
In antiquity, the Negev Highlands (Figs. 1–2) was characterized by sharp settlement 
oscillations (Rosen 1987; Finkelstein 1995). An extensive yet short-lived settlement wave 
occurred during the early Iron IIA (for this ceramic phase, see Herzog and Singer-Avitz 
2004). For this period the only direct dating evidence from the Negev Highlands, a set of 
radiocarbon dates from Atar Haro a (Boaretto et al. 2010) and Nahal Boqer (unpublished), 

BCE (for the date of the Iron IIA, see Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2010).1 Several hundred 
sites of different size and varying in character from seasonal encampments to more 
permanent settlements have been recorded, and ca. 50 have been excavated (see mainly 

1 For a slightly higher Iron IIA chronology, see Mazar 2005; 2011. A possible beginning of the 
settlement in the late Iron I was taken into consideration (Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006: 
20–21). 



Cohen and Cohen-Amin 2004). Sites with more elaborate architecture featured enclosed 
compounds that were of diverse shapes (oval, rectangle. trapezoid and square) and sizes, 
constructed of casemate-like rooms surrounding central courtyards. Small settlements 
were found mainly in the immediate vicinity of these compounds. Among the large 

are noteworthy. Other features include silos, water cisterns and animal pens. The sites 
produced two main families of pottery—wheel-made and handmade. The incentives 
behind this settlement wave have been a matter of debate. Two paradigms have been 
pivotal; for the sake of convenience, they are here referred to as Negev Highlands 
Paradigms 1 and 2.

The more traditional view explained the establishment of the settlement network as 
external and northern induced (e.g., Cohen 1979; 1980; Mazar 1990: 390–396; Haimann 
1994; 2003; Meshel 1994; 
Cohen and Cohen-Amin 
2004). This paradigm has 
been presented in various 
ve rs ions .  In  the  most 
prominent, the enclosed 
compounds were interpreted 
as royal fortresses of the 
United Monarchy of the 
days of David and Solomon 
(the renowned ‘Israelite 
fortresses’). The erection 
of these fortresses mirrored 
an effort by this monarchy 
to strengthen its southern 
border and desert trade 
routes. The advocates of 
Paradigm 1 understood 
the  Negev  High lan ds 
population as a mixture of 
a northern (garrison troops, 
civilian immigrants) and 
a local , desert-derived 
component. Nuances varied 
from a majority (Haimann 
1994; 2003) to a minority 
(Meshel 1994: 59) of the 
northern versus the local 
desert component.



According to Paradigm 2, the Iron IIA Negev Highlands settlement is to be understood 
as a sedentarization process of local, pastoral-nomadic desert groups, without physical 
northern involvement (e.g., Finkelstein 1984; 1995; Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006). As 
part of this process, the desert dwellers, in addition to livestock herding, also subsisted on 

factors such as good spots for pasture (mainly upper, southern Negev Highlands) and 
seasonal agriculture (lower, northern Negev Highlands), as well as suitable lithology for 

compounds correlates with a predominance of pasture or farming respectively. Among 
the causes for the sedentarization, additional (external) income sources were regarded as 
one of the main factors, which lessened the dependence on pastoralism and stimulated 
the establishment of permanent settlements. One such secondary source was seen in the 
mining and transportation of Wadi Arabah copper (for a different version, see Eitam 1988). 

of desert people in the Negev and the Sinai in the Intermediate Bronze Age (Haimann 
1996) and, possibly, also in the Early Bronze Age II (Finkelstein 1995: 67–86).

Today, Paradigm 2 seems to hold sway—and is adopted by us here. Yet, it faces two 
main challenges: (1) the role of agriculture as a major means of subsistence seems to need 
adjustment (Shahack-Gross and Finkelstein 2008) and (2) the link between the Negev 
Highlands and the Arabah mining districts has never been substantiated to a satisfactory 
extent. The latter is the subject of this paper. 

During the Iron I–IIA the mines in the Wadi Arabah were the main source of copper in the 
southern Levant. Wadi Faynan in the northern Arabah was the leading copper producer, 
with the largest production site located at Khirbet en-Nahas. Radiocarbon dates from this 
site point to continuous operation between the 12th and the late 9th centuries BCE (Levy 
et al. 2004; 2005b; 2008; Higham et al. 2005; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2008). A peak 
of activity occurred between the mid-10th and mid-9th centuries BCE.2 Until recently, 
evidence for Iron Age metallurgical activity at Timna in the southern Arabah was meagre, 
with Iron IIA smelting only attested at Site 30 (Layer I) (Rothenberg 1980). However, it 
now appears that Iron Age mining and smelting activity there was on a larger scale than 
previously assumed (Ben-Yosef 2010: 507–621; Ben-Yosef et al. 2010: 725, 729–730 
[Table 1]; 2012).3 Based on marked similarities between the metallurgical material culture 
in the Faynan and Timna areas, it has been argued that both regions worked under the 

2 A rich ceramic assemblage from Khirbet en-Nahas was assigned to the Iron IIA based on 
radiocarbon dates (Smith and Levy 2008). It was for its greatest part re-assigned to the Iron I 
and, mainly, Iron IIB–C by Finkelstein and Singer-Avitz (2009) on typological grounds.

3 Based on a recent sounding at Site 30, Ben-Yosef demonstrated that all layers previously 

century BCE). 



same production system and that the mining and smelting activities were in the hands of 
the same groups (Ben-Yosef 2010: 955–959).

Arabah were of a pastoral-nomadic background. In the Faynan area (Levy 2009a; 2009b), 
a large number of metal processing sites and cemeteries, as well as some evidence for tent 
encampments vis-à-vis an absence of permanent villages or habitation sites, supports this 
theory.4 A massive cemetery, comprising several thousand graves, was partially excavated 
at Wadi Fidan 40 (Levy et al. 1999; Levy et al. 2005a). Mortuary structures, burial practices 
and offerings in this cemetery mark the deceased as bearers of a nomadic culture. While 
the cemetery could have been in use for centuries, radiocarbon dates obtained from a small 
number of tombs provided 10th century BCE dates. 

While there is a consensus on the existence of a commercial network that was in charge 
of the transport of copper from Wadi Faynan (and Timna), via the Beer-sheba Valley (or 
via the Darb el-Ghazza in the case of Timna), to the urban centres of the southern Levant 
and to the Mediterranean seaports, there is a disagreement regarding where the Arabah 
copper centres were controlled from. Two main models have been proposed, one favouring 
Arabah, Edomite-related control and one arguing for control from Cisjordan, by an entity 
labelled the ‘Tel Masos Chiefdom’. For the sake of convenience these models are referred 
to here as Copper Networks A and B.

Copper Network A maintains that the highly specialized Arabah copper industry 
functioned as a catalyst for the emergence of a complex, chiefdom-based local society 
that organized the copper production and market with no considerable northern or western 

et al. 2004; 2005b; Levy and Najjar 2006; Levy 2009a; Smith 2009: 
328–332; Ben-Yosef 2010).5 The chiefdoms united into a confederacy at least as early as 
the 10th–9th centuries BCE, forming a ‘tribal state’ or ‘tribal kingdom’, dubbed ‘Early 
Edom’. The Negev Highlands population was not deemed part of this entity. Linking the 
Arabah lowlands to the Edomite heartland—the Edomite plateau—the emergence of an 
Edomite state was placed at least 200–300 years earlier than previously assumed. The 
ceramic assemblage from Khirbet en-Nahas was stylistically linked to the late Iron Age 
‘Edomite’ highland pottery and regarded as the latter’s forerunner (Smith and Levy 2008; 
Levy 2009a: 160–161). A lowland-highland link was also sought in seasonal movements 

highlands (Levy et al. 2005b: 131; Levy 2009a: 159; Ben-Yosef 2010: 965–966). 
Yet, there are doubts regarding a lowland-highland link as early as the Iron IIA, let 

alone the emergence of an early Edomite state in this early period (Finkelstein 2005: 
120–122; 2010a: 15; van der Steen and Bienkowski 2006). During the early Iron Age the 
Edomite plateau was only sparsely settled (Bienkowski 1992a; 1992b; Herr and Najjar 
2001). Nothing more than small villages existed in the Iron I, and so far no evidence 

4 The pattern of charcoal species used as a fuel source in the smelting process might also hint at 
the nomadic background of the copper workers (Ben-Yosef 2010: 648–656).

5 Alternatively, Levy et al. (2005b: 158–159; Levy and Najjar 2006: 11) offered a biblical 
interpretation, in which the copper production was controlled by the United Monarchy of 
David and/or Solomon.



has been found for activity in the Iron IIA.6 Moreover, the developmental relationship 
between the Khirbet en-Nahas pottery and the later ‘Edomite’ ware was not maintained 
(Finkelstein and Singer-Avitz 2009).7 

Copper Network B proposes a network that was oriented to the west (Finkelstein 
1995: 103–126; 2005; Fantalkin and Finkelstein 2006; Finkelstein and Piasetzky 2008: 
89; cf. also van der Steen and Bienkowski 2006: 18 and Knauf-Belleri 1995: 111–112). 
It was controlled by the ‘Tel Masos Chiefdom’, a nomadic desert polity extending from 
the Beer-sheba Valley to the Nahal Besor region. This network was already established 

the Negev Highlands (cf. Negev Highlands Paradigm 2) became an integral part of it. Tel 
Masos functioned as a gateway community, distributing the Arabah copper to the urban 
centres in the north and west, including the Philistine seaports. Notably, Stratum II at Tel 
Masos produced evidence of metallurgical activity (Crüsemann 1983; Kempinski et al. 
1983: 21; Fritz 1989; 2002). 

The main problem with this model involves Tel Masos and its role as control point of 
the copper market (e.g., Smith 2009: 329–330). 
(1) The site was regarded as too small to control a major centre like Khirbet en-Nahas.
(2) The end of Stratum II—late Iron I according to Mazar (2011: Table 2) and end of 

early Iron IIA according to others—predates the abandonment of the Khirbet en-
Nahas copper industry, which came about only in the late 9th century BCE.

(3) The link of the metallurgical activity in Stratum II at Tel Masos to the Arabah 
copper production was questioned (Ben-Yosef 2010: 946–947; cf. Yahalom-Mack 
2010: 272–273; but see Gottlieb 2010: 95, 103). 

Apart from that, the link between Tel Masos II and the Negev Highlands was disputed as 
well—on chronological terms (Mazar, see above) and on cultural terms (Meshel 1994: 59)—

prosperous in the Iron IIA to argue for its participation in a thriving copper market. 

The Negev Highlands ceramic assemblage is dominated by wheel-made forms (Cohen 
and Cohen-Amin 2004: 121–135), constituting almost two thirds (64%) of the corpus.8 
Among these, a small fraction (12%)—predominantly bowls—is red-slipped and, mostly, 
hand-burnished. Phoenician and Cypriot imports are absent. The wheel-made repertoire  
 

6 This was corroborated by Smith, Levy and Najjar’s Edomite highland survey (e.g., Smith 
2009).

7 Finkelstein and Lipschits (2011) have recently suggested that a south Moabite late Iron I polity 
(and later the Northern Kingdom under the Omrides) dominated transportation of copper to the 
north via the King’s Highway on the Transjordanian plateau.

8 Quantitative breakdowns of wheel-made and handmade vessels were calculated from Cohen 
and Cohen-Amin 2004: Tables 3–5. Note that the counts in these tables do not match the totals 
given in ibid.: Table 2, though the deviation is negligible (1–2%).


