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The study of Byzantium in the regions of historic Palestine and the Transjordan is
intimately bound to the development of Biblical Archaeology as a discipline and set
of methodological practices. As North American and European explorers throughout
the nineteenth century enthusiastically embraced the identification and excavation of
sites linked to the Bible, their encounters with the region’s early Christian past, repre-
sented by the excavation and survey of its network of late Roman (termed ‘Byzantine’)
churches, were inexorably interwoven with the efforts of institutions such as the
Palestine Exploration Fund and the École Biblique to experience and recover the lost
landscapes of biblical history.1

1See the examples in JoanTaylor, Christians and theHoly Places: TheMyth of Jewish ChristianOrigins (Oxford,
1993; rev. edn 2003). For broader studies of Biblical Archaeology and its methodological turns, see Nadia
Abu El-Haj, Facts on the Ground: Archaeological Practice and Territorial Self-Fashioning in Israeli Society (Chicago,
2001); Nadia Abu El-Haj, ‘Producing (Arti) Facts: Archaeology and Power during the British Mandate
of Palestine’, Israel Studies 7 (2002), 33–61; Elena D. Corbett, Competitive Archaeology in Jordan: Narrating

Identities from the Ottomans to the Hashemites (Austin, TX, 2014); Eric Cline, Biblical Archaeology: A Very Short

Introduction (Oxford and New York, 2009); Andrea Gabellini, L’Italia e l’assetto della Palestina (1916–1924)

(Florence, 2000); Haim Goren, Mapping the Holy Land: The Foundation of a Scientific Cartography of Palestine

(London and New York, 2017); Haim Goren, ‘The Loss of a Minute is Just so Much Loss of Life’: Edward Robinson

and Eli Smith in the Holy Land (Turnhout, 2020); J. D. M. Green, ‘Archaeology and Politics in the Holy Land:
The Life and Career of P. L. O. Guy’, Palestine Exploration Quarterly, 141 (2009), 167–87; Rachel Haverlock,
River Jordan: The Mythology of a Dividing Line (Chicago, 2011); John James Moscrop,Measuring Jerusalem: The

Palestine Exploration Fund and British interests in the Holy Land (2000); James B. Pritchard, Archaeology and the

Old Testament (Princeton, NJ, 1958); Neil A. Silberman, Digging for God and Country: Exploration, Archaeology

and the Secret Struggle for the Holy Land, 1799–1917 (New York, 1982).
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2 Daniel Reynolds

The two disciplines, as a result, share a common history. In cities such as Jerusalem,
the literary legacies of late Roman patristic writing and pilgrimage accounts of the
‘holy land’ frequently provided archaeologists with a key corpus of sources which
could be utilised in the identification and dating of biblical sites. Accounts of ancient
holy land pilgrimages such as the anonymous Itinerarium Egeriae (dated c. 380) and the
Itinerarium Antonini Placentini (dated 560), were thus enthusiastically mined by archae-
ologists and historians for the topographic information they were believed to provide
about the location of biblical sites, and their condition in the centuries following
the death of Christ. Even the most cursory analyses of the histories of excavation in
Jerusalem by the Palestine Exploration Fund in Silwan by Archibald Dickie; at Sion
by Charles Watson; and in Bethesda by John Dalton, are sufficient to demonstrate the
reliance of these early archaeologists and historians on the textual testimonies of early
Christian writers.2

The ambitions of early biblical archaeologists were aided by the growing availabil-
ity of early Christian works in printed editions and translation by the later nineteenth
century. In English, these emerged principally through the efforts of the Palestine
Pilgrims’ Text Society (PPTS). The PPTS was founded in 1884 as a close partner of
the Palestine Exploration Fund, with the view of making such writings in Arabic,
Greek and Latin more accessible to anglophone audiences, and of harnessing their
topographical information for the benefit of biblical studies.3 Christian writings of
the fourth–seventh centuries thus came to be seen a vital link in the chain bridging
nineteenth-century modernity to the distant biblical past.4

Byzantine Studies has proven somewhat slow to recognise the discipline’s intellec-
tual connection to Biblical Archaeology andmore recent critiques of itsmethodologies
which have emerged since the 1960s, spurred by the twin developments of Post-
Processual Archaeology and Postcolonial Theory. Partly, this continues to reflect the
Aegean-Anatolian focus of Byzantine Studies as a broader discipline, and its attendant
streams of historiography, which have often emerged at the expense of recognising
the more diverse reception of the empire’s memory in the Levant and North Africa.5

2J. N. Dalton, ‘Note on the “First Wall” of Ancient Jerusalem and the Present Excavations’, Palestine
Exploration Quarterly, 27 (1895), 26–9; A. C. Dickie, ‘Architectural Notes on Remains of Ancient Church at
Pool of Siloam’, Palestine Exploration Quarterly, 29 (1897), 26–9; Frans Bouwen (ed.), La piscine probatique de

Jésus à Saladin le projet Béthesda (1994– 2010) (Jerusalem, 2011); C. M. Watson, ‘The Traditional Sites on Sion’,
Palestine Exploration Quarterly, 42 (1910), 196–220.

3The opening statement of the Honorary Treasurer and Secretary of the PPTS thus reads: ‘very few
of these Pilgrims have as yet appeared in an English form, and no serious attempt has ever been made
to search the Byzantine and Arab historians and the Early Fathers for their topographical allusions and
illustrations. Many of them, however, give details of the highest importance in matters connected with
the topography of Jerusalem, the positions of the holy sites, etc. It is proposed to begin with the Pilgrims,
to take them one by one, to translate, annotate, and issue them, each separately, and as fast as the funds at
the disposal of the Council will allow’. Aubrey Stewart, The Letter of Paula and Eustochium to Marcella about

the Holy Places (386 A.D.) (1889), ii.
4Titus Tobler and Auguste Molinier, Itinera Hierosolymitana et Descriptiones Terrae Sanctae (Geneva, 1880);

Röhricht Reinhold Bibliotheca geographica Palaestinae (Berlin, 1890). For the translations of the Palestine
Pilgrims Text Society, see John Henry Bernard, The Pilgrimage of S. Silvia of Aquitania to the Holy Places

(circa 385 A.D.), with an appendix by Sir Charles WilliamWilson (1891); John Henry Bernard, (1896), Churches of
Constantine at Jerusalem: Being Translations from Eusebius and the Early Pilgrims (1896).

5Ben Anderson and Mirela Ivanova, Is Byzantine Studies a Colonialist Discipline? Toward a Critical

Historiography (University Park, PA, 2023).

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0080440126100899 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0080440126100899


Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 3

Byzantium, when examined in the context of Greece’s history as a nation-state, is thus
invariably relegated to the position of historiographical victim: overshadowed by the
more positive reception of the ‘classical’ past in the western European imagination.6

Indeed, the intellectual justification for Byzantine Studies as an independent subject
of study since the 1970s has emerged principally (and rightly) through systematic
challenge to perceived ideas of a classical ‘golden age’.7

While critically vital to the development of the discipline, the emphasis on restor-
ingByzantium’s imagewithin the context of Aegean-Anatolianhistoryhas often, albeit
unintentionally, overlooked themore complex reception of the empire in other regions
of the Mediterranean, where its memory was not only more favourably received, but
also closely bound to themechanisms of European colonial rule and territorial fashion-
ing throughout the nineteenth century. In late Ottoman andBritishMandate Palestine,
the more positive reception Byzantium acquired in the eyes of British commenta-
tors – often at odds with negative contemporary appraisals of the empire in other
regions – served as a key tool in the de-legitimisation of Ottoman rule in the region,
and European claims to be the rightful custodians of the land. It remains an impor-
tant reminder that memories of the empire across western European were (and are)
situational and sensitive to the needs of individual regional and political contexts.

The purpose of this article is to present a single case study from the region of his-
toric Palestine and the Transjordan, notably the Negev/Naqab Desert, southern Israel.
Through this case study, the article explores the reception of Byzantium as an his-
toric idea in the eyes of European and North American commentators. The following
article has two principal aims. One, to demonstrate the utility of applying the same
critical lessons gleaned from Biblical Archaeology to recognising Byzantine Studies’
own systemic connection to European (notably British) colonialism and state building
in the region from the late Ottoman period, until the ending of the British Mandate
of Palestine in 1948.8 The second aim is to provoke a more nuanced assessments of
Byzantine Studies’ own relationship to systems of European colonial rule, and themore
complex reception of the empire beyond its Aegean heartlands.

Rather than a marginal discipline within the broader field of Syro-Palestinian
archaeology, the development of Byzantine Archaeology in Palestine throughout
the nineteenth century was closely bound to wider strategies of map-making, bor-
der definition and urban development in Palestine which were to define European
interventions in the region for over a century. It is a subject which, as a result, has

6For recent synthesis and further bibliography, which reflect the critical turn in Byzantine Studies
after 1970 and recent studies of its early modern reception, see Marie-France Auzépy, Byzance en Europe

(Vincennes, 2003); Averil Cameron, Byzantine Matters (Princeton, NJ, 2014); Jean-Claude Cheynet, Byzance,
l’Empire romain d’Orient (Paris, 2001); Falko Daim, Byzanz: Historisch-kulturwissenschaftliches Handbuch

(Stuttgart, 2016); Alain Ducellier, Byzanz, das Reich und die Stadt (Frankfurt and New York, 1990); Anthony
Kaldellis, Byzantium Unbound (Leeds, 2019); André Guillou, La Civilisation byzantine (Arthaud, 1990): Peter
Sarris, Byzantium: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, 2015).

7See also the important qualifications in Arietta Papaconstantinou, ‘Byzantine andWesternNarratives:
A Dialogue of Empires’, in Is Byzantine Studies a Colonialist Discipline?, ed. B. Anderson and M. Ivanova
(University Park, PA., 2023), 111–20, and Raphael Greenberg and Yannis Hamilakis, Archaeology, Nation
and Race: Confronting the Past, Decolonizing the Future in Greece and Israel (Cambridge, 2022).

8These regions now encompass Israel, Palestine, Jordan, as well parts of Egypt Lebanon and southern
Syria.
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much to contribute to specialists of other disciplines in understanding the develop-
ment and expansion of archaeological research within the region, and its relationship
to systems of colonial rule.

The discussion which follows outlines the particular treatment of the Byzantine
past in two principal projects: the Wilderness of Zin Survey, undertaken by Leonard
Woolley and Thomas Edward Lawrence in the Negev Desert between January and
February 1914, and the Colt archaeological expedition led by Harris Dunscome Colt
between 1934 and 1937.9 In particular, this study will explore the reception of the
Byzantine past by both projects, and how their specific focus on agricultural terracing
and water infrastructure (identified as ‘Byzantine-period’) shaped subsequent archae-
ological activity in the region throughout the period of Mandate rule. Those projects,
and their attendant results, in turn, exercised considerable influence over archae-
ological investigation following the foundation of Israel in 1948, and the particular
interests of the early Israeli state in agricultural management and desert greening.10

These are intellectual legacies, as this article will show, which continue to resonate in
more recent critical approaches to the desert’s Byzantine past.

Defining the Byzantine Negev

Despite its relatively marginal status within the broader superstructure of the
Byzantine Empire at its sixth-century territorial extent, the Negev Desert remains one
of the most extensively explored rural regions of the former Byzantine world in terms
of the intensity of excavation and survey, and the volume of publication which has
emerged over two centuries of historical enquiry.11 As one of the former Byzantine

9LeonardWoolley and Thomas Edward Lawrence, TheWilderness of Zin (1915) and the reissued edition in
LeonardWoolley and Thomas Edward Lawrence, TheWilderness of Zin (1936) which reflected its continued
popularity into the 1930s. The 1936 edition featured an opening address by Frederick Kenyon, but was
not an undated, second edition.

10Overviews in Elizabeth R. Williams, ‘Cultivating Empires: Environment, Expertise, and Scientific
Agriculture in Late Ottoman and French Mandate Syria’ (PhD thesis, Georgetown University, 2015); R.
El-Eini, ‘British Forestry Policy in Mandate Palestine, 1929–48’,Middle Eastern Studies, 35 (1999), 72–155; R.
El-Eini, ‘The Implementation of British Agricultural Policy in Palestine in the 1930s’,Middle Eastern Studies,
32 (1996), 211–50; R. El-Eini,Mandated Landscape: British Imperial Rule in Palestine, 1929–1948 (NewYork, 2006).

11For the most recent studies, with further bibliography, see G. Avni, N. Porat, and Y. Avni,
‘Byzantine–Early Islamic Agricultural Systems in the Negev Highlands: Stages of Development as
Interpreted through OSL Dating’, Journal of Field Archaeology, 38 (2013), 332–46; G. Bar-Oz et al., ‘Ancient
Trash Mounds Unravel Urban Collapse a Century before the End of Byzantine Hegemony in the Southern
Levant’, Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 116 (2019), 8239–48; D. Fuks, G. Bar-Oz, Y. Tepper,
T. Erickson-Gini, D. Langgut, L. Weissbrod, and E. Weiss, ‘The Rise and Fall of Viticulture in the Late
Antique Negev Highlands Reconstructed from Archaeobotanical and Ceramic Data’, Proceedings of the

National Academy of Sciences, 117 (2020), 19780–91; Y. G. Hirschfeld, ‘Social Aspects of the Late Antique
Village of Shivta’, Journal of Roman Archaeology 16 (2003), 395–408; D. Langgut et al., ‘Environment and
Horticulture in the Byzantine Negev Desert, Israel: Sustainability, Prosperity and Enigmatic Decline’,
Quaternary International, 593 (2021), 160–77; S. Lantos, G. Bar-Oz and G. Gambash, ‘Wine from the Desert:
Late-Antique Negev Viniculture and the Famous Gaza Wine’, Near Eastern Archaeology, 83 (2020), 56–64; G.
Ruffini, ‘Village Life and Family Power in Late Antique Nessana’, Transactions of the American Philological

Association, 141 (2011), 201–25; Y. Tepper, ‘Soil Improvement and Agricultural Pesticides in Antiquity:
Examples from Archaeological Research in Israel’, in Middle East Garden Traditions: Unity and Diversity.

Colloquium on the History of Landscape Architecture XXXI, ed. M. Conan (Washington, DC, 2007), 41–52; Y.
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Figure 1. Map of the north and central Negev during the Byzantine period.

Empire’s few natural deserts, it is, environmentally speaking, wholly unrepresenta-
tive of the natural conditions once encountered by the majority of its rural and urban
populations. The level of interest the Negev has received – particularly regarding its
past agricultural use – is largely a result of modern political concerns, shaped by the
region’s changing significance in the histories of empire and statecraft since the early
nineteenth century. Over the past two centuries scholarly attention has, for the most
part, concentrated on the network of monumental village settlements (erroneously,
but significantly, termed ‘cities’), which span the northern and central areas of the
modern Negev, stretching from the former ancient settlement of Birosaba (modern
Beersheba) in the north, to the southern settlement of Nessana (Auja Hafir/Nitzana),
located on the current border between Egypt and Israel (Figure 1)

By the late Roman period, the region lay within the provincial boundaries of
Palaestina Salutaris, with its metropolitan capital at Petra (now Jordan), which
encompassed the Negev, the Sinai Peninsula and the Wadi Rum, in the southern
Transjordan (Figure 2).12

As an environmental space, the Negev forms part of the western extension of the
Arabian desert ecosystem; in Beersheba characterised by high levels of aridity (around
200 mm of rainfall per annum) and a mean temperature range of 14°C–25°C.13 The

Tepper, N. Porat and G. Bar-Oz, ‘Sustainable Farming in the Roman-Byzantine Period: Dating an Advanced
Agriculture System Near the Site of Shivta, Negev Desert, Israel’, Journal of Arid Environments, 177 (2020),
1–20; Y. Tepper et al., ‘Pigeon-Raising and Sustainable Agriculture at the Fringe of the Desert: A View from
the Byzantine Village of Sa’adon, Negev, Israel’, Levant, 50 (2018), 1–23.

12Y. Dan, ‘Palaestina Salutaris (Tertia) and Its Capital’, Israel Exploration Journal, 32 (1982), 134–7.
13P. Vaiglova, G. Hartman, N. Marom, A. Ayalon, M. Bar-Matthews, T. Zilberman, G. Yasur, M. Buckley, R.

Bernstein, Y. Tepper, L. Weissbrod, T. Erickson-Gini, and G. Bar-Oz, ‘Climate Stability and Societal Decline
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Figure 2. Map of the former Byzantine provinces of Palaestina Prima, Secunda and Salutaris, and Arabia in c. 600.

popular archaeological concept of the ‘Byzantine Negev’ is thus something of a mod-
ern misnomer, born from the effects of the Taba Crisis, eventually leading to the
1906 Sinai transfer to Egyptian control, and the establishment of the Emirate of the
Transjordan in 1922, which effectively annexed the Negev as a bounded territorial
entity.14 Prior to the early twentieth century, definitions of the region were compara-
bly looser; in Arabic, the desert expansewas usually referred to by themore ambiguous

on the Margins of the Byzantine Empire in the Negev Desert’, Scientific Reports, 10 (2020), 1512, 1–13, c
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-020-58360-5.

14The Taba Crisis was a dispute between the Ottoman Empire and British Empire over the
Egypt–Ottoman boundary near Taba. A boundary was agreed in 1906, securing British control of Egypt
and access to the Suez Canal. See Gideon Biger, The Boundaries of Modern Palestine, 1840–1947 (2004), 25–40,
G. R.Warburg, ‘The Sinai Peninsula Borders, 1906–47’, Journal of Contemporary History, 14 (1979), 677–92. On
the Negev’s omission from contemporary views of Palestine around 1940, see Gideon Biger, The Boundaries
of Modern Palestine, 1840–1947 (2004), 13–15 and Beshara Doumani Rediscovering Palestine: Merchants and

Peasants in Jabal Nablus, 1700–1900 (1995).
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term ‘an-Naqab’ (literally the mountain pass), and in earlier Byzantine sources as ‘érē-
mos’ (literally ‘desert’ or ‘wilderness’), neither of which appear to have corresponded
to the contemporary geographical borders of the Negev Desert.15 As has long been
recognised by earlier studies, archaeologists, in their efforts to chart and survey the
region, emerged as key brokers in the formalisation of the Egyptian–Ottoman border
and British efforts to secure strategic control of the Suez Canal.

The historical context of the Zin Survey, 1806–1914

Western European exploration of the Negev Desert, including its ‘desert cities’, can be
first traced to the activities of the Swiss explorer Ulrich Seetzen, whose visit to Auja
Hafir and Subeita (Shivta) in 1807 was later documented in his accounts of his trav-
els across Syria-Palestine and Egypt, which appeared in 1856.16 Subsequent journeys
to the region by the English explorer Frederick Henniker (1820) and the US biblical
scholar Edward Robinson (1838) contributed further to European and North American
awareness of the ‘Negev cities’ in the succeeding decades.17 Consistentwith their inter-
ests as Protestant theologians and scholars of the Bible, their early encounterswith the
Negev were framed by prevailing concerns to reconstruct and document the route of
the Israelite exodus from Egypt.18 Descriptions of the Negev desert cities and obser-
vations of their Byzantine past were accordingly brief. They were often limited to
occasional references to the ruins of churches (often stripped of their Roman identity
and defined as ‘Greek’), while noting that their presence alluded to the former wealth
and vitality of the region, which was frequently juxtaposed against the desertified
landscapes of the nineteenth-century present.

Such ideas of prosperity, encouraged by knowledge of the Bible’s descriptions of
Palestine as a ‘land of milk and honey’, were to become recurrent motifs in European
commentary about theNegev in later decades.19Nevertheless, theNegev remained rel-
atively peripheral to the early development of archaeological research in Palestine –
both biblical and Byzantine – as efforts concentrated on what were perceived as the
more fruitful areas of Jerusalem and central Palestine, which bore more overt connec-
tion to biblical memory.20 Archaeological interest in the Negev was not to experience
a resurgence until the late 1860s and did so primarily due to two crucial geopolitical
developments which brought the region to the attention of the British government.

15See, for example, the Ps. Nilos’s Narrations which describe the region simply as ‘érēmos’: Ps. Nilos,
Narratio 3.1, ed. F. Conca, Nilus Ancyranus, Narratio (Bibliotheca Teubneriana, Leipzig: 1983), 12., trans.
Daniel Caner, History and Hagiography from the Late Antique Sinai (Liverpool, 2010), 94.

16Ulrich Seetzen, Reisen durch Syrien, Palästina, Phönicien, die Transjordan- länder, Arabia Petraea und Unter-

Aegypten, iii (Berlin, 1856), 40–3.
17Frederick Henniker, Notes, during a Visit to Egypt, Nubia, the Oasis, Mount Sinai, and Jerusalem (1823),

252–7; Edward Robinson, Biblical Researches in Palestine and Adjacent Countries, i (Boston, MA, 1841),
283–7. Robinson’s visit to Auja (recorded as ‘Aujeh) occurred on 11 April 1838: Robinson, Biblical
Researches, 283. Robinson assumed that the ruins of Auja, which were those of Abdeh/Oboda.

18Edward Palmer, The Desert of the Exodus: Journeys on Foot in the Wilderness of the Forty Years’ Wanderings:

Undertaken in Connexion with the Ordnance Survey of Sinai, and the Palestine Exploration Fund (1871), 1.
19Tamar Novick, Milk and Honey: Technologies of Plenty in the Making of a Holy Land (Cambridge, MA,

2023), 1–14; J. Broich, ‘British Water Policy in Mandate Palestine: Environmental Orientalism and Social
Transformation’, Environment and History, 19 (2013), 255–81.

20Silberman, Digging for God, 63–112.
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The first was the expansion of European colonial interventions across Asia. For Britain,
this was to culminate in the establishment of crown rule in India in 1858, which
served to bolster the importance of south Asian markets to its expanding industrial
economy.21 The second, related, development was the construction of the Suez Canal
between 1859 and 1869, which revolutionised European commercial access to the
Indian Ocean via the Red Sea trade route.22

Oneeffect of this broader geopolitical alignmentwas the renewed importance of the
Negev and Sinai as strategic land corridors connecting theMediterranean basin to the
Red Sea; this was to be heightened by the British annexation of Egypt and foundation
of the Khedivate in 1882, which placed the Negev at the frontier between British and
Ottoman territories in the Suez corridor.23

British concerns tomonitor access to the Suez Canalwere characterised by renewed
endeavours to acquire further information about the Negev to meet its emerging
strategic importance as a land corridor between British and Ottoman territory. An
effort to survey and map the region, in accordance with the methodologies and stan-
dards of the Ordnance Survey, was undertaken in 1867 by Edward Palmer and Charles
WilliamWilson (anofficer of theRoyal Engineers), as part of the Survey of Sinai Project.
This was one of a series of surveys steered by the Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF),
including the better-known Survey of Western Palestine (SWP) and the abandoned
Eastern Survey of Palestine (ESP) led by Claude Reignier Conder.24

Consistent with the prevailing methodologies of Biblical Archaeology, the Sinai
Survey’s perception of the Negev was rooted within the intellectual framework of the
biblical exodus, although it went much further than previous surveys in its attention
to the Negev’s Byzantine past.25 Palmer andWilson’s survey of the Negev villages took
place over the course of February 1870, when the survey team made a visit to the
sites of Auja Hafir (described as ‘El Aujeh’) and Sbeita, and embarked upon a struc-
tural survey of the site, making note of their ruined churches and fortifications, and
charting evidence for their former agricultural prosperity.26 One innovative feature

21See D. R. Appleyard, ’The Terms of Trade between the United Kingdom and British India, 1858–1947’,
Economic Development and Cultural Change, 54 (2006), 635–54 and D. Washbrook, ’The Indian Economy and
the British Empire’, in India and the British Empire, ed. D. M. Peers and N. Gooptu (Oxford, 2012), 44–79 with
further references. For British recognition of its importance, see Moscrop,Measuring Jerusalem, 119.

22For an overview, with further references, see S. Morewood, ‘Prelude to the Suez Crisis: The Rise and
Fall of British Dominance over the Suez Canal, 1869–1956’, in Reassessing Suez 1956: New Perspectives on the

Crisis and its Aftermath, ed. S. C. Smith (Aldershot and Burlington, VT, 2008), 13–34, esp. 13–19.
23M. E. Fletcher, ‘The Suez Canal and World Shipping, 1869–1914’, Journal of Economic History, 18 (1958),

556–73, A. G. Hopkins, ‘The Victorians and Africa: A Reconsideration of the Occupation of Egypt, 1882’,
Journal of African History, 27 (1986), 364–70; R. Owen, The Middle East in the World Economy 1800–1914 (New
York, 1981), 122–52.

24Silberman, Digging for God; Daniel Foliard, Dislocating the Orient: British Maps and theMaking of the Middle

East, 1854–1921 (Chicago, 2017); Burke O. Long, Imagining the Holy Land: Maps, Models, and Fantasy Travels

(Bloomington, IA, 2002), Haim Goren et al.,Mapping the Hold Land: The Foundation of Scientific Cartography of

Palestine (2017) and LynMeskell, ‘Oxford Intelligence’, in Sentient Archaeologies: Global Perspectives on Places,

Objects and Practice. Essays in Honour of Chris Gosden, ed. C. Nimura, R. O’Sullivan, and R. Bradley (Oxford and
Philadelphia, 2023), 257–63.

25Palmer, The Desert of the Exodus, 2–3.
26Ibid., 359–91.
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of the Sinai Survey’s approach to the Negev, however, was the emphasis it placed
on the identification and mapping of agricultural terracing and water infrastructure:
‘Their gardens (which may still be seen covering the plain around the city) were fruit-
ful and well-kept, and the hills all around were covered with orchards of apples and
pomegranates, and terraces of clustering vines’.27

Combined with Palmer’s erroneous identification of the Negev villages as ‘cities’,
the Survey’s interest in mapping evidence for the region’s agricultural use became
inevitably linked to ideas of an historic age of productivity, and its later decline under
the governance of the Ottomans and Arab Bedouin:

To call him [a Bedouin] a ‘son of the desert’ is a misnomer; half the desert owes
its existence to him, andmany a fertile plain fromwhich he has driven its useful
and industrious inhabitants becomes in his hands, like the ‘South Country’ [the
Negev], a parched and barren wilderness.28

Wells of solid masonry, fields and gardens compassed round about with goodly
walls, every sign of human industry, was there; but only the empty names and
stony skeleton of civilisation remained, to tell of what the country once had
been. There stood the ancient towns, still called by their ancient names, but not
a living thing was to be seen, save when a lizard glided over the crumbling walls,
or screech-owls flitted through the lonely streets.29

In invoking the images of the Negev’s abandoned towns, emptied of its human
population and inhabited by screech owls, Palmer and Wilson’s descriptions evi-
dently drew to mind the biblical accounts of Isaiah 34 and Zephaniah 2, which
describe the judgement and desolation of Edom. Histories of ‘urban’ decline within
the Negev were, through this association, similarly attributed to the failings of its
inhabitants.30

It has been well established in earlier studies that the results of the PEF surveys
anticipated wider interests in agricultural management and environmental greening
in Palestine, which emerged in the wake of the First Aliyah and efforts by early Zionist
organisations to identify land suitable for Jewish settlement. Within the Negev, those
ideas were not to provoke a more interventionist response in the form of agricultural
and urban development until decades later, although plans to establish a Jewish colony
in the Negev were articulated as early as 1883 in the writings of Zalman David Levotin.
Although briefly surveyed to ascertain its suitability for Jewish settlement in two early
expeditions – one in 1903 by Hibbat Zion and another by the Palestine Office in 1910 –
the Negev remained fairly marginal to the interests of Zionist groups and planned
settlement until the mid-1930s.31

27Ibid., 375.
28Ibid., 297.
29Ibid., 392.
30On the broader impact of thismodel, see N. Asher Silberman, ‘Desolation and Restoration: The Impact

of a Biblical Concept on Near Eastern Archaeology’, Biblical Archaeologist, 54 (1991), 76–87.
31R. Kark, ‘Jewish Frontier Settlement in The Negev, 1880–1948: Perception and Realization’, Middle

Eastern Studies, 17 (1981), 334–56, esp. 337.
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By 1899, tensions between the British and Ottoman empires over the Negev fron-
tier had nonetheless escalated sufficiently to provokemore systematic intervention by
the Ottoman government in Istanbul, which embarked on a process of planned reset-
tlement of the region, and programmes of sedenterisation and fiscal reform among
the region’s Bedouin populations.32 Although initially focused on Beersheba, by 1908
Ottoman efforts had extended to Auja Hafir itself. This was granted the status of a
regional kaza and furnished with a railway station, a military garrison and hospital
(the latter two buildings constructed over the Byzantine fortifications on the settle-
ment’s tel), as part of a series of efforts to monitor the emerging frontier and uphold
centralised control over its Arab-Bedouin populations.33

TheWilderness of Zin Survey (1914)

By the spring of 1914, with the prospect of a German–Ottoman alliance threatening
British access to the Suez Canal, tensions had escalated sufficiently for renewed calls
for a survey to update the earlier publications of Edward Palmer and provide military
intelligence of the region for the British state. Within this context, the Wilderness of
Zin project was conceived, officially led by the archaeologist Leonard Woolley (then
known for his work at Carchemish) and Thomas Edward Lawrence, shortly before
his posting to the Arab Intelligence Bureau in Cairo.34 While officially an archae-
ological survey supported by the resources of the Palestine Exploration Fund, the
project’s status as a covert military operation, backed by funding and authorisation
from the British War Office, has been well noted by subsequent studies of the sur-
vey.35 Over the course of January–February 1914, Lawrence and Woolley retraced the
steps of the Palmer exhibition, including a visit to the sites of Auja Hafir and Subeita,
which were also explicitly labelled in the report as ‘desert cities’ or ‘desert towns’.36

Reflecting its origins in military surveillance, the Zin Survey’s reception of Byzantium
was shaped by the prevailing British interest in the region’s suitability for human
habitation and defence. This may be seen in the Survey’s meticulous charting of
ancient water installations, agricultural terracing and fortifications, which Woolley
and Lawrence attributed to direct Byzantine imperial intervention.37 For Woolley and
Lawrence, the abandoned, ruined, landscapes of the Negev cities were to be seen as a
consequence of political failure, rather than environmental change. In visual terms,
developing ideas of desolation and neglect under Bedouin rule were reinforced by the
photographs which accompanied the publication of the Zin results in 1914. Images of
the abandoned ruins of the ‘Byzantine’ churches of Sobata and Auja Hafir, set against

32R. Kark and S. J. Frantzmann, ‘The Negev: Land, Settlement, the Bedouin and Ottoman and British
Policy 1871–1948’, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 39 (2012), 53–77; S. K. Frantzman and R. Kark,
‘Bedouin Settlement in Late Ottoman and British Mandatory Palestine: Influence on the Cultural and
Environmental Landscape, 1870–1948’, NewMiddle Eastern Studies, 1 (2011), 1–24; R. S. Fischel and R. Kark,
‘Sultan Abdülhamid II and Palestine: Private Lands and Imperial Policy’, New Perspectives on Turkey, 39
(2008), 129–66.

33H. Dunscombe Colt, ‘Introduction’ in Excavations in Nessana I, ed. Harris Dunscombe Colt (1962), 1–24.
34Moscrop,Measuring Jerusalem, 5–125, 193–213.
35Ibid.
36Woolley and Lawrence, The Wilderness of Zin, 89–147.
37Ibid.
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depopulated desert scenes, further stressed the juxtaposition between the Negev’s
urbanised Byzantine past and its empty present, replicating approaches applied to the
photography of other archaeological sites in the same period.38

In advancing the theory of human causation, the results of the Zin Survey presented
a direct intellectual challenge to the prevailing theories of Ellsworth Huntingdon,
whose earlier work, published in Palestine and its Transformation (1911), had attributed
the desert conditions of the Negev to irreversible environmental change, and argued
against the possibility of replicating the level of ‘urban’ density which was understood
to be characteristic of the Byzantine period.39

They [the terraces and gardens] were manifestly intended for more intensive
agriculture, for olive groves, vineyards, orchards, or vegetable gardens. Today,
except for the few tiny gardens watered by the gasoline pump at Beersheba, no
trace of such plants is found in the Negeb, unless it be one or two grapevines
which the officials of Aujeh have nursed through the droughts. General agricul-
ture in the Negeb is today absolutely out of the question.40

Drawing upon the estimations of JohnWhitting, then US deputy consul for Jerusalem,
Huntingdon’s study was also among the first in its attempts to calculate the historic
populations of theNegev’s ancient settlements – establishing a statisticalmethodology
which was to be replicated in appraisals of the Byzantine period until the 1980s:

Khalasa had about 10,000 people, Ruheibeh 3000 to 4000, Aujeh 6000 to 7000, Es
Beita 10,000 to 12,000, Abdeh 8000, Birain 8000. Of course these are only rough
estimates, but they are conservative. They do not include all the ruins, nor do
they take account of the large population which clearly dwelt outside the cities.
As they stand, they indicate a population of 45,000 to 50,000 people in the main
towns, as compared with less than a thousand to-day.41

Huntingdon’s understanding ofNegevdesertificationwas essentially framedbyhis use
of the concept of Economic Absorptive Capacity: in origin, a climatically determinist
theory, which rejected the premise of humanity’s ability to circumvent the challenges
of environmental change, and which upheld the belief that natural environments
were only capable of sustaining a finite population level.42 The British government,
seeking to limit further Jewish immigration to Palestine in the wake of the second
Aliyah, found within Huntingdon’s work an intellectual and scientific justification for
the response and opposition to political Zionism among opposing members of the
government.43

38M. Brusius and T. Rico, ‘Counter-archives as Heritage Justice: Photography, Invisible Labor and
Peopled ruins’, Journal of Visual Culture, 22 (2023), 64–92.

39Ellsworth Huntingdon, Palestine and its Transformation (Boston and New York, 1911).
40Ibid., 125.
41Ibid., 127.
42On the application of the theory to Palestine and its political uses, see S. Reichman et al., ‘The

Absorptive Capacity of Palestine, 1882–1948’,Middle Eastern Studies, 33 (1997), 338–61.
43Great Britain, Public Record Office, Cab. 24/24, Aug. 23, 1917.
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The conclusions of the Zin Survey, inspired by the material remains of ‘Byzantine’
agricultural terracing, water infrastructure and former ‘cities’, offered a direct chal-
lenge to the Huntingdon theory. By upholding the view of climatic continuity over
millennia, Lawrence and Woolley’s explanation turned to more human causes to
explain the decline and eventual abandonment of the Negev villages. Neglect, caused
by weak Ottoman governance and incapable Arab-Bedouin populations, was instead
implicated in the creation of the desert landscapes they encountered within the Zin
wilderness.

Our opinion is that, broadly speaking, these climatic conditions have always been
the same, and that any agricultural prosperity the desert has knownwas not due
to any change in them but to the greater adaptability of the then inhabitants
…We believe that today with ordinary methods of dry farming, the Negev could
be made as fertile as it ever was in Byzantine times; only, with so many better
parts of the world’s surface waiting to be reclaimed, it is not worthwhile.44

These ideas were to be reiterated in the preface to the reissue of the Zin Survey in 1936,
composed by the former president of the British School of Archaeology in Jerusalem,
Frederick Kenyon. As Kenyon put it, ‘Byzantine government, in spite of the most
unfavourable circumstances of sand and climate, was able to spread over thewhole dis-
trict a veneer of settled civilisation, of which the remains are everywhere discernible
to this day.’45 Such value systems are to be seen more explicitly in the descriptions
employed within the survey itself, whereby ancient systems of agricultural terracing
and irrigations (frequently labelled as ‘Byzantine’) were juxtaposed against the con-
temporary ‘feeble’ structures of the Bedouin.46 Byzantium as an historical idea and
imperial model was thus placed directly within prevailing debates across late Ottoman
Palestine over the question of demographic change.

British reception of Woolley and Lawrence’s results remained relatively lukewarm
following the publication of the Zin Survey in 1915 and were not to receive more
widespread recognition among British officials until its republication in 1936, a decade
after the establishment of the British Mandate.47 Nevertheless, its view of Byzantine
rule as a period of territorial stability and economic vitality established the concep-
tual framework through which the more intensive archaeological investigations of
the 1930s were to operate. No less importantly, the results of the Zin Survey were
acknowledged by other contemporary observers. Among them were the young David
Ben Gurion and Yitzak Ben Zvi, whose seminal work, first published in Yiddish and
later in Hebrew, Erets Yi ́sroel fergangenhayṭ un gegenṿarṭ (Eretz Yisrael in the Past and
Present), drew upon the findings of the Palestine Exploration Fund surveys, and their
attribution of Negev desertification to Bedouin neglect, in their own arguments for

44Woolley and Lawrence,Wilderness of Zin, 51, 54.
45LeonardWoolley andThomas Edward Lawrence,TheWilderness of Zin (NewYork, 1936), 12–13;Woolley

and Lawrence,Wilderness of Zin, 12–13.
46Woolley and Lawrence,Wilderness of Zin, 53–5.
47Woolley and Lawrence,Wilderness of Zin (1936).
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the creation of a Jewish state.48 Further archaeological challenges to Huntingdon’s
Economic Absorptive Capacity theory were to be expressed by William Albright and
Nelson Glueck throughout the 1920s in their own treatment of the region’s past.49

Such archaeological critiques were mirrored by efforts of contemporary government
agencies to ascertain the suitability of the Negev for further development. Subsequent
surveys undertaken in the Negev after 1918 were also framed by a prevailing interest
in the suitability of the region for high-density settlement. These included proposals
by the New Beersheba Organisation to establish a Jewish settlement at Auja Hafir in
1920, delegations led by Cyril Henriques (a leading specialist on water infrastructure),
and a separate initiative by the United States government in 1926.50

The Colt Expedition to the Negev (1933–1936)

Until this point, the Negev’s Byzantine ‘cities’ had remained peripheral to the inter-
ests of British archaeological enquiry and observation, and it was not until 1933, a
decade after the establishment of the British Mandate and the attendant Department
of Antiquities, that a more systematic appraisal of the region’s Byzantine past was
initiated. This came in the form of two excavation projects led by the American
archaeologist Harris Dunscombe Colt, facilitated by his private wealth, with official
authorisation and logistical support from the British School of Jerusalem. Although
initially focused on the site of Subeita (Shivta, the former Byzantine ‘kome’ of Sobata),
which was abandoned after a single excavation season due to drought, Colt’s atten-
tions were subsequently directed at the site of Auja Hafir (the former Byzantine village
‘kome’ of Nessana), whichwas subject to two seasons of excavation (1935–7).51 Echoing
the earlier sentiments of the Sinai and Wilderness of Zin surveys (both of which were
consulted by Colt in his own reports), Colt’s imagined Byzantine Nessana was framed
by the twin interests of frontier security and agricultural management.52 Today, the
Colt project is better known for its recovery of a cache of sixth- and seventh-century
papyri (around 195 published in total), linked to factions of soldiers and a family
of monastic clergy who were resident within the village between c. 512 and c. 680.
Among those which garnered particular interest were a series of papyri documents
that related to the commercial sale of agricultural yields (notably date fruit) within
the village, and which reaffirmed the belief in the former vitality of the Byzantine
Negev and its capacity to support large-scale agriculture.53 At the initial presentation

48David Ben Gurion and Yitzak Ben Zvi, Erets Yi ́sroel in fergangenhayṭ un gegenṿarṭ: geografye,
geshikhṭe, rekhṭlikhe ferhelṭnise, befelḳerung, landṿirṭshafṭ, handel un indusṭrye (New York, 1918).

49Nelson Glueck, Rivers in the Desert (1959), 7–14; William F. Albright, From the Stone Age to Christianity

(Baltimore, MD, 1940), 131–46.
50R. Kark, ‘Jewish Frontier Settlement in the Negev, 1880–1948: Perception and Realisation’, Middle

Eastern Studies, 17.3 (1981), 334–56, esp. 339–44; R. Kark and S. Fratzmann, ‘The Negev: Land, Settlement,
the Bedouin and Ottoman and British Policy 1871–1948’, British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 39 (2012),
53–77; Joint Palestine Survey Commission, Frank Adams et al., Reports of the Experts Submitted to the Joint

Palestine Survey Commission (Boston, MA, 1928).
51H. Dunscombe Colt, Excavations in Nessana I (1962), vii.
52H. Dunscombe Colt, ‘Discoveries at Auja Hafia: The First Archaeological Talk Broadcast in Palestine at

7 p.m. on Monday, April 6, 1936’, Palestine Exploration Quarterly, 68 (1936), 216–20.
53H. Dunscombe Colt, ‘Who Read Virgil in Zin?’, Classical Journal, 42 (1947), 314–23; Colt, Excavations in

Nessana I; C. J. Kraemer (ed.), Excavations at Nessana III: Non-literary Papyri (Princeton, NJ, 1958). Specific
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of the papyri finds at the 1937 International Congress of Papyrology, the papyri’s edi-
tor Caspar Kraemer (an associate of Colt), explicitly invoked the conclusions of the
earlier Zin Survey, to stress the value of the papyri in recognising the Negev’s former
productivity:

Up to the time of the survey made by Woolley and Lawrence in 1914 the chief
aim of travellers in this dreary region had been the identification of sites with
thewanderings of the Hebrews. The British investigators, however, took account
of the period of greater significance, the latter days of the Roman empire,
when, with a spurt of economic activity, the desert seemed to bloom with the
semblance of a rose.54

Colt himself does not appear to have taken an active personal interest in the ques-
tion of desert greening during his excavation of Auja Hafir, and this may well be
understood as a result of his declared attempts to position the project as politically
neutral and non-partisan.55 Nevertheless, the project’s particular focus on agricultural
management and archaeobotanical finds – somewhat unusually, by the standards of
archaeological methodology at the time, granted separate chapters within the final
report published in 1962 – resonate with the prevailing interests in environmental
greening.56 While Colt remained a self-declared political neutral, the status of the
Auja Hafir project within the broader political context of the Negev in these years
was more complex. Indeed, following the election of Adolf Hitler as German chan-
cellor in 1933, and the legislative persecution of Jews which was to culminate in the
Holocaust in 1941, the question of the potential for the Negev to sustain increased
Jewish immigration was to become an acute concern for Zionist agencies, as well as
the Mandate government in its efforts to curtail tensions among Arab populations.57

The matter of Jewish settlement in the Negev (notably the Beersheba district) had
been raised explicitly within the context of the 1936 Peel Commission and was to be
officially prohibited in 1940 with the issuing of the Land Transfers Regulations by the
BritishHighCommission.58 The associates of the Colt expeditionwere similarly divided

documents from Excavations at Nessana III are henceforth termed P. Colt, followed by the number of the
specific papyrus document. The date sales are attested in P. Colt, 90–1. C. J. Kraemer, (1938), ‘The Colt Papyri
from Palestine’, Actes du Ve Congrès International de Papyrologie: Oxford 3 août–3 septembre 1937, 238–44.

54Kraemer, ‘The Colt Papyri from Palestine’, 238–44, esp. 240.
55J. D. M. Green, ‘Archaeology and Politics in the Holy Land: The Life and Career of P.L.O. Guy’, Palestine

Exploration Quarterly, 141 (2009), 179; PEF/DA/BSAJ/Southern Desert Survey/letter of 30 Nov. 1937.
56P. Mayerson, ‘The Agricultural Regime’, in Colt, Excavations at Nessana I, 211–69; H. Dunscombe Colt,

‘Biological Remains’, ibid., 66–9.
57L. Parsons, ’The Secret Testimony of the Peel Commission (Part I): Underbelly of Empire’, Journal

of Palestine Studies, 49 (2019), 7–24; L. Parsons, ’The Secret Testimony of the Peel Commission (Part II):
Partition’, Journal of Palestine Studies, 49 (2020), 8–25; Report byHisMajesty’s Government in the United Kingdom

of Great Britain and Northern Ireland to the Council of the League of Nations on the Administration of Palestine and

Trans-Jordan For the Year 1933, Article 28; Palestine Royal Commission (Peel Report) 1937: 3.3, 10, Palestine Royal
Commission, (1937).

58Palestine Government (1940) ‘Supplement No.2 to the Palestine Gazette Extraordinary No.
988 of 28 February, 1940’, Yale University, 334–2238, http://sesame.library.yale.edu/fedoragsearch/
ameelreader?page=327&size=1.0&pid=agaz%3A44520, retrieved 15/01/2015.
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in their attitudes to the role of archaeology within these debates over Jewish settle-
ment. While Colt’s own stance to the research remained relatively ambivalent, the
importance of the Byzantine Negev cities to addressing the contemporary interests
in resettlement were actively promoted by some of his associates. Among them was
Phillip Langstaffe Ord Guy, then director of the British School of Jerusalem, who had
authorised the permits for the Colt project and provided personnel for the excavations
during its two seasons. Guy’s explicitly pro-Zionist sentiments, which included public
critiques of the recommendations of the Peel Commission, as well as close association
with several prominent Zionist leaders, have been well noted in earlier studies and are
known to have led to tense relations with Colt during the project.59 Guy himself never
actively participated in the excavations at Auja Hafir, although his own archaeologi-
cal ambitions were to be realised in his own 1937 Survey of the Negev (termed ‘the
Southern Desert’ – essentially an updated campaign of the Wilderness of Zin), which
made use of the expertise of several of Colt’s associates (notably George Kirk), and had
received strong support fromCharles Close, the former head ofMO4, the topographical
information section of the British War Office.60 Although never fully published, the
survey’s particular efforts to map ‘Byzantine’ water installations and agricultural
regimes was clearly shaped by Guy’s active interest in the question of desert greening
and the potential suitability for the Negev settlements to sustain larger contemporary
populations.61

Such ideas found their clearest expression in the preliminary report for the 1937
survey, which proposed dividing the region into agricultural zones ranked by their
potential for regreening and urban development. The ‘Byzantine cities’, including Auja
Hafir, were placed in Zone 1, which Guy identified as having the greatest potential for
future urban growth (Figure 3). These recommendations were partially implemented:
by 1947, proposals to establish a new townatAujaHafir had been formally issued under
the Town Planning Scheme.62

59Green, ’Archaeology and Politics’, 167–87. Letters to the Editor, ’Royal Commission on Palestine’, The
Times, 19 Aug. 1936, 6, 11.

60G. E. Kirk, ‘The Negev, or Southern Desert of Palestine’, Palestine Exploration Quarterly, 73 (1941), 57–71.
61Guy made an earlier visit to Auja Hafir in 1926 for the purposes of producing a special report for the

Director of Lands, M. C. Bennet. On the site, see Israel Antiquities Authority Archive, ATQ-2 095 (19/19).
This coincided with an application made to the Inspector of Antiquities to have the Tel of Auja Hafir
protected as an archaeological site.

62As is clear from the data about the Negev collected by the Palestine Land Development Company
throughout the 1930s, see N. Morag, ‘Water, Geopolitics and State Building: The Case of Israel’, Middle

Eastern Studies, 37 (2001), 179–98. The economic and productive potential of the Negev was also raised
in a letter by David Ben- Gurion, sent to his son Amos, on 5 Oct. 1937. The translation of the letter
remains a controversial issue, aboutwhich see the discussion byG. Ini andD. Van Zile, ‘Journal of Palestine
Studies Compounds its Ben-Gurion Error’, Camera, 9 Apr. 2012, https://www.camera.org/article/journal-
of-palestine-studies-compounds-its-ben-gurion-error/ (accessed 10 Apr. 2023). Nevertheless, the impor-
tance of theNegev to BenGurion’s ideas for the early Israeli state are clear. The importance of theNegev as
productivewas also raised byDavid BenGurion andDavidHorowitz, director of the Economic Department
at the Jewish Agency, at a UN General Assembly meeting held in Jerusalem on 4 July 1947: UNISPAL,
A/364/Add.2 PV.16, 4 July 1947. Guy’s survey of the Negev in 1937 is also notable for its focus on water
infrastructure and the question of its utility to contemporary concerns: PEF Box IIA BSAJ Archive Negeb,
10c. 37.
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Figure 3. Map of the 1937 Negev survey by G. E. Kirk, based on the original published in the Palestine Exploration
Quarterly.The Negev survey divided the region into four zones defined by agricultural potential.

The Byzantine Negev in the post-war period, 1945–1960

WhateverGuy’s ambitionsmayhave been for the development of the ‘Byzantine cities’,
the ideas were not to reach fruition during the final years of Mandate rule. The Colt
project itself, disrupted by the Arab revolt of 1936, the killing of the archaeologist
James Leslie Starkey, and the conscription of its participants into the British and
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US armies during the Second World War, was closed by 1939 and not subsequently
resumed.63 Delayed by the onset of war, the final publication of the Colt papyri and
excavations was also not to appear until over twenty years later. The collapse of the
British Mandate and establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, which also ended
British suzerainty over archaeological research in the region, also contributed to a gen-
eral hiatus in excavation work across the Negev in the decade following 1945. Interest
in the region’s Byzantine past nonetheless continued as the results of the Colt exca-
vations of the 1930s became better known to academics and government agencies
following the publication of the non-literary papyri by Caspar Kraemer in 1958.64 For
the early Israeli governments of David Ben Gurion and Mosche Sharrett, faced with
the challenges of austerity (Tzena), and a nascent state composed of around 60 per
cent natural desert, the utility of the Byzantine past in providing a historic precedent
for desert greening subsequently became expedient in its perceived ability to address
contemporary issues of domestic food sustainability and agricultural development.65

Within this context, established conceptions of the Byzantine ‘desert cities’ of Auja
Hafir, Subeita and Abadah, with their estimated ancient populations calculated into
the tens of thousands, were reimagined as an historic model capable of addressing
the concerns of the post-war period. Under the directorship of Theodor Kollek (then
director general of the PrimeMinister’s Office), formal investigations into the Negev’s
potential for ‘desert agriculture’ were initiated in 1950 under the direction of Michael
Evenari, Professor of Botany at the Hebrew University.66 Evenari’s own investigations
in the Negev had begun as early as 1936, and while his personal connection to the Colt
project during these early years is not certain, his researchwas informed by its results.
It was also responsive to the work of Philip Mayerson, whose PhD thesis, ‘Arid Zone
Farming in Antiquity’, was the first study to make systematic use of the Colt papyri
in its efforts to reconstruct the Byzantine Negev’s historic systems of land manage-
ment.67 An abridged formof theworkwas to appear in volume i of the Colt Project final
reports (1962), possibly as a result of his collaboration with Caspar Kraemer during the
editing of the Colt papyri, which were to be published in 1958 (as volume iii).68

While previous scholarship on the Negev’s Byzantine past had largely confined
itself to the hypothetical potential of its (perceived) former agricultural regimes,
Evenari was the first scholar to pursue its practical application through the scien-
tific methods of botany and developing technologies of desert agriculture. Projects

63Colt’s plans to send the papyri to Kraemer in New York are noted in the minutes taken at the British
School of Archaeology in Jerusalem ‘s meeting on 7 July 1936: PEF/BSAJ Minute Book 1918–1961.

64Kraemer, Excavations in Nessana III.
65G. I. Seidman, ’Unexceptional for Once: Austerity and Food Rationing in Israel, 1939–1959’, Southern

California Interdisciplinary Law Journal, 18 (2008), 96–129; A. Tal, ’To Make a Desert Bloom: The Israeli
Agriculture Adventure and the Quest for Sustainability’, Agricultural History, 81 (2007), 228–58.

66M. Evenari and D. Koller, ‘Ancient Masters of the Desert’, Scientific American, 194 (1956), 39–45; M.
Evenari, L. Shanan, N. Tadmor, and Y. Aharoni, ‘Ancient Agriculture in the Negev: Archaeological Studies
and Experimental Farms showhowAgricultureWas Possible in Israel’s Famous Desert’, Science, 133 (1961),
979–96; M. Evenari, L. Shanan and N. Tadmor, “‘Runoff Farming” in the Desert: I. Experimental Layout’,
Agronomy Journal, 60 (1968), 29–32.

67Philip Mayerson, ‘Arid Zone Farming in Antiquity: A Study of Ancient Agricultural and Related
Hydrological Practices in Southern Palestine’ (PhD thesis, New York University, 1955).

68Mayerson, ‘The Agricultural Regime’, 211–69.
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to reconstruct a ‘Byzantine’ farm at Subeita (later renamed Shivta) and another lab-
oratory farm at Abadah (later renamed Avdat) between 1958 and 1959 – sponsored
financially by the Israeli government, the Ford Foundation, the Edmond and James
de Rothschild Memorial Group and the Rockefeller Foundation – were followed by
attempts at crop introduction inspired by the former crop yields of the Byzantine
settlements.69

The intellectual strategy of these crop reintroductions was closely informed by ref-
erence to the Negev’s Byzantine past. References to crops within the sixth-century
Nessana papyri, notably P. Colt 16, P. Colt 31–32 as well as the samples of archaeobotan-
ical remains recovered in Room 8 of the North Church site during the 1930s, formed
the basis of a number of experiments to recultivate plants at the test farms in the 1960s
aided by the expertise of Zdenka Samish of the Department of Horticulture (see Table 1
for a comparison).70 CombinedwithMichael Evenari’s research into Byzantine systems
of run-off farming systems, and aided by the introduction of modern fertiliser, the test
farms set out with the explicit intent of recreating the lost agricultural landscapes of
the Byzantine Negev, as a future template for the nascent Israeli state. Evenari was also
to dedicate extensive statement to the importance of the papyri in his later work The
Negev: The Challenge of a Desert (1971), which synthesised his fifteen years of research in
the region. Imitating what he understood as ‘Byzantine technologies’, Evenari’s work
was central to the reintroduction of run-off farming in the Negev.

The decades since Evenari’s pioneering experiments have seen no deceleration in
the interest extended to theNegev’s Byzantine past and its continued ability to shadow
prevailing concerns in the present day. Subsequent research in the 1980s, seekingmore
nuanced assessments of early Islamic culture, was to usher in a wave of redating and
re-examinations of older reports, to demonstrate the longevity of the Negev’s agricul-
tural systems into the eighth andninth centuries. Inmore recent years, explorations of
questions of identity and climate change have added further layers of discussion to the
Byzantine Negev’s reconstructed past. The Byzantine villages of Nessana and Sobata
have been imagined as complex spaces of interaction between localised and Roman
expressions of identity; situated within the narratives of global or pan-Mediterranean
trade; or used as a poignant reminder of the fragility of ecosystems, and the dangers
of climate change and monocropping.71 The Byzantine Negev thus continues to offer
a litmus test for the anxieties of the historian’s present. It also acts as an important
reminder that Byzantine Studies, whatever the complexities of its reception, is no
less a product of prevailing systems of government and institutional structures, which
have shaped the contours of the discipline and the archaeological data fromwhich our
understanding of the empire now derives. In this short discussion, I have sought to
offer an example of how the legacies of Byzantium could operate in ways that diverge
from theirmore familiar negative connotations, and to show that in Palestine the disci-
pline has deep-rooted connections toWestern Europeanpolitical and imperial projects
after 1800. As an idealised period of economic expansion and agricultural prosper-
ity, the study of the Byzantine past – as a distinct discipline and field of enquiry – is

69M. Evenari, L. Shanan and N. H. Tadmor, The Negev: The Challenge of a Desert (Cambridge, MA, 1971),
1–7.

70Evenari et al., The Negev, 120–5.
71See the studies in note 11.
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Table 1. A chart demonstrating the correspondence between archaeobotanical finds from the Colt excavations at Auja Hafir, crops mentioned in the Nessana Papyri, and the
crop species introduced by Michael Evenari at the Negev test farms

Trees, plants and crops reintroduced at the Avdat
and Shivta test farms 1959−1962. (taken from
PICA 36/5/1,Waddesdon Archive) and Evenari
et al. (1971)

Crops and plants represented among the
archaeobotantical finds recovered during the
Colt excavations (Room 8, North Church) noted
in Mayerson (1962)

Crops and plants mentioned in the Nessana
Papyri (P. Colt)

Almonds (Abu Auja, Periya 10, Greek) Almond (Prunus amygdalus)

Arabic fenugreek (Trigonella arabica) Arabic fenugreek (Trigonella arabica)

Brome grass (Bromus inermis) Brome grass (Bromus scoparius)

Bermuda Grass (Cynodon dactylon) Bermuda grass (Cynodon dactylon)

Barley (Hordeum vulgare) Barley (Hordeum vulgare)

Burclover (Medicago hispida) Burclover (Medicago hispida)

Canary grass (Phalaris arundinacea, Phalaris
caerulescens, Phalaris truncata)

Lesser Canary grass (Phalaris minor) Hood
Canary grass (Phalaris paradoxa)

Fescue (Festuca arundinacea, Festuca elatior) Fescue (Festuca brevis)

Figs (Hadrawi, Biadi, Safari, Mos) Suggested by συκαμπελων (fig vineyard) in P. Colt
32

Grapes (Dabouki, Marawi, Kudsi, Sultania) Common grapevine (Vinis vinifera) Suggested by ἄμπελος (vineyard) P. Colt 16, P. Colt
31

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued.)

Trees, plants and crops reintroduced at the Avdat
and Shivta test farms 1959−1962. (taken from
PICA 36/5/1,Waddesdon Archive) and Evenari
et al. (1971)

Crops and plants represented among the
archaeobotantical finds recovered during the
Colt excavations (Room 8, North Church) noted
in Mayerson (1962)

Crops and plants mentioned in the Nessana
Papyri (P. Colt)

Olives (Nabali, Manzanillo) Έλαιο (oil) P. Colt 60−69, P. Colt 94

Peaches (Babcock, Smith) Peach (Prunus persica)

Pomegranate (Lufani, Malissi) Pomegranate (Punica granatum)

Rye grass (Lolium rigidum) Perennial rye grass (Lolium perenne)
Darnel rye grass (Lolium temulentum)

Vetch (Vicia hybrida,Vicia monantha,Vicia
dasycarpa)

άρακος (vetch) (P. Colt 82)

Wheat (Triticum aestivum) Common wheat (Triticum aestivum) σῖτος (wheat) P. Colt 40, P. Colt 60−69

Wild Barley (Hordeum spontaneum) Wild Barley (Hordeum spontaneum) Κριθή (barley) P. Colt 81

Wild Oats (Avena sterilis) Avena fatua (wild oat)
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closely tied to the history of European colonial expansion in historic Palestine, as well
as to associated currents of racial science and ethnography. Its legacies have had last-
ing implications on the delegitimatizing and disfranchisement of its Arab populations,
past andpresent.What it also demonstrates is the contextual and variednature of early
modern receptions of the Byzantine Empire after 1800. Against a wider intellectual
culture which frequently saw memories of Byzantine culture elided and denigrated in
the popular imaginations of European audiences, the vindication of Byzantiumwithin
the history of Palestine served as a critical tool in advancing European claims to the
region and attempts to destabilise Ottoman rule. It remains a crucial reminder of the
difficulties of reducing the history of reception of Byzantium to a singular narrative or
cultural context. As both an inspiration for practices of desert greening and ameans of
advancing arguments for demographic and political change in the nineteenth century,
the development of Byzantine Studies in the region offers valuable insight for special-
ists of other periods. It represents a further example of the instrumentalisation and
entanglement of archaeology within the broader history of colonial rule in the region.

Indeed, with its sizeable quantities of papyri, epigraphy and urban archaeology, the
Byzantine past frequently offered the material and quantifiable archaeological data
through which developing ideas of Palestine’s prosperous biblical past could be tested
and traced. Recognising this intellectual relationship is not simply crucial to building
a more nuanced understanding of the afterlife of the Byzantine legacy in this region.
Rather, it also serves to reinstate Byzantine archaeology as a subject which has must
to contribute to wider dialogues relating to archaeology and colonialism from which
it has been traditionally exempted and dismissed.
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