
Reviewer No. 1

This is a very welcome project, which aims to provide objective answers to some of the puzzles arising from a site of which the publication hitherto has been incomplete and ofmwhich the interpretation has been highly controversial. It is an important and interesting site, with an interesting array of finds and a suggestive position in the central hill country, especially in relation to other important Iron I sites in the wider area.
The project is very well thought out and extremely well explained in the proposal, and is also commendably thorough in its approach. The methods proposed are fully adequate for their purposes, and it is particularly encouraging to see the use of micromorphology, which has the potential to shed very detailed light on stratigraphical formation processes and thus on archaeological stratigraphy itself. The number of specialists who have agreed to contribute to the project is impressive, and all are extremely well qualified for the part they will play.
Altogether, this is a strong, sensible and practicable proposal which can potentially contribute a great deal not only to our understanding of the history of El-Ahwat but also that of the Early Iron Age in this part of the Levant more generally. I strongly recommend that it be funded.

Reviewer No. 2
This proposal seeks funding for renewed archaeological investigations at the site of El-Ahwat, a previously excavated Iron Age I settlement strategically situated on a hill overlooking the important ‘Arunah Pass (Wadi ‘Ara) in northern Israel. The previous excavations produced a wealth of material remains typical of both the highland and lowland cultures of this period, including a rich assemblage of archeometallurgical artifacts and evidence of metal (specifically bronze) production, indicative of a workshop, and renewed investigations are likely to produce similar results. Although the previous excavations have been published, important questions nevertheless remain about the dating and broader cultural significance of the site, especially as they relate to the intractable, ongoing debates regarding the nature of settlement and influence of the so-called Sea Peoples and the biblical Israelites during this formative era.
Despite the evident importance of El-Ahwat, and its potential to contribute substantively to these ongoing debates, however, the proposal provides virtually no description of HOW these renewed excavations might achieve this. There is no description of excavation methods, beyond a passing reference of the intention to “carefully excavate” the site, no description of sampling strategies, nor (critically) how renewed excavations might produce qualitatively (or quantitatively) different results (or ‘data’) from the previous excavations, with the prospect of contributing substantively to the larger cultural and historical questions that frame the research project that has been proposed.
A paragraph named Excavation Methods was added to the proposal (page 8), in which methods employed during the excavation, and for data analysis are explained. The need of a renewed excavation is emphasised in the first stages of the proposal (page 6), in which it is explained how the renewed excavations are expected to contribute substantively to the larger cultural and historical questions that frame the research project. Also, most of the methods described were not employed in the previous excavations, as described in the text (page 8).
The PI has an impressive publication record for their early career stage, and they have assembled a research team that is qualified to conduct the fieldwork and analysis that has been proposed, especially the more specialized (archeometrical) analytical components described. The proposed budget is also appropriate, and reasonable. I nevertheless strongly recommend that the PI develop a carefully crafted (and articulated) excavation and sampling strategy, linked explicitly to their stated research aims, before the proposed project is funded.
A carefully crafted (and articulated) excavation and sampling strategy had been developed, as described in pages 6–9.
Reviewer No. 3
1) Originality & innovation
The applicant, Dr. Tzilla Eshel, proposes a research program centred on the Iron Age I Central Hill Country site of el-Ahwat. The research objective of the proposal is to examine the site of el-Ahwat and its material culture. The application aims to achieve this objective through investigation of three levels of material culture: a) local, b) regional, and c) supra-regional. These aims are intended to establish the disputed chronology of the site; identify bronzeworking activities; and classify newly excavated finds in relation to origin, in order to examine both regional and maritime trade. The project is comprehensive and adequately outlined. An ambitious and innovative approach is generally well presented with a particular focus on the necessity to address the largely unpublished assemblage of metal goods at el-Ahwat and the need to return to conduct archaeological excavations in order to answer several important questions about the site’s chronology, local material culture and trade systems, and the ethnic identity of the inhabitants at this unique Early Iron I site. The research objective lacks a working hypothesis although the aims set up by the applicant in the proposal are clearly explained. While this reviewer understands that inductive research plays an important role in archaeology, this proposal is somewhat vague in how it will use the evidence to shed light on questions of identity.
A working hypothesis was added to the research objectives (page 6). Here we outline the expected results, including the possibility that they will shed light on questions of identity. This however, is accompanied by the originally suggested inductive approach to the question of identity, understanding that the finds might contribute to the subject in unexpected ways.
2) Project importance & implications
[bookmark: _Hlk110786346]Excavation of sealed Iron Age I contexts to date the site in a high chronological resolution are of key importance in overcoming concerns regarding the data in the final excavation report. Analysis of unpublished metal finds will also be of considerable value in addressing the research aims. El-Ahwat, being a unique example of a large Iron Age I highland settlement, offers an ideal opportunity for the use of the proposed methods to examine metalworking technologies and categorise its material culture, and perhaps put to rest questions regarding the ethnic identity at this site and its affiliation with the ‘Sea Peoples.’ The latter, in particular, is currently of broad interest within the wider discipline. The planned research will have a positive and significant impact on the researcher’s academic profile. The proposal provides convincing arguments as to the scientific impact of the prospective research and the range of collaborations that will contribute to the project.
3) Adequacy of methods
Excavation of sealed contexts and subsequent analysis of the ceramic assemblage and comparison to those of other sites offers an ideal opportunity to clarify the chronology of this unique highlands site. Excavations to identify evidence of metallurgical activity and furnaces in areas where slag and copper prills were previously identified, in addition to metallographic analysis of artefacts from the previous excavation to examine evidence for resmelting and chemical composition, are well-considered. Claims that a broken bronze axe head found in the so-called ‘iron furnace’ is tenuous evidence for bronzeworking evidence. 
The claim that a broken bronze axe head found in the so-called ‘iron furnace’ is evidence for bronzeworking was removed.
Given Zertal’s comparison of the structure to Sardinian Nuraghe, it is not clear how the applicant intends to use the findings of the excavation to understand its unique architecture. 
We clarified how we intend to use the findings of the excavation to understand its unique architecture of the Sardinian Nuraghe. We will focus on the wall and tower. First by dating them and then by comparing the structure of the tower (which is currently unexposed) to the unique architecture of the Nuraghes in Sardinia.
While I have no doubt that the applicant will be thorough in the examination and treatment of the artefactual record, it would be good to know how her approach to (for example) ceramics and small finds, will be conceptually integrated with the architectural archaeological record in refining our understanding of Central Highlands identity. 
Quantitative analysis of the ceramics may help to identify the main material culture onsite (either Central Hill Country or the lowlands). Small finds will be studied as well, many of them as evidence for long-distance trade (e.g., metals, glyptics and fauna). The finds will be studied also in regard of spatial distribution (as shown for metals, see figure 5 in proposal). This may enable to integrate between material finds and architecture. However, given the unique architecture vs. the local nature of the ceramics, it is possible that no such correlation will be identified.
Despite the title of this project (“Metalworking, Trade and Identity in the Central Hill Country: The Iron Age I Site of El-Ahwat”), there is little indication of how this project will use that evidence to contribute to discussions regarding ethnic identity. 
We broadened the discussion on identity, in two main aspects: First, excavating the tower and wall may put to rest questions regarding the ethnic identity at this site and its affiliation with the ‘Sea Peoples’. Second, the unique culture of el-Ahwat located in the Central Hill Country with strong affinities to the lowlands, including metalworking, may question the prolonged association between regional diversity of ceramic assemblages and ethnic diversity between the lowlands and highlands during the Iron Age I. Or, alternatively, it may suggest a meeting point between the two distinct cultures. However, as ‘pots are pots; not people’, we carefully suggest an inductive approach for the subject of identity which will be based on the specific finds and results of the research, and in consideration of the different opinions regarding the identification of identity based on material culture in the Iron Age I highlands (page 6 in proposal). 
Acknowledgement of risk associated with the wall or tower being dated to the Roman period or if it is not possible to determine the use of the so-called ‘iron furnace’ is sufficiently addressed. The co-director of excavations and associated institution have considerable experience in Near Eastern archaeology, excavation, and archaeo-scientific capabilities, which ensures the right support for carrying out this project.
4) Suitability of investigators’ scientific background to the project
Dr. Eshel is an early career researcher who has a demonstrated trajectory in this research area. She has suitable experience in archaeometallurgy and academic experience in collaborative research. The prospective research is in line with these competencies and will no doubt contribute to the enhancement of her academic maturity and independence. The researcher has a good publication track record at this career level that will be reinforced during this project. While the applicant has published at the level of journal articles and book chapters, she has, however, not yet published an excavation report in monograph form. Collaboration with co-director of excavations, Dr Shay Bar, is obviously essential given his experience and knowledge of the site. An impressive team of experts , as noted above, has been assembled to participate in this project, some with whom she has also previously co-authored publications, thus demonstrating their capacity to work productively together.
Collaborators from the University of Haifa (in particular co-director of excavations Dr Shay Bar), the Israel Antiquities Authority, the Weizmann Institute of Science, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, and Kinneret Academic College are renowned experts in the archaeology of the region, and in isotope and chemical studies, sedimental analysis, OSL dating, 14C analysis, zooarchaeology, petrography, Roman ceramics, numismatics, and glyptic. The combination of these analyses has not been applied to this site and should produce important results. Two-way transfer of knowledge with University of Haifa students regarding archaeometallurgy, are well planned and appropriate for the completion of this project. The infrastructure and facilities offered by the researcher’s institution for the successful implementation of the project are well described and they correspond to the needs of prospective research.
5) Summary (strengths / weaknesses of the proposal)
[bookmark: _Hlk111406115][bookmark: _Hlk111408855]Given her track record, the PI will likely disseminate the outcomes widely; however, the dissemination plans through publication are poorly defined, without a clear strategy on how results will reach any intended audiences other than there being a number of papers that will be published, one of which that will concentrate on metal production and metal finds. A session on el-Ahwat at the ASOR annual meeting in the USA would be well-received but is only planned for Year 4. I would suggest that earlier conference presentations during the life of the project also be considered. In my view, the research outcomes should not be limited to papers and international conference presentations but should include a monograph, reporting on research methods and outcomes and all recovered data and associated analyses from this project.
Dissemination plans were added to the proposal. Preliminary results will be published ca. after two excavation seasons, in international and scientific journals. In addition, the proposal plan was broadened from 4 to 5 years, and the final year will be dedicated for the assemblage of excavation results and accompanying studies, and publishing an excavation report/ monograph, as suggested by the reviewer (page 18). A session on el-Ahwat at the ASOR annual meeting in the USA will be planned in the third year (after 2 excavation seasons), with the participation of the students involved in the project.
The citational apparatus is generally well-ordered and clear; however, there are instances of:
• Works that are not cited but included within the bibliography (e.g., Gilboa and Sharon 2008; Gilboa et al. 2008; Gilboa, Waiman-Barak, Sharon 2015).
• Works that are cited but not included within the bibliography (Cohen 2012; Verduci 2014).
• Incorrect spelling of names (e.g., ‘Block-Smith’ instead of Bloch-Smith; ‘Ozband’ instead of Osband).
Presentation is generally good although I noted a large number of grammatical and punctuation errors. The time schedule also includes an error in the end date of the synthesis of all dating material (2025 instead of 2026). Despite some of these issues, overall, the application is clear and logical. 
The errors were fixed. The proposal underwent professional editing to further eliminate similar errors.
I believe that given the appropriate funding, Tzilla Eshel will successfully arrive at some important inferences about the chronology of the site, the types of activities that took place there, shed light on regional and interregional relationships, and satisfy enduring questions about a possible Sea Peoples presence. These results will have an important and substantial impact on the field of Early Iron I Near Eastern archaeology.
Reviewer No. 4
The goal of this project is to re-investigate el-Ahwat, an archaeological site with a significant Iron I period occupation that is characterized by its unusual architectural features. It aims to address research questions relating to chronology, function, trade networks, and “ethnic” affiliation. The unpublished rich assemblage of metal objects recovered from this site forms the core of this proposal.
Originality and Innovation:
The proposal opens with a discussion of ethnic identity in the Iron I period as the context in which to examine el-Ahwat. The overview of ethnicity/ethnogenesis, dividing the region into “highland” and “lowland” cultures, is simplistic and excludes more nuanced approaches to understanding the site and its Late Bronze III/Iron I inhabitants. 
The diversity of settlement patterns in the southern Levant during the Iron age I was further discussed, including the north-western Negev, Philistines, and possibly additional sea people (page 1). 
Assumptions expressed in the proposal that identify el-Ahwat as an Iron I highlands site (see e.g., p. 5), should be considered as only one of several possibilities. The site’s location, on the western fringe of the hill country and adjacent to the Sharon Plain, is “western-looking” with a clear view of the Mediterranean Sea. The proposal’s preconceptions discourage original and innovative thinking and approaches to identity, one of the project’s main research questions.
[bookmark: _Hlk111447436]First, we claim that the focus of previous discussions on the purported western Mediterranean affinities of aspects of el-Ahwat overshadowed its historical and archaeological significance in the Central Hill Country (page 4). Although the site is “western-looking”, most of the finds are local and the site should be therefore studied, first and foremost, as a local Central Hill Country site with affinities to the lowlands.
Having said that, the question of identity is now clearly discussed, in two main aspects: First, excavating the tower and wall may put to rest questions regarding the ethnic identity at this site and its affiliation with the ‘Sea Peoples’. Second, the results may suggest el-Ahwat as a meeting point between regionally diverse material cultures which are usually considered as ethnically distinguished from each other (see more above and Hypothesis, page 6 in proposal). 
Much of the proposal outlines the research program for an assemblage of 175 unpublished metal artifacts recovered from the site. This entails both the conservation and a variety of archaeometric analyses of the objects. Related to the archaeometallurgical component of this project is the re-analysis of an installation identified by Adam Zertal, the excavator of the site, as an “iron furnace”. The archaeometallurgical investigation, as presented in this proposal, represents original and innovative research.
Project Importance and Contribution to Scientific Knowledge
As described in the proposal, this is a very intriguing, unusual, and important site. Especially promising is the well-defined metallurgical and archaeometric section of this research proposal.
The project has the potential to make a significant contribution to scientific knowledge of this site, the region and the Iron I period if the project can avoid simplistic and preconceived interpretations of el-Ahwat.
Adequacy of Methods
This project will excavate previously unexplored areas of the site, incorporating OSL dating and micro-archaeological approaches to address chronological and functional questions, most notably the function of the “iron furnace”. Methodologically, excavators should note that architecture abutting the “city” wall surrounding el-Ahwat post-date the construction of the wall (bonded walls would indicate contemporaneity). Abutting architecture might relate to the original period of use but could also indicate reuse of the “city” wall centuries after it was constructed. Methodologically, the archaeometric component of the project represents a state-of-the-art investigation of the metal artifacts from el-Ahwat that includes leading scientists in the field.
Suitability of Investigators’ Scientific Background to the Project:
All the investigators associated with this proposal are well-suited and very qualified to carry out this research.
Summary (Strengths/Weaknesses) of the Proposal:
The strengths of this project are the research questions relating to the role of metalworking at el-Ahwat and the methodologies that will be employed in the analysis of the rich collection of metal objects and function of the “iron furnace”. Its weaknesses are the preconceived cultural affiliations of the site expressed in the proposal that do not consider other options (including those of the original excavator), combined with a simplistic understanding of ethnicity and the ethnic make-up the southern Levant during the Iron I period.
As mentioned above, the subject of identity was further developed in this version of the proposal.
“Metalworking, Trade, and Identity in the Central Hill Country: The Iron Age I Site of El-Ahwat” is very worthy of funding. I strongly recommend ISF support of this project.

