
The Tel Burna Archaeological Project 

Tel Burna is located in the Judean Shephelah 

along the northern banks of Wadi Guvrin, just 

north of Lachish.  The results of the pre-

excavation survey show that the site was 

established in the Early Bronze Age, and 

intensively occupied during the Middle 

Bronze, Late Bronze and the Iron Ages. Prior 

to 2010, no excavations had been conducted 

at the site, despite the clear prominence of 

the tell and its lower city in the Bronze and 

Iron Ages. 

A primary target of The Tel Burna 

Archaeological Project  is our focus on social 

outreach, which we do through integrating 

community and educational projects.  In 

addition to volunteers from all over the world, 

we have opened up the dig to anyone who 

wishes to experience archaeology first-hand 

thus we have had volunteers ranging from 8 to 

90 years work with us in the field. Working 

with the Safit Regional High School we have 

brought high school classes to join in the field 

work and to learn up close about their local 

heritage. 

As part of the project we compared two 

different survey methods applied at the 

site of Tel Burna – surface artifact 

collection and test pit surveying – with the 

excavation results in order to advance 

survey methodology in the region and to 

determine the best manner  to conduct  

survey in such sites. Improved surveys can 

reduce expenses and damage caused by 

unnecessary excavations, while providing 

further information on the sites not 

obtainable though excavation. 

The summit is defined by the distinct remains of 

fortification walls. The first three seasons of 

work at Tel Burna have revealed a segment of 

the fortification walls that was partially exposed 

along the perimeter of the upper tel. The 

discovery of a 7th century BCE silo which cuts 

the inner wall of the fortifications, provides a 

terminus ante quem for the wall. This discovery 

augmented by other finds from the excavations 

presents us with a unique opportunity to explore 

the significance and meaning of fortifications 

and the fortified towns along the western border 

of ancient Judah. 
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Tel Burna has been identified with the biblical 

Libnah mentioned in the conquests of Joshua 

(Josh. 10: 29-30), and later allotted to the tribe of 

Levites (Josh. 21: 13), indicating it’s status as a 

border town.  The Book of Kings (Kings II 8: 

22) tells us that the city of Libnah rebelled 

against the Judean kings in the 9th century BCE, 

and that later, King Josiah married a woman 

from Libnah, most likely an attempt on his part 

to strengthen ties with the city and possibly with 

the entire region. Whether or not one accepts that 

Libnah was located at Tel Burna, evidence from 

the survey and excavation seasons verifies that 

the site was home to a prominent Judean city in 

biblical times. 

The University of Maryland offers a three-week summer excavation course (4 credit hours) at Tel Burna.  For further information, contact Dr. Matthew Suriano 

at msuriano@umd.edu 

In Area B, directly below the surface, we reached a series of Late 

Bronze Age (13th Century BCE) surfaces relating to a massive 

building.  This year we expanded the excavated area here and 

discovered a row of pithoi, a necklace with beads, a scarab, a 

cylinder seal and more. While Cypriot imports are not unique to 

Tel Burna, certain objects discovered are, such as a vessel with 

three miniature cups joined together – likely of votive orientation.  

Furthermore, the building technique alongside the finds (e.g., 

pottery masks, figurines, chalices, bones) strengthens our 

suggestion that this area be interpreted as a cultic activity area.  


