the one or the other has resulted in
monocausal interpretations and overarching expla-
nations for the start of the era.While these increasingly
have proved to be inadequate to account for the
complex archaeological remains found in the southern
Levant, many current analyses of the beginning of the
MBA may still be found pitting indigenous progress
against exogenous stimulus, and vice versa (e.g.,
Burke 2014; 2021; Homsher and Cradic 2017; for a
welcome exception to this bifurcated approach, see
Greenberg 2019: 188–207). By contrast, most recent
studies of the EB IV have, instead, called for consider-
ation of multi-variant approaches (e.g., D’Andrea
2018; Kennedy 2015; 2016; and most recently, see the
collections of essays in Richard 2020; and Dever and
Long 2021). Acknowledging the increasing complexity
of data that mitigate against single explanatory under-
standings, these studies provide contemporary
interpretations of EB IV that allow for regional vari-
ation and diversity in development.
The difficulty of finding a holistic explanation for
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the Middle Bronze Age that works at all levels and
that incorporates all available evidence, suggests
that perhaps there ought not to be one, especially
given the clear regionalism increasingly apparent in
both eras. Consequently, universal and sweeping
explanations applied indiscriminately across the
entire southern Levant, whether they rely on
wholly exogenous factors such as ‘Amorites’ (e.g.,
Burke 2021), or focus on predominantly indigenous
developments as explanatory prime movers (e.g.,
Homsher and Cradic 2017) should be avoided.
Instead, the transition between the EB IV and the
MBA in the southern Levant may best be addressed
by acknowledgement of the range of regional vari-
ation, together with the corresponding complexity
of evidence, and the multiple trajectories of develop-
ment, interactions and interconnections suggested
by significantly diverse data. Assessment of multiple
strands of evidence for both the EB IV and the
MBA, ranging from such basics as terminology, to
the more complex and complicated issues of struc-
tural organization and physical remains, given that
these are expressed differently in different regions,
may then lead to a greater understanding of both
the transition and the forces that influenced it.

Terminology
At present, there is no scholarly consensus for the
nomenclature for either the final phase of the Early
Bronze Age, or the first phase of the Middle Bronze
Age; competing terms for both eras exist. This situ-
ation results from the historical development of the
archaeological study of both eras, as initial terminolo-
gical choices were largely based on the observable
degree of continuity, or lack thereof, in the ceramic
sequence at specific sites, an approach that from the
outset indelibly linked nomenclature with perspectives
of transition. The ensuing terminological muddle thus
represented the outward manifestation of an inward
lack of consensus regarding the development of the
southern Levant from the end of EB III until the
later phases of the Middle Bronze Age.
For example, Albright’s analysis of surface material

from Bab edh Dhra led him to first identify an ‘EB IV’
for the material after Early Bronze Age III; however,
he also suggested ‘MB I’ for similar material from
excavations at Tell Beit Mirsim. In both cases, he
then used ‘MB IIA’ to indicate the beginning of the
following cultural era (Albright 1933; 1938; 1966).
By contrast, following her excavations at Jericho
(1960), Kenyon adopted ‘Intermediate’ to reflect her
interpretation of the post-EB III material found

there, and used ‘MB I’ for the beginning of the follow-
ing era.

Continued excavation provided increased numbers
of types and forms of ceramics, leading to additional
permutations in the uses and applications of ‘EB IV’
and ‘MB I’ as scholars sought to identify the eras
they represented and the relationships between
them (see discussion in Cohen 2002: 11; and
Gerstenblith 1983: 2–3, table 1) (Table 1). These
efforts resulted in the use of variations of both ‘EB
IV’ and ‘MB I’ for the earlier period, including a
combination of the two as ‘EB IV/MB I’, followed,
variously, by either ‘MB I’ or ‘MB IIA’ for the
ensuing era (see discussion in Dever 1973). More
recently, analysis has included not only examination
of ceramic development, but also issues of strati-
graphic sequences, occupational continuity and
other concerns (see, e.g., D’Andrea 2014a; 2020;
2021; Falconer and Fall 2021: 187–89; Kennedy
2015; 2020, among others), bringing a greater
degree of analytical sophistication to this problem.
While many of these studies now prefer ‘EB IV’ for
the earlier era, followed by ‘MB I’, a complete termi-
nological consensus has yet to be established. At
present, therefore, different nomenclature remains
in contemporary use for both the earlier period —

‘EB IV’ (frequently subdivided), ‘Intermediate’,
and ‘MB I’ — as well as the beginning of the next
— ‘MB I’ and ‘MB IIA’ (see Table 1).

The goal here is not to argue for or against a
specific terminological sequence, or reiterate detailed
arguments supporting one or the other, but rather
to outline this historical development of the nomen-
clature for these eras, as that provides explanatory
context for the current situation and its plethora of
competing terminologies. This paper uses Early

Table 1 Overview of historic terminology and nomenclature
and showing the sequences in contemporary
usage

Scholar Year
Terminology
earlier era

Terminology
later era

Albright 1930s EB IV MB IIA
Albright 1930s MB I MB IIA
Kenyon 1960s Intermediate MB I
Albright 1960s MB I MB IIA
Dever 1970s EB IV/MB I MB IIA
Gerstenblith 1980s EB IV MB I
Mazar 1990s EB IV/MB I MB IIA
Contemporary
usage

EB IV (subdivided) MB I

Contemporary
usage

EB IV MB IIA

Contemporary
usage

Intermediate MB I
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Bronze IV (EB IV), followed by Middle Bronze I
(MB I), and Middle Bronze II/III (MB II/III). The
former terminology acknowledges that most recent
studies of the earlier era prefer EB IV, while use of
MB I for the first phase of the Middle Bronze Age
then logically begins the following period with the
numeral I rather than II.

Chronology
In addition to the problem of what to call each era, the
equally significant and ongoing debate that hinders
examination of the EB IV–MB I transition revolves
around the question of when it took place. The
higher end date for EB III established by the ‘New
Chronology’ results in a span of at least half a millen-
nium, from c. 2500–2000 BCE, for the EB IV (Regev
et al. 2012), rather than a shorter span of c. 350 years,
as understood by earlier scholarship. This broad
range may be further subdivided into two, creating
an early and later phase for EB IV (D’Andrea 2018:
83), with the break between the two sub-periods
roughly at 2300 BCE. While it is the date of the end
of the era and, correspondingly, the beginning of
MB I, that is of relevance here, the greater length of
the EB IV holds ramifications for its development
and character that subsequently affects examination
of the transition to MB I.
While most EB IV studies conventionally end the

era at 2000 BCE, this is not universally accepted as
the beginning date for MB I. Instead, disagreement
regarding the start of the Middle Bronze Age involves
three competing sets of chronologies: 1) the older tra-
ditional and conventional date of c. 2000 BCE (e.g.,
Dever 1992; 2) the low chronology provided by the
excavations at Tell ed-Daba, which begins the MB I
at c. 1900 BCE (e.g., Bietak 2013); and 3) the dates
provided by recent radiocarbon data that place the
transition between 2000/1950 BCE (Höflmayer
2017). Depending on the choice of chronological
schema, therefore, the beginning of the MB I may
vary by up to a century.
This study uses the radiocarbon-backed dates of

2000/1950 BCE for the beginning of MB I. As well
as being results of the most recent analyses and bol-
stered by scientific data, these dates provide flexibility
in chronological scope, such that the MB I begins over
the course of half a century. Such a chronological
range represents what have been called ‘sloping hor-
izons’ (D’Andrea 2014a: 33; Nigro 2003: 139)
between eras. Rather than applying a single date
across an entire geographic area, sloping chronologi-
cal horizons acknowledge that different parts of the
southern Levant — and elsewhere — developed

differently, in keeping with the variable nature of tran-
sition itself.

Transition
As noted in the introduction, most analyses of the
EB IV/MB I transition, as well as of the subsequent
rise of Middle Bronze Age urban culture, tend to
grant causal primacy to either exogenous influence
or indigenous development (see overviews in Buck
2020: 31–48; Cohen 2002: 14–16; D’Andrea 2014a:
278–79). Most frequently referencing directionality
from the northern Levant, exogenous explanation
has looked to such varied causes as population move-
ments encompassing invasion, infiltration, immigra-
tion and refugees (e.g., Burke 2021; Kenyon 1966),
or alternatively, more oblique means such as cultural
diffusion and trade (e.g., Gerstenblith 1983. By con-
trast, the indigenous approach emphasizes local tra-
jectories of development for everything from
settlement patterns and urbanism (e.g., Falconer
1994) to more amorphous concepts of social and pol-
itical organization and interactions (e.g., Ilan 1998).
Regardless of specific approach, whether presented
as any of the various iterations of the ‘Amorite
Hypothesis’ or as identification of ‘trait lists’ of
local developments, examination of the beginning of
Middle Bronze Age society in the southern Levant
tends to fall behind one perspective or the other
(e.g., Burke 2014; Homsher and Cradic 2017), with
the historically earlier exogenous approach and
accompanying views of greater discontinuity largely
more common, especially in more general works
(e.g., Burke 2014; Dever 1987; Mazar 1990). Indeed,
the suggestion that Middle Bronze Age southern
Levantine society derived from purely exogenous
influence, based on a repackaged concept of
Amorite movements in the ancient Near East, is cur-
rently making a renewed comeback (e.g., Burke 2021).
Nonetheless, by definition transition is change, and

change, by definition, is mutable and unfixed.
Tracking transition, therefore, is to follow develop-
ments that are in flux, and thus manifest in different
ways, and may appear differently in individual areas
and regions at different times, in keeping with the per-
spective of ‘sloping horizons’ cited above.
Archaeologically, this may include, variously, recog-
nition of antecedents of material culture in previous
eras, or in other regions, together with the appearance
and/or disappearance of new forms and styles, means
and methods of transmission, the identification of
stratigraphic shifts in occupation, or evidence for the
establishment of new social and economic practices
or systems.
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These archaeological data that inform transition
may be divided into two categories: 1) those that
reveal shifts in systemic social or economic organiz-
ation and structure; and 2) those regarding changes
and developments in the physical material culture
used in those systems. The former includes patterns
of settlement and occupation, subsistence practices
and evidence for diet and consumption of both food
and drink, and mortuary customs, while material
remains, such as ceramics and architecture, comprise
the latter category. Examination of these different cat-
egories of data from each era, both systemic and
material, allows for assessment and analysis of the
scope, nature and character of the EB IV–MB I tran-
sition in the southern Levant.

Spatial structure: settlement and occupation
An initial examination of settlement patterns suggests
disjunction between eras; simply put, few sites exhibit
occupational continuity between EB IV and
MB I. Further, the primary areas of settlement in
both eras are located in different regions. Although
EB IV occupation has been identified throughout
the southern Levant, the greatest concentrations of
settlement exist in the central and northern Jordan
Valley, and are characterized by smaller, rural sites
(Fig. 1) (D’Andrea 2014a: fig. 1; MacDonald 2021:

fig. 17.1). By contrast, distinctive Middle Bronze
Age settlement is most notable on the coastal plain,
in the north, and along east–west transportation
routes; these locations also have higher numbers of
large, urban and fortified sites (Fig. 2a and 2b)
(Cohen 2002).

This visual disconnect is even more striking in the
more marginal areas of the southern Levant, such as
the Dead Sea Plain and the Negev. In the former,
sites occupied in EB IV were abandoned at the end
of the era (for recent discussions of EB IV settlement
see Falconer and Fall 2021; MacDonald 2021) and
not occupied in MB I, and while there is significant
settlement in the northern Negev in EB IV, settlement
in those regions is conspicuously absent in the Middle
Bronze Age, although it should be noted that the
general sparsity of material culture and generic
nature of the material found there makes precise
chronological identification difficult. Pollen data
suggest that climate may have influenced changes in
settlement patterns in these regions. Broadly speak-
ing, the EB IV experienced moderate conditions,
MB I had a considerably drier climate, while the fol-
lowing MB II/III was comparably wetter (Langgut
et al. 2014: 297, table 3). This situation may support
and help explain the lack of MB I settlement in
these marginal areas: regions that were habitable
under moderate climatic conditions would be the
first affected adversely by a drier climate.

Overall, however, even outside the more environ-
mentally marginal regions, the spatial distribution of
sites in EB IV and MB I point to different, and con-
trasting, patterns of settlement. Further, for MB I,
these patterns also create the impression that certain
regions in the southern Levant were largely ‘empty’
during early phases of the era (Cohen 2002: figs 12–
13, 16–17). Thus, the lack of occupational continuity,
different regional settlement concentration and highly
different patterns of development, all suggest signifi-
cant disjunction between EB IV and MB I.

Closer examination, however, fuelled by data pro-
vided from continued excavation and survey, clearly
shows that regions in southern Palestine and
Transjordan that originally appeared ‘empty’ in the
early MB I were not, in fact, devoid of settlement in
the Middle Bronze Age (Fig. 3) (Bourke 2014: 465,
fig. 31.1; Cohen 2016: 82, fig. 6.7; Greenberg 2019:
188–90; Maeir 2010: 136–39, figs 58–59). Notably,
these areas exhibit a dense occupational pattern com-
posed predominately of smaller, rural sites. When this
more up-to-date spatial distribution of MB I settle-
ment is juxtaposed against current knowledge of
EB IV settlement, and settlement from both eras is

Figure 1 Map of EB IV settlement in the southern Levant,
with sites mentioned in the text marked in bold.
Map by W. Więckowski.
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viewed together (Fig. 4), the regional continuity
between EB IV and MB I in the central and northern
Jordan Valley stands out clearly. Further, it has long
been noted that social and economic organization in
these areas in EB IV andMB I is largely indistinguish-
able (Cohen 2009; 2015; D’Andrea 2014b; 2021;
Falconer and Fall 2006; Greenberg 2002: 105; 2019:
189; Maeir 2010). Overall, the character of settlement
in these regions differs from that seen along the coast
and major east–west transportation routes, where
earlier EB IV settlement is sparser, and show stronger
external and northern orientation.
Fundamentally, the apparent disconnect in settle-

ment between EB IV and MB I is neither simple nor
as clear-cut as may be perceived initially. Instead,
current data reveal two different but contemporaneous
spatial patterns in MB I in the southern Levant: 1)
inland settlement in the Jordan Valley made up predo-
minately of a dense network of smaller sites that indi-
cates regional occupational continuity; and 2) a more
discontinuous and externally oriented northern and
coastal settlement that developed along east–west tra-
jectories, which includes a higher number of larger,
and often fortified, centres. Other data from these
different but contemporary spatial patterns, ranging
from economic and social structure to material
culture, also reflect elements of both continuity and
disjuncture between EB IV and MB I.

Economic structure: consumption and
subsistence
Consumption of both food and drink, as seen archae-
ologically in faunal and floral remains, reflects under-
lying subsistence strategies, adaptations to change
(e.g., economic, social, environmental, etc.), as well
as regional economic patterns. Comparison of avail-
able floral and faunal data from EB IV and MB I
sites thus informs regarding economic structural
organization in both eras, as well as during the tran-
sition between them.

Early Bronze Age IV

Data from EB IV sites throughout the southern Levant
indicate that subsistence strategies differed regionally
(Cohen 2019; 2021). While the inhabitants of all
southern Levantine sites relied on a mixture of
animal husbandry and various agricultural practices
for their sustenance and subsistence, variations in
focus and organization between them also stemmed
from geographic location and accompanying economic
and environmental concerns. For example, higher
numbers of pigs and cattle are attested at sites in the
upper Jordan Valley, such as Ein el-Hilu (Covello-
Paran 2009), and Tell Abu en-Ni‘aj (Fall et al. 1998),
whereas remains from both these animals are less fre-
quent at Khirbet Iskander (Metzger 2010: 143),

Figure 2a Map of MB I settlement in the southern Levant as
of 2002. Map by W. Więckowski.

Figure 2b Map of MB I settlement in the southern Levant,
with sites mentioned in the text marked in bold.
Map by W. Więckowski.

Cohen The Early Bronze IV — Middle Bronze I transition in the southern Levant: analysis and assessment

Levant 2022 5



further south and east on the Transjordanian plateau,
while faunal remains from Be’er Resisim, located con-
siderably further south and in far more marginal
environmental circumstances, included little to no pig
or cattle remains at all (Hakker-Orion 2014: 312–13).
Evidence further indicates that gazelle, rabbit or bird,
that would have been hunted in the surrounding
areas, augmented subsistence at Beer Resisim, while
taxa from wild game were infrequent at sites in the
more sedentary regions.
Published data on floral remains from the EB IV

are few. Those from Tell Abu en-Ni‘aj in the
Jordan Valley indicate a predominance of barley,
supplemented by regular use of other cereal crops,
legumes and orchard crops, such as olive, grape
and fig (Falconer and Magness-Gardiner 1989:
table 3, and see page 341; Fall et al. 1998: 118–19).
Again, as with the faunal remains, this contrasts
sharply with the evidence — although quite limited
— from Be’er Resisim, where the inhabitants
appear to have practiced no systemic agriculture
and may have partially relied on small quantities of
locally growing flora for subsistence (Danin 2014).
Unfortunately, there is insufficient floral data from
a larger number of EB IV sites to provide further
analysis. While remains of grinding installations
and mortars at Ein el-Hilu (Covello-Paran 2009: 11)
and various groundstone implements from

occupational contexts at Khirbet Iskander (Forsen
and Rowan 2010) may indicate the importance of
grain preparation, these provide no information
regarding the type of grains or cereals ingested by
the sites’ inhabitants, or the subsistence strategies
behind their production.

Middle Bronze Age I

Faunal evidence fromMB I sites indicates little differ-
ence in basic animal husbandry strategies from those
practiced during the EB IV. All sites, regardless of
their location, whether in the inland areas that
exhibit regional continuity in occupation, or situated
in the more disjunctive externally-oriented settlement
patterns that developed along the coast, relied on
caprine herding, with additional focus on cattle and
pigs, as demonstrated by the faunal remains from
sites such as Tell el-Hayyat in the Jordan Valley
(Fall and Metzger 2006: 73), and Tel Kabri and Tel
Aphek in the coastal settlement regions (Hellwing
2000: 312–13; Horwitz and Mienis 2002: 400;
Marom 2020: 297).

As with the earlier era, however, the variations in
subsistence patterns that do exist appear linked to
environmental conditions found in the different geo-
graphic regions, rather than to any change between
eras (Cohen 2021), a development most visible in
the frequency of pig remains. For example, at Kabri,
faunal evidence indicates some exploitation of pig,
both wild and domestic, for meat, a phenomenon
directly attributed to specific conditions at the site
(Horwitz and Mienis 2002: 400). Notably, pig is less
frequent than other taxa in the remains associated
with the palace, although it is likely that the faunal
remains found in the palace are not representative of
the overall faunal corpus, and hence associated subsis-
tence strategies, of the general population of the site
(cf. Marom 2020: 297).

At Aphek, located further south and slightly more
inland, pig is considerably less well represented in
the faunal data, likely because the surrounding
region is far less suitable for the animal (Hellwing
2000: 312–13). By contrast, faunal remains from the
intermittent agrarian settlement Zahrat adh-Dhra’1,
located further south in the environmentally marginal
Dead Sea region, included almost no pig or domestic
taxa other than caprine, reflecting occupational pat-
terns in keeping with the site’s geographic location
(Fall et al. 2019: 7), much like the environmentally
marginal Be’er Resisim in the EB IV.

As with the EB IV, floral data for MB I also are
extremely limited, hampering analysis of subsistence
practices and diet based on agricultural and

Figure 3 Current map of MB I settlement in the southern
Levant. Map by W. Więckowski.
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horticultural practices. Floral assemblages from the
MB I phases at Tell el-Hayyat include cereals,
orchard fruits, legumes and wild species, thus
suggesting activities associated with a sedentary
village with an agrarian subsistence base (Fall and
Metzger 2006; Fall et al. 1998: 116). These data are
largely the same as those at the nearly EB IV village
site of Tell Abu en-Ni‘aj, and appear to reflect
similar subsistence strategies, and accordingly, the
inhabitants’ diet and consumption practices (Falconer
and Magness-Gardner 1989: 340; Fall et al. 1998:
116). Only in the later Middle Bronze Age phases at
Tell el-Hayyat do the floral remains show a shift in
emphasis from barley to wheat, suggesting shifts in
economic strategies (Fall and Metzger 2006: 72; Fall
et al. 1998: 120).
The floral data from Zahrat adh-Dhra’1 likewise

included cereals, legumes and some fruit crops. The
range of cultigens is, however, considerably smaller,
and they occur in lower frequencies than those
recorded at Tell el-Hayyat. By contrast, the number
of wild taxa from Zahrat adh-Dhra’1 is nearly
double that found at the Jordan Valley site (Fall
et al. 2019: 11–14), analogous to the practices of con-
suming wild flora noted in the EB IV at Be’er Resisim.

Comparison – economic structure

Faunal remains from EB IV and MB I occupational
strata reveal little major difference in the subsistence
patterns, animal economies and subsequent diet
based on animal remains, indicating the continuation
of common subsistence strategies between eras.
Likewise, comparison between floral remains and
the subsistence practices they likely represent, reveal
more similarities than differences between the EB IV
and early MB I phases. The most visible variation
— differences in relative frequencies of pigs and con-
sumption of wild taxa, both faunal and floral — are
better attributed to regional factors, such as geo-
graphical location and accompanying environmental
suitability (e.g., materials from Beer Resisim and
Zahrat adh-Dhra’1 in the EB IV and MB I, respect-
ively), and associated patterns of occupation and
settlement, rather than chronological era; regarding
subsistence as it informs the EB IV–MBA transition,
the available data indicate evidence for considerable
continuity in economic structure and organization.
In fact, in terms of subsistence patterns and under-
lying economic structure, both faunal and floral evi-
dence indicate greater difference in production and
subsistence in the later phases of the Middle Bronze

Figure 4 Map showing both EB IV and MB I sites in the inland regions of the southern Levant. Map by W. Więckowski.
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Age (MB II/III) than those observed between the EB
IV and MB I (Cohen 2021).

Social structure: mortuary traditions
Burial practices, encompassing both placement of the
deceased and the objects interred with them, reflect
beliefs held by the living population. Food and
drink offerings found with the dead provide evidence
concerning belief and custom, and serve as an indi-
cation of social patterns, as do the traditions of the
so-called ‘warrior burials’. Comparison of these data
from both EB IV and MBA mortuary sites, as with
subsistence patterns, informs concerning social struc-
ture in both eras and the nature of transition between
them.

Food offerings

Food offerings found in mortuary contexts represent
deposits either made by the living in the process of
commemorating the dead (e.g., feasting) or provided
by the living for consumption by or use by the dead
(to eat as food or use as offerings in post-mortem
ritual). In either case, food offerings represent (ideal-
ized) practices of consumption that reflect accompa-
nying beliefs and/or social customs of the living
population. Significantly, the practice of providing
food offerings — of similar type and style — crosses
the chronological boundaries between the EB IV
and MB I. Found in all regions throughout the
southern Levant in both eras, in graves associated
with both large and small sites, the practice of interr-
ing the deceased with food speaks to a common belief
held by the communities of the living that buried the
dead, and a common belief likewise implies continuity
of population and accompanying social organization.
Data from faunal deposits (sheep and/or goat) found
with the dead in both eras, from sites such as Jebel
Qa’aqir (Horwitz 2014: 246), Jericho (Grosvenor
Ellis and Westley 1965: 701), Gesher (Horwitz 2007:
128–29), and Efrata (Horwitz 2001: 116), indicate
that what differences existed may be better linked to
the social and economic organization of the living
population that buried the dead, rather than to the
chronological era in which they lived (see discussion
in Cohen 2021); the ubiquity of the offering itself, as
just noted, reflects a similar commonality of under-
lying belief.

Drinking

In contrast to food offerings in mortuary contexts,
contemporaneous evidence for drinking customs
associated with the dead exhibit considerable change
between eras, as well as marked external influence.

Based on the appearance of cups and teapots in the
ceramic assemblages, Bunimovitz and Greenberg
(2004; 2006) argued for a shift from communal feast-
ing in the EB III to drinking in the EB IV in the
southern Levant, resulting from elite emulation of
northern customs. Later assessment by Kennedy
(2020) pushed this argument further, suggesting that
ruralized settlement, together with accompanying
changes in drinking customs in EB IV, reflect a shift
back to greater emphasis on the individual, a reaction
to the communalism that resulted from the agglom-
eration of population in EB III. Finally, additional
re-examination of this topic on a broader pan-
Levantine scale by Vacca and D’Andrea (2020) led
them to suggest that traditions of both feasting and
drinking in the EB III and EB IV southern Levant
were influenced by north–south directions of inter-
action, with the Orontes Valley acting as a ‘crossroads
of exchange’ (2020: 139) for the transmission of differ-
ent cultural information.

Regardless of the specific details of interpret-
ation, this highly visible and distinctive change in
drinking practices reveals significant social trans-
formation between the EB III and the EB IV,
expressed through modifications in the material
culture associated with them. Therefore, by logical
extension, if the appearance of material objects
such as cups and teapots in the EB IV are the
physical results of social change between EB III
and the EB IV, the disappearance of these same
objects in MB I, must, likewise, indicate another
social and/or structural change between EB IV
and MB I (see discussion in Cohen 2021: 21).
This is not to suggest that drinking disappeared
during MB I, but rather, that the specific practices
and/or social customs associated with drinking may
have changed, and that this social shift is made
visible by the accompanying changes in material
culture. It is then tempting to suggest that the
type of beverage itself also shifted between eras,
in keeping with changes in the social practices
associated with the act of drinking, resulting in a
different set of associated material culture —

perhaps suggested by the bone beverage strainers
found in the MB I cemetery at Gesher (Maeir
2007; see also Cohen 2021) — but insufficient
data exists at this time to evaluate this hypothesis
in further detail.

‘Warrior burials’

In addition to offerings of food and drink, offerings
with the dead, the so-called ‘warrior burials’ (see
Kletter and Levy 2016 for recent discussion of, and
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challenge to, this term) — interments of male individ-
uals with weaponry — may inform regarding the tran-
sition between eras. Found throughout the ancient
Near East from the EBA through MB I, the very long-
evity and geographic range of the practice speaks to con-
tinuity, not only between eras, but also to connectivity
between the southern Levant and other regions across
the ancient Near Eastern world (Garfinkel 2001;
Garfinkel and Cohen 2007), perhaps even reaching as
far as southern Arabia (e.g., Hausleiter et al. 2018).
Burials with weaponry are found in all regions and

in different urban and rural settings throughout the
southern Levant— again providing a level of continu-
ity and cultural continuum that crosses urban and
rural boundaries, as well as regional ones. While
changes in weapon typology reflect northern influ-
ences, the mix in metallurgic composition of the
weapons themselves also suggests elements of local
development (Cohen 2009: 7–8, and see discussion
in Cohen 2012). Further, as with subsistence and
diet, greater differences in interment practices invol-
ving weaponry are found between EB IV and MB
II/III, than between EB IV and MB I, as the fre-
quency, use and placement of weapons, as well as
their metallurgical composition, changes more signifi-
cantly in the later eras (Cohen 2012).

Comparison – mortuary practices

Remains from mortuary contexts from both EB IV
and MBA burials suggest elements of both continuity
and disjuncture, as well as indigenous development
and external influences. The ‘warrior burials’,
together with the general practice of interment of
the human body with deposits related to food and
drink, provide clear indications of continuity of
belief; differences in the food offerings with the dead
— as with food for the living—may be more properly
linked to economic circumstances rather than chrono-
logical era. By contrast, drinking practices — or at
least the items associated with drinking that inform
knowledge of those practices — exhibit greater dis-
juncture between eras, as well as evidence for north-
ern, external influences (e.g., Bunimovitz and
Greenberg 2004; 2006; Vacca and D’Andrea 2020).

Physical material culture
Observable changes in material culture are commonly
used to identify transition. However, while typological
differences in material culture provide the physical
evidence for change, shifts in type, form, decoration,
composition, or appearance and/or disappearance
of material culture more properly represent the
visible manifestation of change. In many cases, it

may be argued that actual structural or systemic trans-
formation itself — whether social, economic, or pol-
itical — takes place prior to the observable material
and tangible adaptations to it. A brief examination
of two categories of the highly visible material
culture typically associated with the Middle Bronze
Age — ceramics and fortifications — serve to
further illustrate this point and inform concerning
the transition between EB IV and MB I.

Ceramics

The distinctiveness of both EB IV and Middle Bronze
Age ceramics is well-known. In their fully developed
forms, the differences between these two corpora are
readily apparent on multiple levels, such as manufac-
turing technique, surface treatment and decoration,
and form. As a full analysis of both EB IV and
early MB I ceramics is beyond the scope of this
article (for detailed treatments of both EB IV and
MB I ceramic corpora, see, respectively: D’Andrea
2014a; 2014b; 2020; and Ilan and Marcus 2019),
only a few observations that relate directly to the tran-
sition between eras are presented here.
Many recent works have provided close analysis of

EB IV ceramics with attention to both local regional
development and northern connections (D’Andrea
2012; 2014a; 2018; 2020; Kennedy 2015; 2020;
Richard 2020; Vacca and D’Andrea 2020). For the
MB I, an initial establishment of four basic phases
of ceramic development based on the pottery
sequence found at Tel Aphek (Beck 2000a; 2000b;
2000c) served to provide a broad outline of ceramic
development for the period (see Cohen 2002). More
recent comprehensive analysis of Middle Bronze
Age ceramics from the southern Levant provides
clear discussion of the significant features of these
materials and note that Middle Bronze Age ceramics
exhibit a ‘substantial departure’ from those of the pre-
ceding era, citing differences in production, form and
appearance (Ilan and Marcus 2019: 9–10).
However, while much of the MB I ceramic corpus

indeed suggests clear discontinuity and shows few —

if any — similarities with earlier EB IV pottery,
some of the ceramics from those same regions that
show occupational continuation, such as the northern
and central Jordan Valley (see Figs 3 and 4), do
exhibit different patterns. Ceramics transitional in
both shape and form, as well as in decorative
elements, are attested from EB IV sites such as Tell
Umm Hammad (Kennedy 2015: passim and fig. 4)
and Khirbet Iskander (Richard 2010), as well as
MBA sites like the the Gesher cemetery (Cohen
2009: 5; Cohen and Bonfil 2007) and the earliest

Cohen The Early Bronze IV — Middle Bronze I transition in the southern Levant: analysis and assessment

Levant 2022 9



occupational phases (Phase 5) at Tell el-Hayyat
(Falconer and Fall 2006: fig. 4.2), all of which suggests
continuity in ceramic material culture between EB IV
and the MBA. At the same time, both EB IV and MB
I ceramics also exhibit external, northern influences
(e.g., Cohen and Bonfil 2007: 97–99; Kennedy 2020;
Richard 2010). Increasingly, ongoing analysis points
to broader regional and pan-Levantine connections
between eras (see discussions on north–south inter-
connectivity in D’Andrea 2020; and Vacca and
D’Andrea 2020), and overall, the ceramic corpus of
the early MB I evinces the same admixture of continu-
ity and discontinuity, internal and external develop-
ment, expressed regionally, as suggested by the
settlement patterns.

Fortifications

Monumental fortifications stand out as perhaps the
most visible feature of the Middle Bronze Age in the
southern Levant (Burke 2008; 2021; Dever 1987).
While fortified EB IV sites are attested, such as
Khirbet Iskander and Tall Hamman, among others
(MacDonald 2021), the scope, size and overall charac-
ter of the Middle Bronze Age fortifications set them
apart and alters the landscape significantly between
the EB IV and the Middle Bronze Age. Serving as
unequivocal evidence for external influence on the
development of the Middle Bronze Age, these struc-
tures provide perhaps the clearest visual expression
of disjuncture and change between eras, reflecting
not only physical material change, but likely also sig-
nificant social and political change whereby the
peoples of the MB I southern Levant saw the need
to create such constructions (for interpretations of
the social and political function of fortifications,
ranging from physical defence to expressions of
social power, see Bunimovitz 1992; Burke 2008).
Such highly visible markers as monumental archi-

tecture also illustrate the relationship between sys-
temic change and the physical evidence of change.
Monumental constructions require certain precondi-
tions for building them: sufficient population to do
the work, requisite social and/or political structure
to oversee or organize their construction, sufficient
capital (to apply a modern term to ancient econom-
ies), ample resources and the necessary knowledge
of engineering/physics (again to use modern terms)
to construct them. In short, fortifications, even if
they seem simply to appear on the landscape, practi-
cally speaking, cannot in fact do so. Although it has
been proposed that a workforce derived from corveé
labour would have allowed fortifications to be com-
pleted in a span of 1–5-year projects (Burke 2008:

152), this suggestion assumes a set population, along
with numerous other social and political prerequisites
not necessarily universally applicable across the
southern Levantine landscape, and timeframe of con-
struction may have varied. Rather than a single sweep-
ing imposition on the landscape, these structures may
better be understood within their individual geo-
graphic location, and social and cultural milieu
(Homsher and Cradic 2017: 274), and which, as
noted throughout, includes regional variation.

Discussion — physical material culture

As with settlement and subsistence, the physical
material culture briefly discussed here — ceramics
and fortifications — reflects regional variability and
evidence for both internal development and external
influences in the early MB I. The strongest evidence
for ceramic continuity appears in the same regions
that exhibit occupational continuity (e.g., the north-
ern and central Jordan Valley) (see Figs 3 and 4),
while the ceramic corpus that suggests the most differ-
ence predominates in those areas with more visible
breaks in settlement patterns (e.g., coastal regions,
urban centres on major transportation routes). In
both cases, significant evidence for external northern
influence exists (e.g., Ilan and Marcus 2019;
Kennedy 2020; Vacca and D’Andrea 2020).
Likewise, the fortifications of the Middle Bronze
Age clearly exhibit external influences in form, and
suggest significant disjuncture or restructuring in pol-
itical concerns and social and economic organization
throughout the EB IV–MB I transition. As the visible
results of the economic and social restructuring that
preceded them, and which progressed differently
throughout various parts of the southern Levant,
these may also indicate some degree of regionalism.

Summary and conclusions
The regionalism of the EB IV is well-known, and all
current evidence to date reinforces this perspective
(e.g., Cohen 2019; D’Andrea 2014a; 2018; Kennedy
2015; 2016; 2020; Prag 2014; and see the collections
of essays in Richard 2020; and Dever and Long
2021). It follows, therefore, that the beginning of the
next era, together with the evidence that reveals it, is
also highly differentiated. The more complex the EB
IV is revealed to be, the equally complicated continues
to be the understanding of the transition to the MB I.

In part, the continued debate regarding the begin-
ning of the Middle Bronze Age as either exogenous
or indigenous, stems from adherence to previous intel-
lectual constructs that focused predominantly on one
or the other. When current data — with all their
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variability — are considered, as outlined above, it is
clearly no longer possible to assign the beginnings
of an era to individual causal explanations, as they
do not adequately represent the complexity of the
material. This variability of evidence then hampers,
if not precludes outright, the adherence to monocau-
sal interpretations of fully exogenous or indigenous
development, as this creates a false dichotomy that
can no longer be considered an effective approach to
understanding this transition. It cannot be claimed
that there was little to no external direction provided
by people and/or ideas from the northern Levant
(e.g., Homsher and Cradic 2017: 276) — such an
assertion disregards the clear northern antecedents
of different aspects of Middle Bronze Age culture.
However, the contention that MB I arose solely
from external influence (e.g., Burke 2021: 233, 359)
is equally patently false and simplistic, as that
ignores the clear evidence that shows continuity
from the EB IV.
Instead, flexibility and variability in the transition

from the EB IV to MB I is apparent in all categories
of data, ranging from social and economic structural
organization to physical material culture.
Subsistence strategies, and the diet resulting from
them, maintain considerable continuity across tem-
poral boundaries while exhibiting greater intra-
regional variation based on geography, environment
and local economic considerations. Settlement
pattern and organization at the beginning of MB I
in inland regions retained elements of continuity
with the preceding era, whereas the coastal areas
exhibited greater disjuncture; these patterns are
reflected in the ceramic corpus. Likewise, burial pat-
terns exhibit a mix of both continuity and cultural
change, with the former seen in commonality of
the so-called ‘warrior burials’ together with the
basic practice of interment of both the human
body and the accompanying material culture, of pro-
viding food, and the associated belief(s) accompany-
ing these actions, while the decline of such
distinctive ceramic forms as cups and teapots
along with accompanying changes in drinking prac-
tices, illustrate the latter. Finally, the appearance of
the monumental architecture of the Middle Bronze
Age presents what is perhaps one of the most
visible aspects of discontinuity between eras and evi-
dence of external influence, whether via population
movement or more removed cultural connectivity
and transmission, as the preconditions necessary
for the construction of that architecture, as discussed
above, clearly suggest significant social and econ-
omic change or restructuring.

Examination of the diversity of evidence regarding
organization and physical material culture leads to the
following observations regarding the transition
between EB IV and MB I in the southern Levant: 1)
not all categories of data exhibit significant change
between eras; 2) some of the most striking differences
follow along regional and economic lines rather than
temporal divisions between eras; 3) like that observed
for EB IV, early Middle Bronze Age development
exhibits distinctly different regional patterns,
drawing on both indigenous and exogenous forces
for development; and 4) some of the greatest distinc-
tions are found between EB IV and MB II/III
rather than EB IV and MB I.
These observations illustrate the complexity of the

EB IV–MB I transition, as well as contribute to
general knowledge of the nature of archaeological
transition. Rarely completely clear-cut, transitions
follow individualized and flexible pathways, along
sloping chronological lines, and draw on multiple
lines of influence and development, with final resul-
tant change — what may be identifiable as a new
‘era’ — only fully realized or unambiguously visible
after the fact. Analysis of the transition between the
EB IV and the Middle Bronze Age in the southern
Levant and the materials used to assess it must recog-
nize the variability and regionalism, elements of con-
tinuity and discontinuity, and numerous trajectories
of development that exist, and the multiplicity of
reasons for them. This diversity of data shows that
MB I culture derived both from internal continuity
with the EB IV as well as from external influences,
and developed regionally along different lines over a
span of time. It was not until the later MB II that a
more pan-regional homogenization and standardiz-
ation in settlement, organization and material
culture developed, creating the highly visible and
classic Middle Bronze Age II/III culture in the
southern Levant.
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