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A BURIAL CAVE OF THE LATE CHALCOLITHIC AND EARLY BRONZE AGE |
AT MIDRAKH ‘Oz, WESTERN JEZREEL VALLEY

NIMROD GETZOV, YOSSI NAGAR AND ANAT COHEN-WEINBERGER
(PP. 21%-46%)

Remains of a natural cave that was used for
burial were exposed in the course of road
construction north of Moshav Midrakh ‘Oz
(Figs. 1, 2; map ref. NIG 21542/72288). Four
strata were identified (Fig. 3). Strata IV and II
contain finds from the Late Chalcolithic and
Early Bronze I periods respectively; Strata I
and III were sterile. The majority of the finds
comprise pottery vessels from both occupation
periods, as well as skeletal remains of
approximately 50 individuals.

Stratum IV (Plan 1) contained ossuary
fragments (Figs. 4, 5, 11), V-shaped bowls and
other pottery vessels (Figs. 6, 12), a flint blade
(Figs. 5, 13) and beads. Next to the ossuaries
were large concentrations of fragmented skull-
crowns, teeth and post-cranial bones of at least
25 individuals. The burials were of children
and adults. The youngest individual is about
4 years old; no infants were found. On a rock-
step at the southern part of the cave (L180) a
hewn hard limestone, seemingly a tombstone,
was found (Fig. 7), and next to it was a
rectangular plaque of carefully polished, pink
stone (Figs. 7, 14).

Stratum II (Plan 2; Figs. 3, 8) comprised a large
quantity of fieldstones, some of them arranged
in a row. It is impossible to determine if the
stones served as a partition of the cave or if
they display a random layout. Since most of
the stones are different from the soft limestone
(girton) of the cave, it is plausible that they
were brought in as part of the local burial
customs. A long rectangular stone stood out
(Fig. 8, 9). It may have originated in Stratum
IV, where perhaps it functioned as a tombstone.
The finds included pottery vessels (Figs 10,

15-18), a clay disk (Fig. 19:1), beads (Fig
19:2-7), sickle blades (Figs. 20, 21), remains
of a dagger and human bones. Skeletal remains
included fragments of skull-crowns, teeth and
post-cranial bones of at least 24 individuals,
infants, children, and adults of both sexes.

This is the first Chalcolithic burial cave to
be found in the Jezreel Valley, and it shows
considerable resemblance to other Late
Chalcolithic burial sites in central and northern
Israel. All are natural caves in regions of
limestone and soft limestone, all located outside
settlements. A large number of individuals were
buried in the cave, most of them in ossuaries;
tombstones were sometimes placed next to the
ossuaries. The predominant finds in the caves
are the V-shaped bowls; here, this is the only
pottery type.

The cave was reused during EB I. Most
of the pottery dates to EB IA, and a small
portion, to EB IB. The cave joins the small
number of known burial caves from northern
Israel and Samaria that date to this period. The
EB I burial caves have a number of common
characteristics: they were initially hewn for
burial, only rarely were natural caves from the
Chalcolithic period reused; and they are always
outside settlements (only infant burials in jars
were found within settlements). The artifact
assemblages are similar, and can be divided
into two distinct groups: ritual and utilitarian
vessels. Some of the caves contained a large
number of fieldstones that were brought from
elsewhere, but only in a few of them were the
stones arranged in a row. The tombstones that
were found in the cave at Midrakh ‘Oz are
probably not of the same period as the burials,
since stone markers were not used for burial
purposes at that time.
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The frequency of the pottery types, with the
exception of chalices, is very similar in burial
caves and settlements; therefore, it is impossible
to determine if the vessels were preordained
for burial purposes, or were removed from the
household. Moreover, petrographic analysis
of the pottery vessels from the cave and from
Mishmar Ha-‘Emeq indicates that the chalices
and the gray burnished ware vessels were
manufactured from the same raw materials, and
were fired under identical conditions.

Reuse of Chalcolithic burial caves in EB
IA is rare, and so far has been identified only
at Midrakh ‘Oz and Sha‘ar Efrayim. In both
sites, there is a clear distinction between the
burial customs of the two periods: the caves
were prepared for reuse, but the skeletons were
not disturbed. In both sites, there is a clear
demographic difference between the buried
population of the two periods: infants younger
than 3 years were found in EB I burials, but not
in Chalcolithic ones. The absence of infants
in Chalcolithic cemeteries has been widely
discussed in the literature, and was identified as
an important cultural signifier.

The fact that burial caves were prepared
for reuse, and that there was an intentional
separation between the Early Bronze Age
burials and the previous ones, indicates a new
population. This supports the assumption that
the transition from the Chalcolithic to the
Bronze Age in northern Israel was accompanied
by a large-scale exchange of population.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Remains of the cave prior to excavation,
looking southwest.

Fig. 2. Section of the cave fills, looking south.
Fig. 3. Location map of sites mentioned in the
report.

Fig. 4. Central space, with Stratum IV ossuary
fragments, looking east.

Fig. 5. Ossuary fragments and flint blade,
looking north.

Plan 1. Stratum IV, Late Chalcolithic period.
Fig. 6. Bowls near cave wall, looking south.
Fig. 7. Tombstone and polished plaque, looking
west.

Fig. 8. Stratum II, center of cave, looking west.
Fig. 9. Stratum II, long rectangular stone
(tombstone?) and amphoriskus, looking north.
Plan 2. Stratum II, Early Bronze Age 1.

Fig. 10. Stratum II, in situ pottery and skeletal
remains, looking southeast.

Fig. 11. Ossuary fragments from Stratum IV.
Fig. 12. V-shaped bowls from Stratum IV.

Fig. 13. Flint blade from Stratum IV.

Fig. 14. Polished plaque from Stratum IV.

Fig. 15. Chalices from Stratum II.

Fig. 16. Chalices and a bowl from Stratum II.
Fig. 17. Bowls and amphoriskoi from Stratum II.
Fig. 18. Juglets from Stratum II.

Fig. 19. Miscellaneous from Stratum II.

Fig. 20. Sickle blades from Stratum II.

Fig. 21. Sickle blades from Stratum II.
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