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Social Evolutionary Dynamics and the Levantine Chalcolithic Period
Professor Thomas E. Levy

Syllabus

Overview: The Chalcolithic period is one of the most formative in the prehistory of
the southern Levant. The transition to regional polities occurred, often called
chiefdoms. How did this happen and why? This seminar will explore these issues.
Students are expected to write a 25 page research paper.

Week 1 - Foundations

A review of the discovery of the Chalcolithic period in the late 1920s, the hallmark
site of Tuleilat Ghassul northeast of the Dead Sea, the nearby mortuary complex and
the contribution of the early research in the northern Negev desert

Readings:

(Albright 1932, Mallon 1932, Mallon, Koeppel et al. 1934, Stekelis 1935, Perrot
1954)

Week 2 - Overviews of the Chalcolithic Period

The shifting paradigms of interpretations of the Chalcolithic period are presented
from the first scientific synthesis by Jean Perrot in 198, to the first anthropological
archaeology overview by Thomas Levy in 1986, to a reactionary position by Isaac
Gilead two years later, to post-20th century views by Yorke Rowan and Jonathan
Golden in 2009 up to the most recent summary by Mikki Sebbane et al for an
exhibition at the Institute for the Study of the Ancient World at New York University
in 2014.

Readings:

(Perrot 1968, Levy 1986, Gilead 1988, Rowan and Golden 2009, Sebbane, Osnat et
al. 2014)

Week 3 - Jordan Valley ‘Ghassulian’ Chalcolithic Culture

As we learned early in the course, the ‘type’ site for the Chalcolithic period is Tuleilat
Ghassul, extending over 20 hectares. Accordingly in this weeks readings we become
acquainted with the more recent long-term excavations let by Stephen Bourke of the
University of Sydney. Further up the Jordan valley, the French archaeologist
Claudeine Dollfus and Jordanian archaeologist Zaidan Kafafi carried out excavations
at Tel Abu Hamid. It is important to become familiar with the regional cultures of
the Chalcolithic in the southern Levant.

Readings:

(Elliott 1978, Dollfus and Kafafi 1987, Bourke, Lawson et al. 2001, Bourke 2002,
Bourke, Zoppi et al. 2004)

Week 4



Week 5 - The Beersheva Valley Chalcolithic Culture

By the early 1950s, the Israeli Kibbutznik and pioneer settler in the northern Negev
desert, David Alon, carried out un-systematic surveys in the region and discovered
the first Chalcolithic sites, among them - Abu Matar, Bir es-Safadi, and Horvat Beter.
As we saw in the Week 1 reading about Abu Matar, the French prehistorian Jean
Perrot carried out the first large scale excavations at these sites. This was followed
by Moshe Dothan at Horvat Beter. By 1979, Levy and Alon carried out the first
excavations at Shigmim re-opening scholarly interest in the Beersheva valley
Chalcolithic period. Since then, many emergency and salvage excavations have
taken place at sites such as Tel Sheva. These readings given overviews of the main
Beersheva valley excavations.

Readings:

(Dothan 1959, Alon and Levy 1980, Levy 1987, Commenge-Pellerin 1990, Levy,
Grigson et al. 1991, Rosen and Eldar 1993, Levy 2001, Levy 2001)

Week 6 - Beginnings of Metallurgy

The southern Levant was one of the hearth areas for the development of metallurgy
in the Old World. These papers focus on the contribution of the Beersheva valley to
this process. This region is highlighted as it is the only area where extensive
evidence of smelting has been found. Why did this happen? How did the system
work? These are some of the issues we will cover based on the readings.

Readings:

(Levy and Shalev 1989, Shalev, Goren et al. 1992, Golden, Levy et al. 2001, Goren
2008, Golden 2009, Golden 2009, Shugar and Gohm 2011)

Week 7 - Mortuary Behavior during the Chalcolithic Period

As part of the development of regional polities during the 5t millennium BCE in the
southern Levant, a wide range of mortuary sites emerged. In this weeks readings
we discuss the nature of these cemeteries and the range of theories used by
researchers to explain their function and meaning.

Readings

(Perrot and Ladiray 1980, Levy and Alon 1982, Goren and Fabian 2002, Smith,
Zagerson et al. 2006, Ilan and Rowan 2015)

Week 8 - Modeling Chalcolithic Society

The question of what the social organization of Chalcolithic societies was like has
been a hotly debated topic. Levy was the first researcher to apply a chiefdom model
to explain the changes observed in settlement patterns and material culture for this
period. Those ideas were contested by Gilead. This week’s readings focus on
different interpretive models concerning the nature of Chalcolithic social
organization.

Readings:

(Gilead 1988, Levy 1993, Rowan and Golden 2009, Rowan and Ilan 2013, Sebbane,
Misch-Brandl et al. 2014)



Week 9 - Secondary Products Revolution

Andrew Sherratt's model of a secondary products revolution involved a widespread and
broadly contemporaneous set of innovations in Old World farming. The use of domestic
animals for primary carcass products (meat) was broadened from the 5th-3rd millennia BCE
to include exploitation for renewable 'secondary' products: milk, wool, traction (the use of
animals to drag ploughs in agriculture), riding and pack transport."

The SPR model incorporates two key elements:

1. the discovery and diffusion of secondary products innovations
2. their systematic application, leading to a transformation of Eurasian economy and
society

Levy used Sherratt’s model to explain the emergence of specialized pastoralism, a
system that goes beyond village-based transhumance to explain the emergence of a
central part of the Levantine subsistence economy that continues to today.
Readings
(Sherratt 1981, Levy 1983, Sherratt 1983, Khazanov 1994)
Note: For Khazanov, read Introduction to the second edition pp. xxiv - lix; Chapter 1;
Chapter 2; and Chapter 5 pp.263 -290.

Week 10 - Review of Shigmim MS Chapter 2 hosted on DropBox
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