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Introduction: 
Welcome to the Tel Burna Archaeological Project! In this manual you will find 
general information about the upcoming season of a technical, administrative and an 
archaeological nature. Clearly, the manual is meant as but a brief introduction to what 
will go on during the excavation season. Please read the manual carefully. If you 
should have any additional questions do not hesitate to ask the staff about any aspect 
described within, or for that matter, any part of the ongoing work at the excavation. 
This will be the first excavation season at the site, directed by Itzick Shai and Joe 
Uziel, of the Institute of Archaeology of Bar-Ilan University. The team members of 
the excavation include professional archaeologists, volunteers and students from 
Israel and throughout the world. Although many languages will be spoken at the 
excavation, it is our policy to adopt English as the official language so as to enable as 
many of the participants as possible to understand what is going on. Please note: if in 
any case something is not clear or is not understood do not hesitate to ask! One of the 
main objectives of this excavation is to serve as a vehicle for teaching and learning 
about the past, and about the methods and theories of field archaeology. We are eager 
to answer your questions! 
Many of the volunteers are newcomers to Israel and may not be familiar with the 
lifestyles, habits, and proper conduct in the land. In order to help you feel comfortable 
and stay safe, below there are several recommendations for daily conduct.  
The staff members (see below) will do all that they can to help the team members 
on a regular basis. Please do not hesitate to turn to the staff members for 
assistance.  
Since this is a diverse group with many different people and a crowded schedule, we 
all have to make an effort to help one another and keep to the schedule as much as 
possible. Otherwise, things will get chaotic … 
 
Primary Excavation Staff 
Directors: Itzick shai and Joe Uziel 
Area Supervisors: Amit Dagan and Debi Cassuto 
Architect: J. Rosenberg 
 
General Weekly Schedule (Sunday – Thursday): 
 
The excavation is run in an open house method, meaning that people will be arriving 
from different areas, and traveling in private cars (please see the attached map for 
how to arrive at the site).  If you are arriving from Jerusalem, it is about an hour ride, 
so plan on being picked up at 5:00AM. 
 
05:00 – Pickup and travel to the site 
06:00 – Excavations begin 
09:00-09:30 – Breakfast on tell 
11:00-11:15 – Short break on tell 
12:30 – End of field work 
13:00 – Lunch at Kibbutz Bet Nir 
13:45 – Pottery washing and sorting 
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14:45 – End of work day 
15:45-17:45 – Time off 
18:00 – Supper (for those of you staying at the Kenyon Institute, supper will be at the 
Albright Institute.  Please make sure to be there a little before 18:00)  
 
 
General Administration: 
Health: If you should have any health problem, please notify a staff member at once. 
While on the excavation, there is a first aid kit on site and some of the staff are trained 
medics who can provide first aid treatment for various kinds of injuries, ailments, etc. 
The dig has supplies for cuts and bruises as well. For more serious injuries/ailments 
there is a nurse on the kibbutz, and if necessary, the nearest hospital is about a 20 
minute drive away. Remember – all team members must have up-to-date 
comprehensive medical insurance coverage.  
 
Safety and Security: 
The safety and security of all of the participants in the excavation is at the absolute 
top of our priorities. Please follow the instructions given here as well as any brought 
up during the dig. This is based on years of experience and familiarity with the Tell 
and its environs. 
On the Tell and its surroundings there are many pits and holes, some of which are 
hard to see. Please! Do not walk around the Tell by yourself. Do not leave the 
excavation area without notifying the staff member in charge of your area. Also, we 
suggest that you use the “buddy system” when going to the toilets. 
Since you may be unfamiliar with hot climates and field conditions it is important to 
follow some basic patterns of behavior while in the field: 

1) Always wear your hat and shoes (no sandals, flip-flops, etc.)  
2) It is strongly advised to wear lightweight, closely woven, cotton long-sleeved 

shirts and long pants. Although we all use sunblock, it does not remain 
effective for more than 1-2 hours. 

3) Sunblock should be applied regularly and copiously, approximately once 
every 2 hours. Even though we work under a tarpaulin, harmful UV rays still 
pass through. Make sure to use a sunblock with a high “SPF.” 

4) Drink copious amounts of water. Drink much more than you think is 
necessary. Often, people underestimate the amount of water that they require 
during the day (while doing physical activity, on a hot day, one should drink 
about 5-8 liters [ca. 5-8 quarts]!!). Not drinking enough can lead to fatigue, 
and in severe cases, to dehydration or heat-exhaustion (both of which can be 
fatal …). It is suggested you use your own canteen that you can refill regularly 
from the larger water containers. If during the excavation you should feel 
tired, dizzy, flushed, nauseous, and/or a lack of thirst or appetite, these could 
be the first signs of dehydration/heat-exhaustion. If you are not feeling well, 
please notify the staff at once! One of the best ways to check for dehydration 
is the “urine test” (something that should be done in private …): If your urine 
is a dark yellow color, you are not drinking enough! 

5) Personal hygiene is extremely important in hot environments. This is the 
number one way to fight intestinal and other diseases. Keep in mind that 
visitors to Israel will be “meeting” new “bugs” that would just love to conduct 
short “visits.” Thus, make sure to wash your hands with soap and water before 
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6) The Middle East is a “volatile” zone and one must be aware all times of 
potential hazards. Therefore, do not walk off on your own. If you should see 
any suspicious people or objects please notify one of the staff members 
immediately. Do not go anywhere with strangers, even if the suggested 
excursion sounds extremely interesting.  

7) We would like to know were all the team members are at all times. If you have 
to go to the bathroom during the excavation please notify your supervisor.  If 
you plan on missing a day of excavation for whatever reason please notify one 
of the staff members. 

8) If you plan to travel on the weekend please make sure to go over your itinerary 
with the staff, to insure that you are not going to places that might be 
dangerous. 

9) If you do travel around the country, DO NOT hitch hike. DO NOT go to less-
traveled places unless you are with someone who is both experienced and 
trustworthy (better safe than sorry …). 

10) If you do travel, keep in mind the habits and customs of the people who live in 
the areas that you are visiting. For example, if visiting an area in which 
traditional Jews or Muslims reside, it is seen as being extremely disrespectful 
to be dressed in short clothes – men should wear long pants and a shirt with 
sleeves, women should wear long pants/long skirt (below knees), a shirt with 
sleeves. Since there are many subtle aspects of behavior that visitors may be 
unaware of it is best to ask before hand. 

11) In any case, if you should have any questions, concerns, etc., do not hesitate to 
ask the staff. 

 
The Excavation 

 
What is a Tell: 
A Tell (in Arabic, or Tel in Hebrew) is an ancient Semitic word (appearing in 
Akkadian and in the Bible [Josh 8:28]), which originally means a ruined settlement. 
In modern archaeological terminology, a Tell is a multi-period site in which layer 
after layer of settlement activity from different periods were constructed, one layer on 
top of the other. In some cases (such as Tell es-Safi/Gath, Hazor, Megiddo, Rehov, 
etc.), there can be multiple layers (at times even more than 20) representing many 
periods. The cycle on such a site is that of construction, occupation, and destruction, 
abandonment or rebuilding. This cycle is repeated again and again, thus creating the 
various levels or strata. Each stage in the cycle represents at least one level that we 
subsequently try to uncover during the excavations. It is the archaeologist’s job to 
uncover the artifacts and architecture and relate them to the various stages in the “life-
cycle” of the Tell. 
 
The Archaeological Excavation: 
The primary goal of archaeological research is to uncover information and gain 
insights about the cultures, lifestyles and surroundings of ancient societies. In order to 
do this, we excavate the material culture of these people while studying their 
surrounding environment, ecology and other related aspects. Due to the ravages of 
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time, rarely do we find archaeological remains in pristine condition, left as they were 
in ancient times. Often, we find only the partial remains of the various types of finds. 
Thus, in order to enable the study and the best possible interpretations of the remains, 
we must excavate and record the finds in as careful a manner as possible. Remember! 
In the end, archaeology is a destructive science. What we have excavated can never be 
returned to its original state. If we do not excavate and record properly, the 
information will be lost forever.  
Some of the volunteers have prior excavation experience and some don’t. In any case, 
since even those who have excavated previously may be experienced in other 
excavation/registration methods, it is important to get to know the methods that we 
will be using. On the 1st day of the excavation, you will be assigned to a specific 
square. There will be a supervisor, in addition to the directors who will be around.  
The supervisor will give detailed instructions on how, why and where to work. Please 
listen and follow these instructions closely. In general, do not initiate work on your 
own without discussing it first with the supervisor. Also, if you have any questions, 
never hesitate to ask. Even if the supervisor is busy, as soon as possible he/she will 
relate to your question. Below are some general hints regarding the excavation 
procedure. Detailed instructions and explanations will be given by your supervisor. 
There are numerous terms that you will hear used during the excavation. Here are 
some of them: 

 Stratum – A distinct level of human activity on the tell. It usually implies a 
level that is observed in many places on the tell. 

 Locus (plural loci) – The smallest functionally definable area in the 
archaeological excavation. A locus can be of different sizes, depending on the 
type of activity that it represents, such as a floor, a pit, a dump, a foundation 
trench, etc.  

 Basket – The unit that is used to differentiate between the various finds 
deriving from a single context. For example, one can find pottery, bones, 
scarabs, etc. from the same locus. Each will be put in a separate basket.  
 

Throughout the entire excavation process we try to work as cleanly and orderly as 
possible. That means that on a regular basis we collect, clean, straighten, brush, etc. 
Although it might appear that archaeologists suffer from a bad case of obsessive-
compulsive disorder, in fact, a clean, orderly excavation enables one to reveal, 
observe, and better understand, more of the archaeological evidence. The rule of 
thumb is that in any given area in which one is excavating, one should try to peel 
away the features, loci, layers etc. in an orderly fashion. That means that we won’t 
mix between two levels but rather try to excavate one level before going to the next. 
Or, if we are excavating a pit that is dug into earlier levels, we will excavate the 
contents of the pit itself, before we dig the surrounding, earlier, material. In most 
cases, one should excavate in a level, horizontal manner (save when excavating 
sloping features). In most cases, you will be excavating in 5X5 m squares. As one 
goes down in a square it is important to keep the sides of the square (the balks) 
vertical. They should not slope either inwards or outwards. Otherwise, the size of 
square will change as we excavate. At the end of each day of excavation (but on other 
occasions as well ...), the area that was excavated is brushed clean. Among other 
reasons, this is to enable the dampness during the night to help outline features that 
will be seen first thing in the morning. 
While excavating if you should reveal a find (pottery, bone, etc.), do not remove it 
from its place. First one must excavate the area around it in order to uncover the more 
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general context from which the find is derived. This will enable us to better 
understand the stratigraphic context of the find.  
 

Documenting the Excavation: 
As mentioned above, since the archaeological excavation is a destructive process, 
proper documentation of the process and finds is of cardinal importance. 
The excavation is conducted in 5X5 m squares which are part of the site-wide grid (all 
of which fits into the general mapping grid of Israel). The actual area excavated 
within the square is usually smaller (most often 4X4m) since we leave unexcavated 
areas (balks) between the squares. These balks serve as borders between the squares 
that enable movement between them. In addition, the information that is seen in these 
balks (the stratigraphic sections) is of importance. This gives us a record of the depth 
dimension in the stratigraphy. And in fact, these balks are later recorded to preserve 
this very information. 
Throughout the excavation there will be a constant measurement of heights. 
Whenever we open a new basket, begin or end a day, open or close a locus/wall, 
heights will be taken. This provides important information on the relative position of 
the find, context, etc. in relation to its surroundings. Heights are taken using an optical 
level (either a manual or laser level). Near the excavation area there is a “benchmark” 
which is an accurately measured point that serves as the basis for all heights taken in 
the area. All heights are taken in relation to this point. The actual method of taking 
heights will be demonstrated in the field. 
As mentioned above, the basic unit in the excavation is the locus. One opens a new 
locus when new features appear. For example, if the matrix or color of the earth 
changes, this will warrant changing the locus. If a new wall emerges, the spaces on 
each side of the wall will be defined as new loci. Each locus is given a number 
consisting of 5 digits: the first numeral is the year of excavation (this is the 1st year), 
the second denotes the excavation area, and the last three are the number of the loci 
opened in the respective area (for example 11001 would be the first locus opened this 
season in Area A). The supervisor and registrar of each area will document the 
information about each and every locus based on a standard locus card. 
Walls are documented in a similar manner as loci, using the same successive 
numbers. There is a similar Wall card for filling out information. 
Every find is put into a Basket which has its own number (“name”). The commonest 
find in the excavation is broken pottery sherds, but there are other classes as well 
(stone, bone, shells, etc.). In each locus there can be many baskets. Each basket 
receives a 6 digit number, using the same principal as with the locus (the first digit - 
year; 2nd digit - area). For each basket there is a tag/sticker that provides the 
information on where it was found and what type of material is in the basket. It is 
important not to mix between finds from different baskets and/or loci. As baskets are 
opened, information is entered into the Basket List, and its location is marked in the 
Daily Graphic Diary. 
At the beginning of every day, the supervisor has a new plan of the area which is 
called the Daily Graphic Diary (DGD). The plan is based on the situation at the end of 
the last day of work. On this plan, information on all the walls, loci, baskets and other 
aspects are written. To enable one to enter a wide range of information, several colors 
are used: Red = Loci; Green = Walls; Black = Baskets; Heights = Blue. 
As mentioned above, the stratigraphic sections provide important information on the 
stratigraphy of the site. Towards the end of the season, all (or most) of the 
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stratigraphic information from the various balks will be recorded. The method for 
recording this information will be demonstrated in the field. 
In addition to the ongoing documentation during the dig at the end of every day, the 
supervisors summarize the finds in a daily diary. At the end of the season they 
summarize the finds from the different seasons. This and all the other documentation 
serve as the basis of the full report that is eventually published. 
Besides the graphic and textual documentation mentioned above, we also try to 
photograph the ongoing excavation and its finds. To prepare for photography (both ad 
hoc and with the official dig photographer who will come once in awhile and at the 
end of the season), we will have to thoroughly clean the areas with brushes. Also, on a 
regular basis, our Architect/Draughtsman (J Rosenberg) will come to the dig to make 
accurate plans of the architectural finds in the excavation. 
At the end of the day, all the finds are taken back to the field office at the kibbutz. 
Buckets of pottery (with their tags!) are filled with water, to be soaked overnight so 
that the pottery can be easily cleaned the next day. Other finds are brought to the 
office where they will be processed by the staff during the day.  
When washing pottery several points are important. Do not mix between pottery from 
different baskets/buckets. If you do, the day’s work goes down the drain! Also make 
sure that before you start scrubbing a piece of pottery with the brush, dip the sherd in 
clean water to see whether there is an inscription on the sherd. Otherwise, if it’s in 
ink, you could erase the inscription! After carefully and thoroughly cleaning the 
sherd, dip it in clean water and place it on a special tray in which all the sherds from 
the same basket will dry. Once again, do not mix between the sherds from different 
baskets. Also, make sure that you attach the tag that was on the basket to the tray on 
which the pottery is drying. Finally, pottery washing is a team effort – please help out 
with the washing until all is finished! 
All finds are marked, boxed and catalogued, according to the find types (pottery, 
bone, stone, etc.). All pottery is marked with indelible markers. 
After the pottery has been washed, it is allowed to dry for a day. Then, during the 
afternoon, the staff “reads” the pottery. The type, date and classification of the pottery 
from the various baskets and loci are defined. This is important, since this gives us 
preliminary information on the dates and activities relating to the various loci and 
helps us decide how to continue the work and understand the stratigraphy in the 
various areas of excavation. Team members are invited to watch the pottery reading. 
 
Various Types of Finds and Contexts: 
There are various types of finds and contexts in the excavation. In many cases, these 
require different excavation methods and care. 
Architecture: During the Bronze and Iron Ages most of the architecture in the 
Levant was made of sun-dried mudbrick placed on stone foundations. Sun-dried 
mudbrick is often hard to distinguish and one must scrape and brush carefully to 
notice them. This will be demonstrated repeatedly during the excavation. Mudbricks 
can be found standing in situ (in their original position) or in collapsed state. Walls 
themselves are most often built within a foundation trench which is dug into an earlier 
level.  
Floors/Surfaces: The floors and ancient surfaces in early times could easily be 
comprised of packed dirt. Thus, it is not always easy to see and define a surface. At 
times, we unfortunately miss them and only realize this when they are seen in the 
section! It is thus important to excavate carefully and notice changes in the color, 
matrix and consistency of the deposits and in the types of finds. Floors often have 
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various finds and installations on them (such as an oven [tabun]). Most often when we 
reach a floor or surface the area supervisor will ask to start sifting the deposits. 
Pottery: Broken pottery sherds are the most common find in the excavation. They are 
of extreme importance since they enable us to accurately date a context, understand its 
stratigraphic nature and its original function. At times, even a very small fragment can 
be instructive. Thus, it is imperative to collect all pottery that is found within the soil 
deposits that you are excavating. Although during the excavation these fragments are 
often quite non-descript, after washing they can tell interesting stories. During the 
pottery reading, the pottery is identified and important types are kept. In some cases 
(especially from mixed levels and un-identifiable fragments) the pottery is eventually 
discarded. In many cases the sherds are kept, and later restored in the lab, 
reconstructing an entire vessel in its original form (similar to a puzzle). 
Small Finds: This is the broad definition for all types of finds that are not 
architectural or pottery. This includes bones (human or animal), worked stone, metal, 
beads, glass, seals, etc. Each find will receive a separate basket number. At times, 
such finds are quite small and care must be taken that they are not lost as we are 
moving earth. This is the reason that at times we sift some of the deposits. Burnt 
organic remains are of importance since they tell us about the environmental 
conditions in antiquity and can be used for dating purposes (Carbon 14 dating). 
Carbonized organic remains must be collected carefully so that they are not 
contaminated (this will be demonstrated in the field). Please notify the supervisor if 
you find small black specks or pieces. 
Inscriptions:  Yes, please do find them! They can be on pottery, stone or other media 
and can be scratched in, incised, written in ink, etc. 
Pits/Disturbances: Often, pits and other disturbances are dug from a later level into 
an earlier one. The pit/disturbance can “mess-up” the portion of the earlier level that it 
reaches, moving around the finds that were originally there, and in some cases, 
mixing later finds in earlier lower levels. It is thus important to try to notice and 
define such features, otherwise we can mix between earlier and later deposits. 
Examples of this can be garbage or storage pits, foundation trenches for walls, 
“robber” trenches in which later people dig down to earlier levels to remove stones for 
secondary uses, animal holes, military trenches, tombs, etc. If we can define such a 
feature, it is important to excavate it separately, so as not to mix finds from earlier and 
later periods. 
Destruction Levels: Archaeologists love digging destruction levels! These are levels 
that were destroyed in a sudden calamity, such as a fire, a violent conquest, etc. In 
such cases, the in situ finds are often well-preserved since the inhabitants did not have 
sufficient time to remove their valuables.  
 
Bottom Line 
All told, the process of excavation is not an impossible thing to learn. If you combine 
what is written here with the instructions from your supervisor, along with the 
experience that you will gain as you are working, AND some healthy common sense, 
you will soon see that you can become proficient and quite qualified at field 
archaeology. Most important – keep your eyes open to the various finds and the subtle 
changes as you work and don’t be afraid to ask, comment or make suggestions. 
We hope you have a fruitful, enlightening, and interesting season with many exciting 
and exhilarating discoveries. 
 

Good luck and enjoy!! 
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Arriving at Tel Burna 

 
 

Directions: 
From Jerusalem or Tel Aviv: Exit Route 1 (Jerusalem Tel Aviv Highway) at 
Shaar Hagai.  Drive south until T at Nechosha Junction – turn Right.  Make 
next right turn (immediately after gas station).  Turn left on to the dirt road that 
leads to the tell. 
From the South: Follow Route 35 past Qiryat Gat, until you reach Guvrin 
Junction (to your right is Maresha).  Turn left (immediately before gas station).  
Turn left on to the dirt road that leads to the tell.   
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Location of Tel Burna 
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3-Dimentional reconstruction of Tel and its surroundings (by Gal Avraham) 
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View of Fortifications of the Summit 
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