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Episode 2

Kathleen Kenyon’s excavations at Ancient Jericho

[0:01] Intro Music

[0:05] Jaime: Hello and welcome to Jericho: Ditching the Dirt! We’re your hosts Jaime and
Zoë, and we are MA Museum and Artefact Studies students from Durham
University. Along with our peers, we created this podcast to accompany
our online exhibition, titled Jericho: An Ancient City Revealed, designed in
partnership with Durham’s Oriental Museum. Check out our exhibition
through the link in the show description if you’re interested in learning
more about Ancient Jericho and its excavations.

Before we begin, please note that the views and opinions expressed in
this podcast series do not represent those of Durham University and the
Oriental Museum.

In today’s episode, we’re talking about the importance of Ancient Jericho
as an archaeological site as well as what it was like to work on the
excavations with Kenyon.

[0:51] Zoë: The site of Ancient Jericho, also called Tell es-Sultan, is located in Palestine
in West Asia. It is a place that has significance to multiple religions, and
you may have heard about Jericho in the Hebrew or Christian Bible as the
city destroyed by Joshua.

[1:06] Jaime: Before Kenyon’s work there, Jericho was excavated by three groups of
archaeologists. Part of their interest in Tell es-Sultan was its biblical
connections. One of these archaeologists was John Garstang. If you would
like to know more about his excavation, have a listen to our longer
podcast episode, where we interview Felicity Cobbing, Curator of the
Palestine Exploration Fund.

[1:28] Zoë: In 1950, Garstang invited Kenyon to review his findings from Jericho. The
uncertainty of his conclusions about the dates of the walls that had been
uncovered fuelled her determination to carry out further excavations at
Jericho. This would prove to be a critical moment in her career.

[1:45] Jaime: It was originally intended to be a small, brief excavation but her work
there ended up lasting over seven years, involving 58 field supervisors.
Kenyon employed archaeologists as well as local workers, who respected
her so much that they called her ‘the Great Lady’: a title of praise, due to
the work the excavations provided for the local area where
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unemployment was high. The work on the excavations was hard, and they
sometimes worked long hours. Despite this, Kenyon would often stay up
long after the others had gone to bed, working on excavation reports by
the light of a lamp.

[2:18] Zoë: One of Kenyon’s strict rules at the site was that the walls of the trenches
had to be kept perfectly straight, and gouging holes into the sides of these
trenches to remove an artefact was not allowed.

Towards the end of the 1953 excavation season, Kenyon’s assistant Peter
Parr noticed something strange in the side of a trench. Following Kenyon’s
rule, he left it there untouched for several weeks until the last day of
excavation. The camp and equipment were already packed up. Most staff
and local workers had left, and the rest of Kenyon’s team were also ready
to depart. Parr asked if they could remove the object, and Kenyon
begrudgingly allowed it. It turns out he had found an 8000-year-old
human skull modelled with plaster and decorated with shells on the eyes.

Because of this amazing and lucky discovery, their plans to leave were
immediately cancelled, and the team continued the excavation. They
found a total of seven skulls, all decorated like the first. The discovery of
the Jericho skulls received newspaper coverage around the world, and
you can find one displayed in the British Museum. Kenyon’s strict rules
kept the excavations running smoothly, even if they did have to be broken
in this case!

[3:30] Jaime: It’s true that Kenyon ran a pretty tight ship on her excavation sites, but
she did allow some fun. In the second season of excavation, some British
team members were discussing the annual Oxford-Cambridge Boat Race
on the Thames.

They decided to have their own boat race, but because the Jordan River
was flooded they had to do it 8 miles away in the Dead Sea. Once they got
there, their boats were confiscated by the government as boats were
technically banned on the Dead Sea. Luckily, they were able to explain the
situation to the officials, and the boats were returned.

The race was back on! The teams were chosen randomly since only
Kenyon and one other member of the team had actually gone to Oxford,
and no one had gone to Cambridge. They decided to do a relay - each
boat would have 4 people, and they had to make it up the shore and back
three times, switching people each lap.

It was getting dark by the time they started, but it didn't matter. It was
over quickly. The Cambridge boat won; the Oxford boat had a broken
oarlock, so they ended up going in circles. Kenyon claimed there had been
sabotage, but the other side said it was, quote, “poor maintenance, only to
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be expected of a university which specialises in the humanities.” Kenyon
was disappointed her team lost, but she said that everyone, including her,
had a lot of fun.

[4:39] Zoë: [laughs] That's a fun story to end the episode on. It seems to me that
working on the excavations was hard work, but an incredible experience
working with Kenyon and being part of such a significant site in
archaeological history.

[4:53] Jaime: Thank you for listening to this episode of Jericho: Ditching the Dirt. We
hope you enjoyed it. Make sure to visit our online exhibition and follow
Durham’s Oriental Museum on social media. Next episode, we will
interview the Chief Executive and Curator of the Palestine Exploration
Fund Felicity Cobbing about the organisation and its involvement with Tell
es-Sultan. Thank you once again. See you next time!

[5:16] Outro Music

The primary source for this episode was the book Dame Kathleen Kenyon: Digging Up the
Holy Land by Miriam C. Davis.
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