Archaeology on a Slippery Slope
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The Temple Mount Sifting Project, sponsored by ELAD and the Israel Nature and
Parks Authority, is often portrayed in the media and in popular publications as a
vital salvage operation of utmost scientific import. In recent years, an attempt has
even been made to upgrade the initiative to a full-fledged scientific enterprise,
with the Israel Antiquities Authority (IAA) now outsourcing sifting for its digst the

ELAD-sponsored City of David excavations and otherst to the project.

The truth of the matter is that the sifting project is political in conception and of
questionable scientific import from the outset. Using it to sift soil deposits from
systematic excavations certainly fails to meet scientific standards; this use
increases the chances of the introduction of forgeries and diverts the emphasis of

the excavation from the site as a whole to the individual find.

Background
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progressat the Emé Tzurim National Park, on the slopes of the Qidron Valley in East
WSNHzA | £ SYd ¢KS LINRP2SO0 0 ¢ K bdffekintevactiveh y Tl O
activity for school kildren andthe general publicThesoilfor siftingpurportedly

originates in debris removefilom the Temple Mount/Haram abharifin the wake of

major construction work conductedithout archaelogical oversighby the Muslim

Wagf. These operations, which went on for many months uigithe years 1999

2000, caused significant damage to Temdleunt/Haram antiquities (for further

discussionEmek Shaveh's publicatioBetween Holiness and Propagan@dapter

3: Archaeology in the ogral Holy Sites in the Old City of Jerusglém1999 piles of

debris were deposited atariouslocations and in 2006omewere transferredto the


http://www.alt-arch.org/holysites.php

Qidron ValleyA perfunctoryexamination of thedebris pilein the Qidron Valley by
the Israel Antiquitief\uthority revealed a assortmenbf artifactsfrom allperiods
of activity on he Temple Mount, including the modermrepod.

A group of Israelis, with the support BEAQ@an NGO involved in Jewish
settlementin East Jerusalethat also managethe visitdNE Q OSYy G4 SNJ 2y GKS
Olives and the City of Dawadchaelogical site)jnitiated thetransferof soilto Emek
Tzurimfor sifting. Their hope was, ansgl to findvaluable remains in the debris
especiallyfinds that could testify to activity in araround theFirst and Second
Temples. The project, undethe scientificauspicesf Bar Illan Universityis directed
by archaelogistsin whose nameghe IAA issugan annualexcavation license.

Over the years the media hasported severaldiscoveiesyielded bythe
Emek Tzurimsifting project. Oneremarkable findvas a seventitentury B.C.Elay
sealing or bulla,with the inscriptiond et Lehemg testifying tothe existence of

Bethlehemat that time.

A viewof the Emek Tzurim National Park
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Temple Mount

Sifting as a method in archaeological research

Sifting(or sieving) as a means of increasing the rate of artifact retriseatommon
practice inarchaelogical excavations. The smaller tieds sought afte(for
example minute bones orcarbonized plant remains in early prehistoric sjtdbe
more important systematisievingbecomedor the research Aswith any
archalogicalmethod, the value of sieingdepend on archaeologistsability to
establish the connection between the finds and the archaeological deposit in
which they originated. For this reason, sifting mormally conducted aan integral
part of theexcavatioritself. It takesplace withinthe site andunder the strict
supervision of tharchaelogists responsible for the dighey musensurethat
nothing isadded orlosten routefrom the excavated lagr to thesieve in order to
preservethe connectionbetweenthe find andits original ©ntext. The results of the

siftingalsocontribute tothe understandingf the excavated layens "real time",
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enabling excavators to adjust the pace and resolution of their wathe nature and
guantity of the finds.

Only vey rarely doarchaslogistsengage irsiftingaspured & NB | & dzZNBS
K dzy (. ®ne3uch gampleis thesifting operationconductedin the necropolis of
the first Egyptian kingat Ummel-Qab, some 500 kilometers south of Caldere,
hasty excavation® the early20™ century left greatmounds of debrigontaining
many small finds overlooked by the first excavatémsiecent years archaeologists
have worked to sift througthe mounds of debris alongside new excavations in the
tombsthemselves thusadding essential information thatnight otherwisehave

gone undiscovered

Incidentally sifting forfinds is acommonpracticeamong antiquitiedootersin both

Egypt and Isragkieving is therefore nguarantee ofscientificpractice
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Soil and bags for sifting



How is the Emek Tzurim sifting project conducted?

Repeatedvisits by Emek Shaveh at the sifting siszve revealedhe following
situation: Thesoildesignated for sifting is piled at one end of the compoontside
the tent. The pile is covered with a tarp but accesklio any visitor to the sitedee
video). Sfting is carried out in a large temontainng a few dozen sifting stations.
Eachstation is erated by two to thregayingvisitorsat a time who spilla bucket
of soilinto the sieve and collectetamic,glass, metal, and other firgdin small
containers. The sifting is overseen by staff membersst of whomlack
archaeological training.

There is alear separatioron the sitebetweenthe soil attributed to the
Temple Mountandthat originating insystematc excavations. The siftingf the
Temple MountHaram atSharifsoilis carried outby paying visitors tthe national
park,whereasthe material fromthe systematicexcavations (primarily from the City
of David) is sifted bythe staff of thenational park During our visit$o the sitewe
did not encounter any athe archaeologistswho holdthe sifting licensenor did we
seeany IAAarchaeologistsThesoilfrom all of thelAAexcavationss keptin large
sacksr in standardsandbags with a capacity dbaut 15 liters. The bag$abeled
with locus numbers (excavation unitsy theexcavatorsare accessible to any visitor
to the site.Trays with finds from the excavations carry printed labels marked with

the sifting project license number and with the exation unit numbers.


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qDelcXU3YUU
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qDelcXU3YUU

The sifting

The politics of the Temple Mount sifting operation

The Temple Mounsifting project was conceivad the wake ofawidespread outcry

in Israel over massiveonstruction anddebris removal by the Waqgf éhe entrance

to the atMarwani Mosquedka. { 2 f 2 Y2 y ®ab {¢(KISo {23 djdindeed I OG A 2y &
demonstratea blatant disregardor ancient strataHowever, anyassessmenof the

value of thesifting project must take into account a number of factors:

a. There ionsideabledoubt as to theauthenticity of theconnection between
the mounds of debris being siftexhdthe Temple Mounin general, othe
entrance to the aMarwani Mosque in particular. Much modern trash was
found in the debris, and it is entirely possibleat materialsoriginating
elsewherefound their way into the pile

b. Itis important to notethat construction andiebris removatithin and
alongside the Temple Mouiave been conducted withowtrchaelogical
supervisiorfor decadesbhy bothreligious andsecular authoritiesin
archaeological excavationsonducted by Israel in the 1960s and 70s,

bulldozersshiftedthousands of tons of emple Mount dump$&om the



archaeological areas south and west of the Mouatid forsometwenty
years representatives of. & NI St Q& a Ay A & (ddgiun®dg wSft A I A 2 dz
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removingboth debris and findso an unknownlocation

There ighereforelittle doubt that the great importance attributed to thgile of
debris in the Qidron Valley on the one hand, and the thundering silesitteregard

to theremoval of debrigrom the areas adjacent to the Temple Mount on the other
have less to do witthe archaeological significance of the findsvhose source, as
we have notedis clearly questionabteand more with the politicaleaningsof those
operating the sifting projecand their desire tariticize the Wagf andhe Israeli

government authorities.

ELAD ¢ Sifting contractors for the Israel Antiquities Authority

Since 2004the IAA has grantedn annual excavation license to the Boleurim
sifting project. This is unusual, sinte projectdoes notentail actualexcavation at

an arctaeological site, bubnly pickingthrough materialof questionable originThis
recognitionof EAIRA aAFOAyYy 3 LINRP2SOG KlFa fSR G2 GKS
several years now the IAA hmansportedsoilfrom its regular excavations in ancient
Jerusalem (City of David) and its environs to Elmirimfor sifting, in contavention
of archaeological good practice and indeed of the IAA's guidelines which
discouragaemoval of arclaeological materiafrom their site of origin.Aswe have
explained above, sifting is not an autonomausgi NJB Jhuntitad Bperation, but

part of the excavatiorprocessdtself. Nonetheless, aither the originalexcavatorsior
the holders of thé'sifting licensé were anywhere to be seeat Emé& Tzurim Ths
suggestsa disconnectetween the source of thenaterialand thesite of collection
Sud a disconnect couldetract fromthe value of the artifacor evennullify it

entirely. It is particularlydisturbing in view othe manifestnegligencean the

treatment of the excavated material, as observed by Emek Shaveh. The tsags of

are exposedand can betampered withwithout interference.



Summary

Sifting normally a secondary activily archeeological excavations, hagen
transformedinto a prominent tool in the battléo enhancethe Israeliclaim to
Temple Mountwhile delegitimizinghe Muslim Wagf It has become anotheneans
for increasing the stake of ELACHast JerusalermAn examination of the scientific

value of the operation hasevealedthe following

1. There is no scientific justification for investisgch greaeffortsin the sifing
of a negligible portion of the TempMount debris.

2. Thereis no certainty that the find attributed to the Temple Mount indeed
originated there.

3. The sifting ofdeposits fromthe City of David andther salvage excavations
falls short ofscientific standards in the absence of the excavators and of
proper control over all stages of thprocess

4. The project is nonetheless marketeés an educational activity ofreat
scientific importance Such a misrepresentatiog supported by bth the
Israel Antiquities Authority and the Israel Nature and Parks Authoyiggymong

others¢ serveso bolsterthe political goals ocELAD

The IAA should be encouragaalceaseusingthe sifting sitefor the outsourcing
of activities that should be carried out on sitActivity at Emé& Tzurimshould be
seen as little more thamrecreational The objects foundthere must not be

treated asfinds with a known origin.
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