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Episode 3

Archaeology in Jericho: Interview with Felicity Cobbing

[0:01] Intro Music

[0:05] Cary: Hello and welcome to Jericho: Ditching the Dirt! I’m your host Cary. I’m an
MA Museum and Artefact Studies student from Durham University. Along
with my 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 are interested in learning more about
Ancient Jericho and its excavations.

Before I 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, I’m joined by Felicity Cobbing, Chief Executive and
Curator of the Palestine Exploration Fund. Thank you for your time. It’s
great to have you on the show. Welcome!

[0:55] Felicity: Thank you. Thank you for asking me.

[0:57] Cary: To start off, could you please explain to us a little bit about the Palestine
Exploration Fund?

[1:02] Felicity: Okay. Well, the Palestine Exploration Fund, or PEF for short, was founded
in 1865 by a group of Victorian gentlemen and ladies who came from a
really wide spectrum of that society. But they shared in common an
interest in discovering more about the Southern Levant: that’s the region
of Israel, Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon in today’s kind of nation-states, as it
were. The area which traditionally we come to know as the Holy Land
because of all of the religious connotations - the birthplace of the
Abrahamic faiths, so on and so forth. They came from quite a wide variety
of the society, and they had very different reasons for being interested.
Some were very scientific. Some were perhaps more ideological or
religious. Some may be perhaps political. But they all had this interest,
and the PEF was founded as a scientific organisation to try and establish
some kinds of facts about the region, which at that time actually wasn’t
that well-known in the West other than the kind of travellers’ tales that
come along with pilgrimage traditions.
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[2:20] Cary: Great! Thank you. My next question is: why is archaeology important?

[2:25] Felicity: [Laughs] Wow. Oh gosh. I think everyone who you ask that will have a
different answer, won’t they? Because it’s a fundamental thing. So for me,
I can only answer for myself on this, I think. For me, archaeology is
important because it helps us to understand and connect with people
who had lived sometime in the past in a way that is different to the
traditional historical records that we have. And archaeology helps us to
get under the skin of everyday life perhaps in a way that often historical
accounts, especially the kind of accounts that have to do with the kings,
the queens, and the battles, they don’t really provide. You can get inside
somebody’s cupboard in archaeology, have a rummage around. And this
is a way into perhaps connecting with people who had lived before. I’m
not saying that we have all the answers because we often get it very
wrong, and we have only partial evidence of all of that kind of thing. But I
think if you are interested in human beings and interested in the way
human beings behave, and perhaps the things that unite us, then
archaeology is a great way to get familiar with people who had lived in the
past, perhaps in this country, perhaps in other countries. And it’s also
great fun.

[3:56] Cary: Then, what I am curious to know is, what do you find most interesting
about Jericho?

[4:02] Felicity: I love Jericho. Jericho has to be my favourite place in the entire world.
Because, for me, Jericho is a place which has everything. That interest of
archaeology that I referred to before: “why is archaeology important?” -
look at Jericho. Jericho tells you about how we started to settle in the
region of the Middle East, how we began to learn the skills which would
basically form the foundations of our entire civilisation – the skills of
farming, of living together in organised groups, of technologies: working
towards pottery and innovations in metallurgy. So, for me, Jericho really is
one of those places where you can see an awful lot of humanity as we
know it today, our civilisations that we have today. You can see the germs
of it appearing here. And, of course, religion and ritual and ideology
appeared there as well in that early period of the pre-pottery Neolithic,
say about 8000 years ago. It’s also interesting because it’s a place where
accepted tradition and archaeology have sometimes come into a bit of a
clash together. And it’s a window into understanding how accepted
traditions inform the way that we behave and think, even without us
really knowing, until something comes along that basically says, “hey, you
gotta stop and look at this, and think again.”

[5:43] Cary: That’s awesome. Let’s move on. What is the PEF's view of the importance
of those Jericho projects to Palestine exploration and research?
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[5:51] Felicity: Okay. I have already said Jericho is just where it’s at for me. So, of course,
any exploration, any project at Jericho is going to be important for the PEF
and for me personally as well. Because it’s a site where so much happens
in the Neolithic period, also in the Early Bronze Age and in the Middle
Bronze Age as well. We have so much activity going on there. And this is
why it has been excavated so many times: because there is obviously an
awful lot there to tell us about the ancient past of Palestine and the
Middle East.

[6:35] Cary: So, here comes the last question. I know that you started your
archaeology journey with a degree in Mediterranean Archaeology from
the University of Bristol and then continued your journey with numerous
volunteering positions, including in the British Museum. So, I was
wondering if you had any advice for our listeners who wish to pursue a
future in this field?

[6:57] Felicity: Yeah. I’m old. [laughs] What happens to me is not necessarily going to be
what other people can rely on. I have been incredibly fortunate to have
some very very wonderful opportunities come along at just the right time
for me, so I have been able to take that. Archaeology as well, and this
goes for museum work, collections work, are a mixture of something
that’s academic but also very practical. And so, if you have an opportunity
to volunteer, get that practical experience and knowledge. It counts for a
huge amount. Having said that, I think that competition is so fierce now in
both academia and in the cultural heritage sector, whether that’s working
in this country or in other countries or wherever, that you have to
probably do a little bit more of getting the qualifications. So it means
doing MAs, getting PhDs. None of it is a guarantee. The main advice that I
would give to anyone looking at this field is the same as if you want to be
an actress or a painter. Develop a plan B. Develop transferable skills.
Because life doesn’t necessarily give you your ideal scenario, but you can
make a really good career out of something which is, perhaps, you hadn’t
quite thought you might be doing but turns out very well though.

[8:35] Cary: That’s good advice. Thank you. We would like to thank Felicity for joining
us today for this interview and your significant contribution and support
towards our online exhibition. 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 be interviewing archaeologist Robin Skeates where
he will share with us how he developed an interest in archaeology and his
experience of being an archaeologist. Thank you once again. See you next
time!

[9:12] Outro Music
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