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Abstract
The identification of Tal al-Jazar in 
Abu Shusha as the site of ancient Gezer 
by Clermont-Ganneau in 1874 was 
accompanied by one of the first colonial 
(in this case German) settlements in 
Palestine. With the work of the Palestine 
Exploration Fund (PEF), Gezer became 
an important base for the use of biblical 
archaeology in interpreting the history 
of ancient Palestine. This interpretation 
circumvented the extensive Roman-
Byzantine, early Islamic, and Crusader 
periods in the Ramla-Jaffa area. In this 
essay, Tamari discusses the subaltern 
element in Gezer’s relationship to the 
village of Abu Shusha. The village was 
the source of hired labor for the successive 
archaeological excavations prior to 1948. 
For the work of the Palestine Exploration 
Fund, the local villagers of Abu Shusha 
became the source for the “scientific” 
reconstruction of the Palestinian peasant 
as residual biblical figures (Macalister). 
This disparity becomes obvious when the 
Gezer site is examined in terms of popular 
religious practices in Abu Shusha. An 
important ethnographic feature of this 
relationship between the village and its 
archaeology is the identification of its 
local holy figures (awliya’) as the living 
nodes of “scouting martyrs” (tala’i‘ al-
kashshafa) who protected village lands 
from encroaching enemies. Since Tal 
al-Jazar was a major arena for Islamic-
Crusader encounters in the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, these subaltern 
features of popular religion have been 
preserved in the village collective 
memory. 
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The discovery of the Gezer “boundary stone” by Charles Clermont-Ganneau in 1874, 
and the identification of the mound known as Tal al-Jazar by the villagers of Abu 
Shusha as the site of ancient Gezer, were turning points in the annals of biblical 
archaeology. Aided by nineteenth century cartography and historical geography, 
especially in the work of the Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF), Gezer became an 
important locus for a selective interpretation of Palestine’s history through the lens 
of the biblical text. Gezer, in this perspective, became primarily King Solomon’s 
provincial capital – a dubious claim that excluded the rich and layered history of the 
place as a Canaanite, Philistine, Amorite, and Egyptian vassal garrison and trading 
center. Only the discovery of an elaborate water system and its tunnels, in successive 
excavations – most recently in 2015 – enhanced the earlier history of Gezer as a 
major Canaanite city. This bibliocentrism moreover ignored the site’s subsequent 
history in the Byzantine, Crusader, and Ayyubid periods. In Clermont-Ganneau’s 
and Macalister’s excavations, the mound of Tal al-Jazar became associated with the 
ethnography of the village of Abu Shusha, in the Ramla district, where the mound was 
located. 

In this essay, I will examine 
the impact that the excavations 
at Abu Shusha had on the lives 
of its villagers, and the history 
of Tal al-Jazar (Gezer) as an 
arena for biblical excavation, 
land appropriation, and colonial 
settlement. The essay will also 
focus on what has become known 
as the subaltern dimension in 
archaeological digs – namely the 
ethnography of the village whose 
fortunes were transformed by the 
excavations. In this assessment, I 
am utilizing the recently accessible 
records of Ottoman nizamiyya 
court records (1870–90s), and 
police investigation protocols of 
the “Bergheim Files (1885–90),” 
as well as oral narratives from the village of Abu Shusha.1

The area’s commanding topographic position explains its military strategic 
significance throughout ancient and medieval history. The hill of Tal al-Jazar is located 
on a mound that overlooked the ancient roads of Palestine. Gezer/Abu Shusha thus 
commanded both the Via Maris (the coastal Palestinian route to Egypt) and the East-
West Mediterranean route to the Syrian desert. According to Darrel Lance, the Gezer 
heights could control both of these routes: “A strong garrison stationed there would 
be able to intercept and turn back anyone deemed to be undesirable. And no invader 

Figure 1. “Murder in Gezer:  The Public Prosecutor Report 
on the Death of Peter Bergheim,” signed by Salim al-Saʻid, 
Mutasarrif of Jaffa, 1886.
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coming from south or north could 
afford to permit strong unfriendly 
forces control of this position: his 
supply lines and communications 
would be subject to constant 
harassment.”2

Gezer/Tal al-Jazar was at 
various periods a Canaanite 
capital, a Philistine border town, 
an Egyptian vassal city-state, 
and an Israelite garrison city 
that reputedly belonged to King 
Solomon. The archaeological 
literature on the history of Gezer 
indicates that there was substantial 
resistance in Canaanite Gezer 
to Philistine intrusions in the 
Iron Age, as well as a prolonged 
conflict between the Israelite 
tribes and the Philistine “border” city.3 In the Arab chronicles of the Crusades, Tal al-
Jazar, as it is still known in the village of Abu Shusha, was the site of a major battle 
(“Montgisard” for the Crusaders) between the Ayyubid forces of Salah al-Din and the 
army of Baldwin IV, king of Jerusalem in 573 AH (1177 CE), in which the Islamic 
forces were soundly defeated ten years before Salah al-Din claimed his major victory 
in Hittin in 583 AH (1187 CE).4 The defeat also became the source of debate over the 
role and status of Salah al-Din as a venerated figure in Islamic history. In the 1948 
war, Tal al-Jazar was the site of a documented massacre undertaken by the Haganah 
against the villagers of Abu Shusha in the Ramla district.5

Gezer was also the site of the murder of Peter Bergheim, photographer, venture 
capitalist, and amateur archaeologist on the night of 12 October 1885.6 The murder, 
which took place near Abu Shusha, highlighted the dynamic relationship between 
archaeology, early European agricultural settlement, and peasant dispossession of 
land.

Gezer has been one of the most investigated archaeological sites in Palestine. In 
addition to the earlier work of Clermont-Ganneau, and Bliss and Macalister, the site 
was excavated a second time by the Palestine Exploration Fund in 1934 (under Alan 
Rowe), then by Hebrew Union College and the Glueck School of Biblical Archaeology 
in 1964–74 (by E. Wright and Joe Seger), and a second phase by William Dever (1984–
90). A third phase of excavations was launched by the Israel Antiquities Authorities 
(2005). The main systematic excavation of the site, however, was undertaken by the 
Palestine Exploration Fund under the direction of Daniel Bliss and Macalister in 1902.7 
They followed a preparatory survey by Clermont-Ganneau from the École Biblique in 
1873, and by members of the Bergheim family, who had established a German settler 

Figure 2. Border conflicts between the Israelites and 
the Philistines. Shlomo Bunimovitz and Zvi Lederman, 
“Canaanite Resistance: The Philistines and Beth-Shemesh 
– A Case Study from Iron Age I,” Bulletin of the American 
Schools of Oriental Research 334 (2011): 38.
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farm near the site, in the village of 
Abu Shusha, in the same period.8 
It was Clermont-Ganneau who 
identified the site of Abu Shusha 
as that of the Canaanite city of 
Gezer/Tal al-Jazar through a 
combination of field investigation 
in the central region of Ramla, 
and textual search for native place 
names used by local peasants. He 
made copious reference to the 
extensive Arab travel literature 
from the twelfth century onward, 
which clearly refers to the site and 
its historical connections.9

The earlier excavations, 
led by Bliss and Macalister, 
were monitored by the Ottoman Department of Antiquities in Jerusalem under the 
supervision of Engineer Thurayya Effendi al-Khalidi. Khalidi was keenly interested in 
archaeological findings as a source for the history of the region. During his supervision 
of the work in Gezer, the cholera epidemic struck the village of Abu Shusha. At 
that time, Khalidi became involved in the setting up of quarantine procedures for 
major population centers in Hebron, Jaffa, Ramla, and Gaza.10 Macalister’s findings 
were published in three massive volumes, The Excavation of Gezer (1912).11 Much 
has been written in criticism of Macalister’s methods and findings by subsequent 
expeditions, including a recent volume, Villain or Visionary? R. A. S. Macalister and 
the Archaeology of Palestine on his lasting impact and major failings.12 One feature 
of his work that concerns us relates to his systematic recording of the expedition on 
Tel Gezer’s relationship to Abu Shusha and its living culture and history. Macalister’s 
Gezer also contains numerous photographic records of the Abu Shusha workforce, 
providing an early record of the involvement of village labor on the site. 

Virtually all of the major expeditions to excavate Gezer were framed and conceived 
in various degrees through the lens of biblical archaeology, which saw the biblical 
narrative as a main, but not, obviously, the only frame of reference in the dating 
and identification of archaeological artifacts. An early exception to this perspective 
was Clermont-Ganneau, who sought to examine how local peasants related their 
environment to their historical patrimony. R. A. Macalister, the Irish archaeologist 
working with the support of the Palestine Exploration Fund, and with the initial 
collaboration by Daniel Bliss, led an ambitious and massive excavation of the site 
from 1902 to 1912. 

Three pitfalls of this approach concern us here: (1) The tendency among many 
biblical archaeologists for an a priori search for items in their excavations to claim and 
vindicate events and places in the Bible;13 (2) ignoring or silencing material artifacts 

Figure 3. Gezer (“Tel Jezar”) and “Abu Shusheh” on the 
early Palestine Exploration Fund maps in Qaryat Abu 
Shusheh, Birzeit University Monographs on Destroyed 
Villages, Documentation Center (Birzeit: Birzeit University, 
1995).
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from “post-biblical periods,” particularly Islamic and Ottoman periods;14 and (3) 
the use of archaeological excavations as a source for asserting a Zionist nation-state 
identity.15 A major challenge to the dominance of biblical archaeology has been the 
emergence of “biblical minimalism” in the 1990s, which challenged the historicity of 
the Bible (Thomas Thompson, Philip Davis, and Keith Whitlam, and the Copenhagen 
school) which had considerable impact on the interpretation of archaeological 
findings. A major figure in archaeology that has been identified with the minimalists 
is Israel Finkelstein, whose “Gezer Revisited and Revised” is a critical review of 
the main periodization and interpretation of the archaeological data in Gezer.16 The 
terms of debate between the minimalists and the maximalists can be reviewed in an 
acrimonious encounter between Finkelstein and William Dever, who has been the 
leading figure of the Gezer excavations.17 But even when the terms of reference was 
the Canaanite, Philistine, Egyptian, or Babylonian presence in the region, it was in 
relationship to the Israelites, or Hebraic tribes, that Gezer’s centrality was defined. 
This is true of revisionist figures like Finkelstein, and others engaged in debunking 
biblical literalism in guiding archaeological surveys in the Holy Land.18 Nor was 
there an interest among all the successive archaeologists in Gezer – Irish, American, 
British, French, and Israeli – in undertaking serious excavation of the Byzantine, 

Figure 4. Abu Shusha workers in Gezer, titled “Excavation Progress in Gezer” in R. A. Stewart Macalister, 
The Excavation of Gezer, vol. 1 (London: Palestine Exploration Fund, 1912).



[ 84 ]  Excavations at Gezer/Tal al-Jazar | Salim Tamari

Crusader, Ayyubid, Mamluk, or Ottoman periods in Gezer.19 Both Nadia Abu El-
Haj and the late Albert Glock have made substantial critiques of these omissions in 
biblical archaeology but so far no one, including Arab and Palestinian archaeologists, 
has made an attempt to redress these gaps in the case of Gezer.20 

Archaeological Taylorism?
In his archaeological digs, Macalister honed a system of labor rotation for the site 
based on hired workers from Abu Shusha and its area. He was keenly aware of the 
need to examine the living environment in the history of Gezer, in order to establish a 
comparative perspective, as well as for understanding the origins of peasant practices 
and architecture.21 His study included a systematic recording of his interaction with 
village men and women chosen to undertake the heavy work of excavation; their 
habitat, culture and agricultural cropping cycle; and most importantly his ethnography 
of village holy figures (awliya’; wali. sing.), shrines, and healing practices that 
informed his interpretation of the archaeology of Gezer. His logs included a tabulation 
of wages for men, women, and children who were recruited for the mission and their 
wage rates in 1902:

Men . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . two beshliks (five piasters per day)
Boys and women . . . . . one beshlik
Water-carrier . . . . . . . . three beshliks (including hire of donkey)

Macalister was keen to devise a system of rewards to incentivize villagers to deliver 
and report objects they would find on the job. “The baksheesh is divided equally 
among the gang in whose pit the object is found, so that each member watches the 
others and prevents the pilfering of objects for private trading.”22 His main concern 
was to preserve the findings and control the amount of pilfering of archaeological 
sites. But Macalister also had a patronizing, often arrogant, attitude to the peasants of 
Abu Shusha, whom he saw mainly as a material base for a workforce for the diggings. 
This is what Dever noted about the archaeologist’s view of the villagers:

Toward his workmen from Abu Shusheh, Macalister showed the typical 
European condescension. He complains about their venality and laziness, 
about the filth of the village, and the like. During the cholera epidemic in 
1902, he laments only that the village cemetery on the acropolises near 
the Muslim wêli was being enlarged at such a rate that it was encroaching 
on the areas allotted to him on his excavation permit! Despite these 
practical difficulties, not to mention his constant haggling with the 
Ottoman authorities about renewing his permit and dividing the “spoils 
of excavation,” Macalister concluded, almost defiantly, “If nothing else 
has been gained by the work at Gezer, it may at least be claimed to have 
proved that work throughout the year is not impossible in Palestine.”23
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Figure 5. Thurayya Effendi al-Khalidi (standing on right) with his assistants at Gezer in 1902, in R. A. 
Stewart Macalister, The Excavation of Gezer, vol. 2 (London: Palestine Exploration Fund, 1912).

The Macalister excavations also established a preliminary periodization of the 
various layers of conquests and regimes occupying the site. Those were later revised 
by subsequent digs in the 1930s, 1940s, 1960s, and 1990s. Here is a schematic 
periodization of the successive regimes (dynastic and imperial) that have been 
identified by various excavations of the site, with a certain degree of consensus among 
biblical and non-biblical archaeologists: 
• Gezer was a fortified Canaanite city-state in the first half of the second millennium 

BCE.
• Gezer was a Philistine border post that was in constant skirmishes with the forces 

of King David. The Philistine city was destroyed by the Thutmoses III around 
1468 BCE and became a vessel under Egyptian control.

• Gezer was an Israelite city ceded to King Solomon by the Egyptians, becoming a 
Levitical city.

• Gezer came under Ptolemaic control after 734 BCE.
• Gezer was a village in the province of Ramla under the Crusader Kingdom of 

Jerusalem in the twelfth century CE and the site of the battle of Tal al-Jazar in 
1177 between King Baldwin and Sultan Salah al-Din that ended with the latter’s 
defeat.24
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Two archaeological discoveries made in the Ottoman period contributed to our 
current understanding of the historical site: The first was the “boundary stone” (or 
stones) discovered by Clermont-Ganneau in 1874. Altogether thirteen boundary 
stones have been discovered in Gezer since Clermont-Ganneau’s discovery. The fact 
that they are engraved in Aramaic, Hebrew, and Greek letters attest that they were 
either markers between state domains, or – more likely – between clan and tribal 
borders.25 Claremont-Ganneau’s original view was that the Gezer stone marked the 
sabbatical boundary for ritual purposes, a view that has been challenged.26  

Figure 6. The main Gezer boundary stone discovered by Clermont-Ganneau in 1874; online at bit.
ly/3gd7IaN (accessed 28 August 2022).

The second finding, made by Macalister in 1908, was the Gezer calendar (now 
in the Istanbul Museum of Archaeology) that established the cycle of cultivation of 
local crops in the tenth century BCE period. The so-called calendar in Phoenician 
script is thought of as possibly a schoolbook exercise on the rotation of crops during 
the agricultural period. Macalister made a comparison between the agricultural 
cropping cycle in early twentieth-century Abu Shusha and the tablet outline.27 All 
of those artifacts, the boundary stones, the Gezer calendar of crop rotation, as well 
as the later discovery in 2010–15 of water-tunnel networks attributed to the growth 
of the Canaanite city of Gezer, have been examined mainly in the context of biblical 
periodization (that is, the Israelite-Canaanite-Philistine periods) and rarely in relation 
to later Crusader and Islamic archaeology.28 

http://bit.ly/3gd7IaN
http://bit.ly/3gd7IaN
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The Battle of Tal al-Jazar: Muslim Defeat and Revisionist 
History

معركة تل الجزر ٥٧٣-هجري( ابن االثري(

اِم لَِقْصِد َغزَاِة ِبَلِد الِْفرِنِْج،  يِن يُوُسُف بُْن أَيُّوَب ِمْن ِمْصَ إَِل الشَّ َنِة، أََواِخَر ُجَمَدى اْلُوَل، َساَر َصَلُح الدِّ ِف َهِذِه السَّ
يَن ِمْنُه،  ْيَ َحتَّى َوَصلُوا إَِل َعْسَقَلَن ِف الرَّاِبعِ َوالِْعْشِ وَن السَّ َوَجَمَع َمَعُه َعَساكَِر كَِثيًَة َوُجُنوًدا َغِزيرًَة، فَلَْم يَزَالُوا يَِجدُّ
وا َوقَتَلُوا َوأَْحرَقُوا َوتََفرَّقُوا ِف تِلَْك اْلَْعَمِل ُمِغيِيَن. فَلَمَّ َرأَْوا أَنَّ الِْفرِنَْج لَْم يَظَْهْر لَُهْم َعْسَكٌر َوَل اْجتََمَع لَُهْم  فََنَهبُوا َوأََسُ
يِن إَِل الرَّْملَِة،  َمْن يَْحِمي الِْبَلَد ِمَن الُْمْسلِِمنَي، طَِمُعوا، َوانْبََسطُوا، َوَساُروا ِف اْلَرِْض آِمِننَي ُمطََمِئنِّنَي، َوَوَصَل َصَلُح الدِّ
َعازًِما َعَل أَْن يَْقِصَد بَْعَض ُحُصونِِهْم لِيَْحُصَُه، فََوَصَل إَِل نَْهٍر، فَازَْدَحَم النَّاُس لِلُْعبُوِر، فَلَْم يَْرَعُهْم إِلَّ َوالِْفرِنُْج قَْد أَْشَفَْت 
يِن بَْعُض الَْعْسَكِر، ِلَنَّ أَكَْثَُهْم تََفرَّقُوا ِف طَلَِب الَْغِنيَمِة، فَلَمَّ رَآُهْم َوقََف  َعلَيِْهْم ِبأَطَْلِبَها َوأَبْطَالَِها، وَكَاَن َمَع َصَلِح الدِّ
يِن، فَبَاَشَ الِْقتَاَل ِبَنْفِسِه بنَْيَ يََدْي  ِد ابُْن أَِخي َصَلِح الدِّ يِن ُعَمُر بُْن ُمَحمَّ َم بنَْيَ يََديِْه تَِقيُّ الدِّ لَُهْم ِفيَمْن َمَعُه، َوتََقدَّ
بَاِب أَوَُّل  يِن َولٌَد اْسُمُه أَْحَمُد، َوُهَو ِمْن أَْحَسِن الشَّ ِه، فَُقِتَل ِمْن أَْصَحاِبِه َجَمَعٌة، وَكََذلَِك ِمَن الِْفرِنِْج، وَكَاَن لِتَِقيِّ الدِّ َعمِّ
ََّر ِفيِهْم أَثَرًا كَِثيًا، فَأََمرَُه ِبالَْعْوَدِة  َما تََكاَملَْت لِْحيَتُُه فَأََمرَُه أَبُوُه ِبالَْحْملَِة َعلَيِْهْم، فََحَمَل َعلَيِْهْم َوقَاتَلَُهْم َوَعاَد َسالًِم قَْد أَث

إِلَيِْهْم ثَانِيًَة، فََحَمَل َعلَيِْهْم فَُقِتَل َشِهيًدا، َوَمَض َحِميًدا - رَِحَمُه اللَُّه َورَِضَ َعْنُه -.

وَكَاَن أََشدَّ النَّاِس ِقتَاًل َذلَِك الْيَْوَم الَْفِقيُه ِعيَس - رَِحَمُه اللَُّه - َوَتَِّت الَْهِزميَُة َعَل الُْمْسلِِمنَي، َوَحَمَل بَْعُض الِْفرِنِْج َعَل 
إِلَيِْه، فَُقِتَل الِْفرِنِْجيُّ بنَْيَ يََديِْه، َوتََكاثََر الِْفِرنُِج َعلَيِْه، فََمَض ُمْنَهزًِما، يَِسُي قَلِيًل  يِن فََقاَربَُه َحتَّى كَاَد يَِصُل  َصَلِح الدِّ

َويَِقُف لِيَلَْحَقُه الَْعْسَكُر إَِل أَْن َدَخَل اللَّيُْل، فََسلََك الَْبِيََّة إَِل أَْن َمَض ِف نََفٍر يَِسيٍ إَِل ِمْصَ

Figure 7. Entry for 573 AH in ʻIzz al-Din Ibn al-Athir and ʻAbd Allah Qadi Abu al-Fidaʼ, Al-Kamil fi 
al-tarikh [The complete history] (Beirut: Dar al-Kutub al-ʻIlmiya, 2010).

Looming over the archaeological excavations in Tal al-Jazar are the twelfth-century 
encounters between the Crusader kingdoms and the Ayyubid armies of Salah al-Din. 
With the exception of Clermont-Ganneau, these encounters were either ignored or 
passed over by the successive archaeological expeditions. They were certainly not the 
focus of any of the major American, British, German, and Israeli excavations at the 
site. In Arab historical writings, Tal al-Jazar was often cited as the strategic arena for 
the struggle over control of the maritime routes, and indeed for the control of Jund 
Filastin in its entirety. Reference to this site can be found in al-Fath al-Qussi by ‘Imad 
al-Din,29 as well as in Yaqut’s Mu’jam al-buldan.30 Mujir al-Din’s famous work on the 
history of Hebron and Jerusalem (al-Uns al-Jalil) identified Tal al-Jazar as “a garrison 
city (husn) of Palestine, in the vicinity of Ramla.” In Arab geographic lexicons, as 
well as in local histories, Tal al-Jazar is often referred to as a thriving village during 
the Fatimid and Ayyubid periods.31

Tal al-Jazar is also the site of one of the most famous battles during the Crusades, 
known among the Europeans as the battle of Montgisard, and in Arabic as the battle of 
Tal al-Jazar. It took place on 25 November 1177, when Salah al-Din was approaching 
Jerusalem, still under the rule of King Baldwin IV, with superior numbers. Baldwin was 
countering the Muslim armies from Gaza and Asqalan with the Knights of the Templers. 
Baldwin, in alliance with the king of Karak, Raynald of Châtillon (known in Arabic as 
Arnat Shatiyun), made a surprise attack against the Ayyubid army and defeated them 
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decisively in Tal al-Jazar, described as a location “in the vicinity of Ramla.”32 The 
Ayyubid army was dispersed and the sultan lost all of his personal guards. As a result, 
Salah al-DinDin withdrew to Egypt to save the remnants of his army. The main source 
for the battle of Tal al-Jazar is Ibn al-Athir in al-Kamil fi al-tarikh, who claims that Salah 
al-Din had to learn major lessons from the defeat of Tal al-Jazar before regrouping again 
and concluding his key victory at Hittin ten years later.33 

Popular religious practices in Abu Shusha and the surrounding villagers provide us 
with significant indicators of how historical memory of resistance against the Crusades 
was kept alive in Abu Shusha holy figures’ shrines (maqamat al-awliya’) well into 
the middle of the twentieth century – that is, until those shrines were wiped out in 
1948–49. However, in the domain of biblical archaeology, Islamic periods in Tal al-
Jazar are relegated to a footnote of twentieth-century excavations. Both Macalister 
and Claremont-Ganneau are interested in those religious practices in Abu Shusha 
village, but only as an ethnographic detail surrounding the archaeological site, and 
possibly – in Macalister – as residual Semitic practices. In the oral history of Abu 
Shusha, three main awliya’ (holy figures) are commemorated in important maqamat 
(shrines) and seven other minor shaykhs.34 Maqam al-Shaykh Abu Shusha is the main 
shrine, followed by Shaykh al-Jazari, seven hundred meters away, Maqam Shaykh 
Darwish, venerated by women, and Maqam Shaykh al-Tali‘a, who was a fighter and 
martyr of the Islamic wars against the Crusaders.35 Claremont-Ganneau interviewed 
the fellahin of Abu Shusha during the years 1873–74 and added significant insight 
into the relationship between local shrines and the residual memory of the Battle of 
Tal al-Jazar (Montgisard). Three of these shrines were located in strategic lookouts 
in the Ramla hills and were named after scouts (tala’i‘; sing, tali‘a) of Salah al-Din’s 
armies, army guides that were sent ahead of the fighters to scout and assess the forces 
of the enemy. Thus, we have the maqams of Shaykh Musa Tali‘a, Shaykh Ja‘bas 
Tali‘a, and Shaykh Jazari Tali‘a (that is, al-Jazari) established to commemorate the 
death of those martyr-scouts.36 

The Abu Shusha historians refer only to Shaykh Ja‘bas and Shaykh Musa as 
mujahidin in the Islamic armies of Salah al-Din.37 The latter is referred to as “a scout 
(tali‘a) of the Islamic army, sent ahead of the fighters by two or three kilometers to 
investigate enemy territory. He was martyred and the [villagers] built this maqam 
in his memory, in recognition of his bravery.”38 During his 1873 visit to the village 
Claremont-Ganneau narrates how Abu Shusha locals refer to Shaykh al-Jazari and 
his shrine as a martyr “a shehid [shahid] of the faith of the times of the kuffar . . . we 
know that signifies  that the saint has been the faithful preserver of the name of the 
ancient city [of Gezer].”39 Thus the maqamat of Abu Shusha seem to commemorate 
and preserve the strategic scouting nodes (points) of the battles against the crusading 
armies, through their topographic naming and in the names of sainted shaykhs who 
were remembered as scouts (tala’i‘).The destruction of the buildings and shrines 
of Abu Shusha since 1948 has obliterated these networks of observation, but the 
recent development of remote sensing technology known as LiDAR (light detection 
and ranging) allowed for the uncovering of subterranean structures in the area and 
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establishing the relationship between Tal al-Jazar and the village area. It also revealed 
the strategic nature of these nodes for observation as seen in the two archaeological 
sites of Tal al-Jazar and Megiddo.40 

 Tal al-Jazar also became source of revisionist debates about the historical Salah 
al-Din and his status as the liberator of the Holy Land. Yusuf Zaydan, the Egyptian 
historian, triggered this controversy with his reassessment of Salah al-Din’s anti-
Fatimid and anti-Shi‘a practices during his reign. His wartime record of liberating 
the Holy Land was clouded, according to the historian, by poor strategizing and 
nepotism. This is attested by his major defeat in the battle of Tal al-Jazar (Montgisard) 
as described by Ibn al-Athir and Ibn Shaddad:

Reference here is to the decisive defeat suffered by Salah al-Din at the 
hands of the Crusaders in Tal al-Jazar near Ramla (573AH) [1177 CE], 
before his victory over them in 583 AH [1187 CE] in Hittin ten years 
later. Then his defeat again at Arsuf in 587 AH [1191 CE] four years after 
Hittin. Why do we hide from the public that Salah al-Din’s wars with the 
Crusaders ended at the battle of Arsuf with his defeat and the dispersal 
of his army, and his subsequent total surrender of coastal Palestine after 
the Truce of Ramla. Why do we not tell the truth, which is that the battle 
of Hittin ended with a victory for Salah al-Din because he poisoned the 
wells, and that it followed a defeat in which the vast majority of Muslim 
soldiers were eliminated.41 

According to several Islamic sources (for example, Ibn al-Athir), in the battle 
of Tal al-Jazar, Salah al-Din blindly underestimated his enemy and fell victim to a 
practice of allowing his soldiers to seek rewards by pillaging the outlaying margins 
of his enemy. But the use of historical precedents in Zaydan’s revisionism is meant at 
establishing parallels between the military behavior of Salah al-Din and Gamal Abdel 
Nasser in the 1967 war, and possibly about his current successors. It was also meant at 
undermining the rise of anti-Shi‘a ideological tendencies within the nationalist Arab 
press in later periods.

Gezer Excavations and Abu Shusha Peasants
The village of Abu Shusha in the district of Ramla and its people played a pivotal role 
in the archaeological excavations of Gezer. Abu Shusha was the setting for providing 
the work force for the first surveys and excavations (Claremont-Ganneau, Bergheim, 
Bliss, and Macalister) as well as the setting for comparing the reconstructed life of 
ancient Gezer and the contemporary habitat of the Abu Shusha fellahin. In contrast 
to the work of these European excavators, we have the reconstructed narratives of 
the Abu Shusha natives preserved in an extensive compendium of oral histories from 
the destroyed Palestinian village, in Qaryat Abu Shusha, which will be discussed 
below.42 Macalister acknowledged the significance of the Bergheims in setting up 
the archaeological project at Gezer. In particular, he referred to the work of Arab 
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foremen, and local Palestinian 
administrators, such as that of 
Murad Sarofim from Jaffa, for the 
success of the project.43

The struggle over the use of 
land between the villagers of Abu 
Shusha and the Bergheim banking 
family, who established one of 
the earliest modern agricultural 
ventures, engulfed the PEF 
excavation and its successors with 
controversy and strife. We can 
glean the nature of the dispute 
from a testimony made by Samuel 
Bergheim, the son of the banker 
Melville Bergheim and brother 
of the slain Peter Bergheim, at a 
meeting on “archaic land tenure 
in Palestine” held in the Victoria 
Institute in London.44 It was commonly assumed by archaeologists and biblical scholars 
of the period that the Bergheim family “owned” the Tel Gezer site as well as the village 
itself. Neil James introduces Abu Shusha as “Bergheim’s village.”45 In 1904, Roger 
Moore of the American School of Research refers to “one visit to Gezer [where] we 
were hospitably entertained by Mr. Murad, the administrator of the Bergheim estate at 
Abu Shusheh.”46 Even as late as 1985 in an essay about biblical archaeologist and PEF 
activist Elizabeth Finn, Gillian Webster refers to Peter Bergheim as the entrepreneur 
“whose family owned Abu Shusheh where Tel Gezer is situated.”47 

When Claremont-Ganneau arrived to Abu Shusha in the early 1870s looking for 
biblical spolia, the Bergheims were already settled in Tel Gezer and were describing 
the site as their domain. Claremont-Ganneau referred to the Bergheims, without a hint 
of irony, as “the new lords of Gezer.”48 Melville’s son Samuel introduced himself in 
archaeological circles as a “native of Palestine . . . having extensive property there.”49 
In lecture circuits he tried to establish himself as a “native expert” on local land laws, 
explaining that the Ottoman authorities have been struggling to establish modern 
property laws in rural areas where the communal (musha‘) system prevails.50 “In such 
villages older laws and customs have been kept up; in fact, many of the words used by 
the inhabitants are different to those used in the ordinary language.” Then Bergheim 
adds prophetically:

with the apportioning of land, the land near the towns is not mushaa’ 
[sic]; each piece of land is freehold. It was made so by a law brought 
in by the Turks, who have often tried to enforce this law in the whole 
country, and thus to do away with those rights of cultivation, mushaa’, 
but have failed to do so. 

Figure 8, Nasr Ya‘qub, Fahum al-Shalabi, Walid Mustafa, 
and Salih ‘Abd al-Jawad, Abu Shusha and Tel al-Jazar – 
Qaryat Abu Shusha, (Birzeit: Birzeit University, 1995). 
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Bergheim alerted his European audiences about the nature of the conflict between 
“modern” forms of land ownerships, and “native peasant understanding” of possession:

When my brother and I bought the lands of a village some years 
since from its inhabitants, the Turkish authorities recognized us as the 
freeholders, and gave us title deeds, in accordance with a law on freehold 
passed by the late Sultan about twenty years ago. Not so, however, [for] 
the inhabitants of the village, for when we came to portion out the land in 
plots for cultivation, the villagers protested and refused to accept the new 
arrangement. They would only have the land in mushaa’, as explained in 
the paper just read. These laws, or customs, of cultivating the land still 
exist, and the people refuse to change them.51 

European (as well as American) archaeological excavations in Palestine were 
thoroughly imbued with colonial and biblical agendas from their earliest manifestations 
in the nineteenth century. As Sarah Irving has noted, “The relationship between 
archaeology and Palestinian society was both negative and positive, a source of work 
but also one of the ways in which the British administration would impose increasing 
control and surveillance of the Arab population, displacing people and locking them 
out of their own heritage in a process which has continued to the present day.”52 By 
“positive,” the writer seems to be referring to the employment opportunities generated 
by the digs for the local population. 

A significant feature of the PEF expedition at Gezer, and the earlier survey 
organized by the École Biblique elsewhere, was also the extensive photographic 
records of village topography and the participation of village men, women, and 
children in the archaeological digs. Bliss was one of the few early archaeologists 
who wrote ethnographic details about women involved in archaeological digs.53 Sarah 
Irving provides unique and exceptional biographical details of two women workers, 
“Heuda” (Huwayda? Huda?) and “Fatimy” (Fatima?), derived from Bliss’s field notes 
on Tal al-Hasi in the 1890s. 

At no point can Heuda speak for herself. We can reconstruct only 
this one small part of her life, and that from the writings of a white, 
upper-class male, who writes about her appearance in terms typical of a 
masculine, orientalist gaze, and although at times seeing her as a worker 
in her own right, describes her mostly in terms of her gender and marital 
status. But we also need to look at the circumstances in which we first 
encounter these Heuda and Fatimy – not as wives or fiancées, but as 
labourers, and ones who have actively come seeking cash work when the 
opportunity arises.54

Macalister himself took hundreds of images to document the physical attributes, 
dress codes, and work organization of the village “gangs,” as they were called. Here 
we have a rare series of images, taken not as a biblical tableau, which was common in 
nineteenth-century portraits of the natives, but of upstaged images of working women 
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in the field and at the work site. French ethnographer Serge Nègre has examined 
the École Biblique’s nineteenth-century collections of the “unknown soldiers of 
Palestinian archaeology” referring to the local workforce at archaeological digs. He 
reviewed more than a hundred archaeological sites where 

photographers came equipped with their darkroom and documented the 
progress on the site. They also recorded images of long files of workmen, 
and women, carrying the rubbish on their heads that had been excavated 
from the bottom of the site, by their companions . . . Although many 
remain anonymous, others are known to us thanks to the numerous 
notebooks of construction sites where the officials noted their names, 
the date of their hiring, the number of hours paid and most often their 
fingerprints by way of signature.55 

In Macalister’s own images of the Abu Shusha fellahin, those he employed in 
the Gezer digs, he was preoccupied with establishing a typology of native peasants 
as residual prototypes of biblical toilers, as can be seen from this “parade” of Abu 
Shusha workers.56 He was keen to establish the relationship between the physiognomy 
of skeletons that he found in Gezer graves that he attributed to Philistine inhabitants, 
and the modern peasants of Abu Shusha: 

The race to which these bones belonged must have so closely resembled 
the modern fellahin, that a few words of description of the external 
characters of these may suitably be appended. The average male stature 
is 5’ 6” to 5’ 7”, though a few exceed 6’: the female stature ranges from 4’ 
11” to 5’ 6”. The heads of the men are almost all dolicho-ellipsoid, with 
rounded foreheads, moderately prominent at the frontal eminences but 
bulging medially. The brows are fairly heavy, often rising at the lateral 
end, and scarcely ever synophryous. The noses are for the greater part 
prominent and fairly straight, with large cartilages and alae, but with 
narrow nostrils. 57

Macalister’s racialized description of these peasant profiles cited here evokes 
nineteenth-century pseudo-scientific use of photographic physiognomy as a guide to 
native origins in anthropological research.58 

The subaltern presence in Palestinian archaeology included not only the 
peasant laborers recruited from the village, but also a constellation of workers that 
included foremen, guards, cooks, and dragomen-interpreters. They also included a 
number of native mediators and overseers who were crucial to the organization of 
the excavation sites. Sarah Irving has written about the agency of those Palestinian 
“overseers,” as well as manual laborers involved in the early excavations of the 
Palestine Exploration Fund. She notes that “from its inception until around 1891,” 
the Fund was primarily “a base for survey of the Holy Land [for and by the British 
military . . . and] a beacon of British imperial presence.” Local workers were small in 
number, frequently professional dragomans and interpreters, providing logistical and 
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linguistic help for the often highly-trained 
military cartographers conducting surveys 
and mapping. From the 1890s, however, 
the PEF shifted from being “a surveying 
organization to an archaeological one.”59 

 In the case of Gezer those native 
“overseers” included Thurayya al-
Khalidi, Ottoman inspector of antiquities, 
who among other tasks was to monitor 
and prevent the smuggling of artifacts; 
also Murad Sarofim (Serapion), the 
manager of the Bergheim estate, who is 
continuously referred to by a number of 
visiting archaeologists as an expeditor 
for the labor supply for the digs. Sarofim 
later became the court receiver of the 
estate after it was dissolved. Many of 
these overseers were draftsmen who 
helped in the reading and deciphering of 
Arabic carvings on sites. Among the most 
famous of those was Nu’man Qasatli, who 
worked as a draftsman and surveyor with 
the PEF (1874–77), and left a well-known 
posthumously published manuscript, al-
Rawda al-Nuʻmaniyya (1900) on archaeological sites in Hebron, Ramla, and the 
Jerusalem area.60 It should be clear from the history of the Gezer site that native 
Arabic-speaking archaeological workers, like Qasatli and Sarofim, were more than 
local “fixers.” In Irving’s words, they were “cultural mediators between their own 
society and Western visitors [and] not simply passive conduits for information or 
(as sometimes demonized in travel accounts) scoundrels out to cheat travelers.”61 
They interpreted local culture to Western archaeologists, as well as mediating the 
administrative needs of archaeologists. In some cases, they became complicit in the 
biblical-Orientalist enterprise, but in other cases, such as Qasatli, they became pioneer 
interpreters of the archaeological scene to the Arab reader. Qasatli’s Rawda, in fact, 
might be the first Arabic book on local archaeology published in the region.

Dar al-Khawaja: Gezer Excavations as Seen by the People of 
Abu Shusha 
The construction of Dar al-Khawaja (house of the foreigner) in the 1870s, as the 
Bergheim estate in Gezer came to be known, was vividly recollected by Abu Shusha 
elders as the beginning of the catastrophic events that led to the alienation of their 
lands at the hands of the German settlers.62 Melville Bergheim and his sons began 

Figure 9. Macalister’s peasant typologies at Abu 
Shusha.  R. A. Stewart Macalister, The Excavation 
of Gezer, vol. 1.
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constructing their mansion in what became the site of the Gezer archaeological digs 
immediately after they succeeded in acquiring 153 property deeds in lieu of back 
taxes owed by the villages to the state.63 The mansion became the administration of 
their modern farming estate, as well as a field for a private archaeological excavation 
by Peter Bergheim at the Gezer site.64 Local chronicler Yusuf Hamawi describes Dar 
al-Khawaja as an elaborate two-story building that included “farm machineries, and 
rooms for workers and ploughmen, a cow and camel shed. It contained water wells, 
and granaries for wheat and barley, as well as animal feed containers.”65 

The villagers were divided from the beginning over the construction of the family 
farm. Those who supported the construction were cognizant of Bergheim’s support 
in covering their taxes, and for providing work for the villagers. Others however 
objected to the ominous Bergheim mansion being built on choice land overlooking 
the village. As soon as the construction work commenced in the elevated area of Tal 
al-Jazar, protests in the village were led by Hasan Ya‘qub, a destitute farmer who 
originally came from the village of Iraq al-Manshiyya. According to the received oral 
tradition, he addressed Bergheim in threatening terms: “Strange. . . you come to our 
town and chose an area of more than two dunums in the best location to build your 
house. This is not your father’s property (il balad mish balad abuk).”66 The protest 
halted the construction for a few days, but the Bergheims prevailed, producing legal 
documents showing the transfer of the property to their possession.67 

Figure 10. Nu‘man Qasatli’s manuscript, al-Rawda al-Nu‘maniyya, 1900.
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Financed by the 
Jerusalem-based Melville 
Bergheim banking 
company, the estate was 
run according to modern 
European capitalist farming 
methods. Alexander 
Schölch and Ruth Kark both 
discuss the Bergheim Abu 
Shusha venture as early 
examples of nineteenth-
century non-Jewish colonial 
settlements.68 Schölch 
examines it as a case of 
land usurpation following 
Ottoman 1858 land reforms, 
while Kark presents it as a 
case of nineteenth-century 
entrepreneurial modernity. 
Based on German consular 
reports, Schölch reports that 
Melville Bergheim acquired 
some five thousand acres 
in 1872, some accounting 
for “the back taxes of 
about 400 residents of Abu 
Shusheh, namely 46,000 
piasters.”69 Fifty-one peasants from Abu Shusha were involved in transferring 153 
ownership titles to Bergheim’s banking company. The fellahin of Abu Shusha, 
according to Schölch, “remained as tenants on the land and insisted on cultivating 
it as previously by the musha‘ system” – that is, they refused to divide it as parcels 
which would have given recognition to the new ownership regime.70 Bergheim in his 
turn directly cultivated his part of the land using modern technical methods. Unlike 
other landholding subjects, such as the Sursuqs and the Tayyans (from Lebanon), 
the Bergheims were not Ottoman subjects, and according to Schölch, “They had to 
constantly defend their new possession against the local [Jaffa and Jerusalem] upper 
class and against the village fellahin.”71 By all accounts, the Bergheims had taken 
over a very substantial part of the village lands, and turned a considerable number of 
the Abu Shusha villagers into workmen for the Gezer estate. The farm prospered and 
turned out a substantial profit. By 1882, a report on the assets of the estate listed a 
farm of 25,000 dunums containing “25 buildings and cowsheds, 100 bulls, camels and 
mules, 24 donkeys, 40 horses, 20 sheep, 2 threshing machines, 2 harvest machines, 2 
ploughs, and 7 springs of water.”72 

Figure 11. “Dar al-Khawaja – the Bergheim Estate and Mansion,” in 
Ruth Kark and T. Shiloni’s, “The Resettlement of Gezer,” in Essays 
on the History, Archaeology, and Lore of the Holy Land, ed. Ely 
Schiller (Jerusalem: Ariel, 1984), 331–42 [in Hebrew].
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Ard al-Faragh: The Dissolution of Communal Land and Peasant 
Incitement
The conflict over the land, including the ownership of the area of Tal al-Jazar, is rooted 
in the transfer of the village’s communal (musha‘) cultivable land from the villagers 
to the Bergheim family as payment for the latter’s covering the villagers’ tax liability 
to the Ottoman state. This transfer was only possible as a result of the application of 
the new (1858) land code that allowed for the liquidation and commodification of 
communal village land into private property and its registration under the name of the 
(new) owners into the Land Registry (tapu). The coercive nature of this land transfer 
can be gleaned from a public interrogation record of the village mukhtars by the Jaffa 
public prosecutor when agitation against the transfer took the form of the spoilage of 
the harvested crops by villagers from Abu Shusha. The district police were already 
charging the villagers with incitement (tahyij) against their landlords.

Figure 12. Abu Shusha workers at Gezer site with Bergheim mansion on the horizon. “Allan Rowe’s 
excavations at Gezer, 5 October 1934.” Matson (G. Eric and Edith) Photograph Collection, Library of 
Congress, Washington, DC, online at www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/matpc.22231/ (accessed 22 August 
2022).

Prosecutor: To the Mukhtars and village elders of Abu Shusha – It is 
understood from documents produced by Melville Bergheim and his sons 
Sam[uel] and Peter that the farmers of your village has dispensed their 
rights in your cultivable land with exception of vineyards, hawakir (garden 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/resource/matpc.22231
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plants), and houses. Is this true and was this transfer (faragh) taking place 
with their consent, and for what reasons?

Village Mukhtar and Elders: Yes, the transfer (faragh) did take place with 
our consent, with the exception of land for Ahmad bin Hussein Raddad. This 
transfer applies to cultivable land only and it took place with our consent. 
A consent which we had to give because we became unable to fulfill our 
obligations [to the state], and we were reduced to a state of extreme poverty 
after the accumulation of debts to the treasury . . .  

Prosecutor: What was the amount of badal that was owed by you?

Answer: Faragh amounted to 46,000 girsh we owed to the state. [The 
Bergheim family] committed themselves to pay this amount to the treasury.

Prosecutor: Can you name those families that signed to this transfer and 
the amount of shares that each farmer transferred?

Answer: Our village land is made up of 29 shares distributed into three 
land blocks that are drawn into the village survey land. Each person’s tax 
dues are registered under his name in the survey logs. Below are the names 
of these villagers [followed by the individual names]

Statement given on 15 Aylul 1289 [1872]73

Abu Shusha’s peasants represent one of the earliest (if not the earliest) cases of 
peasant resistance against privatization of communal land following the Ottoman land 
code of 1858. In 1872, the Appeals Court of Jerusalem (following the Jaffa police 
intervention) recorded a case of “incitement” (tahyyij) in which village farmers Hasan 
Salam al-Alam and Ibrahim Hasan mobilized their fellow villages against harvesting 
the wheat crops resulting in damages to the crop claimed by the Bergheims to value 
the amount of thirty to thirty-five thousand girsh. An assessment by the Jaffa claims 
court (Majlis Da’awa Yafa) dated 25 Rajab 1290 (1872) found that the amount of 
damage was assessed to be no more than ten thousand girsh, and should be paid by 
the villagers to their landlords. 

This episode of crop destruction was followed by a number of appeals to the 
authorities for recompense. Those included a petition presented to the governor of 
Jerusalem on 2 Rajab 1291 (1873) requesting an imperial intervention of their behalf 
against the exactions of their landlords:

We the weak and oppressed subjects of the Sultan, the villagers of 
Abu Shusha, beseech your excellency to intervene on our behalf to lift 
the injustices imposed on us by Khawaja Bergheim, who has taken to 
cursing our religion, rebuking us, and beating us – claiming that the land 
we have cultivated from ancient times belongs to him. And that he had 
bought it from our Sultan Abdul Aziz, may God grant him victory. If an 



[ 98 ]  Excavations at Gezer/Tal al-Jazar | Salim Tamari

imperial order has indeed been made to grant our land to Bergheim, then 
we will vacate our lands after we [are granted] alternative plots and land 
in compensation. [In the meantime] We beseech you to rescind the order 
made by the [Jaffa] Police Department [dabitiyya] who ordered us to 
grant Khawaja Bergheim one-fifth of our produce value in addition to the 
payment of the miri tithe. Yesterday the local gendarme [khayyal] forced 
us to give to the aforementioned [Bergheim] a fifth of our produce. We 
beseech your Excellency in the name of justice to lift this imposition on 
us, which will lead to our obliteration [kharab]. Have mercy on us for we 
have families and children to feed. We ask for an investigation into this 
matter. Each shepherd is accountable to his flock, and decision belongs 
to those who are empowered.

Mutasarifiyyat al-Quds, Rajab 2, 1291 (1873)74 

The gist of those appeals, written in Turkish and Arabic, was a request to the 
Jerusalem governor to rescind the official takeover of their land, and their compulsion 
to pay a fifth of their produce to their new landlords, in addition to the payment of the 
miri tithe to the state. In response, the court examined the documents of transfer in the 
title deeds of Abu Shusha and supported the claims of the bankers to the effect that 
the necessary documents were produced proving the transfer of the village cultivable 
plots (thubut faragh al-aradi) to the Bergheim family, turning the villagers from 
communal owners of the land into sharecropping peasants who lease the land in return 
of a crop share.75 The episodes of destruction of crops were repeated periodically by 
Abu Shusha farmers in successive years. In most cases, the court compelled villagers 
to pay compensation, although in each case the amount requested by the Bergheim 
family was reassessed by an independent assessor.76 Local Ottoman governors, 
however, sometimes intervened on behalf of the villagers. There is some evidence 
from the period after Peter Bergheim’s murder that Ottoman support was vacillating. 
According to one historian, “the Governor of Jaffa declared at one point that the land 
should be given to the inhabitants of the village, the Shaykhs of Abu Shusha, and not 
to Mr. Bergheim.”77

Ruth Kark, the Israeli geographic historian, published one of the most detailed 
accounts of the Gezer Bergheim saga. A discrepancy occurs in her assessment of 
the Abu Shusha case in three separate articles published in Hebrew and English. “A 
European-Owned Farm in Palestine” is a historical study of how the Bergheim’s 
Gezer estate was an example of early capitalist entrepreneurship in agriculture. In the 
extended Hebrew version of Kark’s essay, Gezer was discussed as a cornerstone in the 
early Zionist colonization in the Jaffa-Ramla region. Gezer here is a family hacienda, 
but also an early case of (non-Jewish) European settlement. The murder of Peter 
Bergheim was significantly reported by the British press “as a matter of revenge. It has 
been some time now since Mr. Bergheim purchased the farm of Abu Shusha, having 
dispossessed the villagers of their land.”78 Despite the farm’s profitability, the murder 
of Bergheim led to a series of events that ended with the bankruptcy of the banking 
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family and the offering of 
the estate for sale. Serapion 
Murad (sometimes referred 
to as Murad Sarofim) of 
Jaffa, the farm manager, 
was later appointed by 
the Jaffa court as official 
receiver.79 The Abu Shusha 
land went through a series of 
sales to a number of Zionist 
organizations including 
the Maccabean Land 
Company and Rothchild’s 
Jewish Colonization 
Association, ending with 
the establishment in 1945 
of Kibbutz Gezer.80 During the War of 1948, the kibbutz was the site of a major 
battle between Palestinian forces, the Arab Legion, and Jewish forces on 10 June 
1948, ending with a defeat for the Zionists, and the killing of thirty-eight Haganah 
combatants and militiamen from Gezer.81 

Conclusion: The Scouting Nodes of Shaykh Musa al-Tali‘a 
The identification of Tal al-Jazar in Abu Shusha as the site of ancient Gezer by 
Clermont-Ganneau in 1874 was accompanied by one of the first colonial (in this 
case German) settlements in Palestine. With the work of the Palestine Exploration 
Fund (PEF), Gezer became an important base for the use of biblical archaeology in 
interpreting the history of ancient Palestine. This interpretation circumvented the 
extensive Roman-Byzantine, early Islamic, and Crusader periods in the Ramla-Jaffa 
area. One recurrent feature that is common to many of these historical “layers” is 
that Gezer was a garrison city and a frontier border post, a feature that is related 
to the strategic location of the site on Palestine’s central coast, and on the Jaffa–
Jerusalem Road. The emergence of the Copenhagen school of biblical minimalism 
also contributed to challenge the dominance of literal biblical association between 
archaeological sites like Gezer, Megiddo, and Gibeon (Jaba‘) and the history of these 
sites. 

In this essay, I discussed the subaltern element in Gezer’s relationship to the 
village of Abu Shusha. The village was the source of hired labor for the successive 
archaeological excavations prior to 1948 (Bliss, Macalister, and Rowe). The villagers 
were also the subject of one the earliest applications of archaeological Taylorism 
in the organization of labor in archaeological digs in Palestine. For the work of the 
Palestine Exploration Fund, the local villagers of Abu Shusha became the source for 
the “scientific” reconstruction of the Palestinian peasant as residual biblical figures 

Figure 13. Dar al-Khawaja again: (at left) the Bergheim House as it 
appeared in a Zionist Settlement Brochure of the Maccabean Land 
Company (1910); and (at right) in H. Darrell Lance, “Gezer in the 
Land and History,” Biblical Archaeologist 30, no. 2 (May 1967): 33–47.
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(Macalister). The dominance of biblical archaeology as the marker of archaeological 
digs in Gezer (and many other sites in Palestine) meant that the later periods of 
Roman, Byzantine, and Islamic-Crusader encounters fell outside the domain of these 
excavations. This archaeological amnesia has been true even for critical archaeologists, 
such as Finkelstein and Silberman, who remained bogged down in battling their 
biblical opponents on their own terms. 

This disparity becomes obvious when we examine the Gezer site in terms of 
popular religious practices in Abu Shusha. An important ethnographic feature of this 
relationship between the village and its archaeology is the identification of its local 
holy figures (awliya’) as the living nodes of “scouting martyrs” (tala’i‘ al-kashafa) 
who protected village lands from encroaching enemies. Since Tal al-Jazar was a major 
arena for Islamic-Crusader encounters in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, these 
subaltern features of popular religion have been preserved in the village collective 
memory. They were manifested in the continued use of local names such as Tal al-
Jazar, Shaykh al-Jazari, and Musa al-Tali‘a, attesting to the power (and limitations) of 
historical memory.

Gezer was also the site of one of the earliest encounters between settler colonialism 
(the Bergheim estate) and peasant resistance to the imposition of the land privatization 
code of 1858, in which the communal (musha‘) system was undermined. The murder 
of Peter Bergheim, banker, settler, and amateur archaeologist, by Abu Shusha peasants 
highlighted one of the earliest conflicts over village lands involving European settlers 
in Palestine. Significantly, it took place several decades before skirmishes with Zionist 
settlers. The use of recently released Ottoman police records, and of nizamiyya court 
cases, throws an important light on the nature of those conflicts. The concept of ard 
al-faragh (referring to “transferrable land,” lit. “vacated land”) in Ottoman land law 
was the major bone of contention between the German landlords and the Abu Shusha 
farmers. Al-faragh is a land sale transaction that refers to the transfer of usufruct land 
rights in miri land.82 It was a key concept of “void” in the Tanzimat (reorganization) 
land law that established the mechanism for the transfer of communal land into 
private property. In this case, it allowed the Bergheims to claim major tracts of village 
plots against the payment of accumulated tithe taxes due to the state. The Bergheims 
were keenly aware of the meaning of these juridical battles. Samuel Bergheim in his 
address to European archaeologists in the 1880s spoke of the Ottoman authorities 
as having been “struggling to establish modern property laws in rural areas where 
the communal (mushaa) system prevails.” He referred to the musha‘ as “an archaic 
system” that needs to be dispensed with. 

Gezer becomes an arena for colonial conquest and Palestinian defeat. Although 
Abu Shusha farmers were vanquished in Ottoman and Mandate law courts, their 
resistance to the impositions of tax-farming (as well as the assassination of their 
landlord) contributed to a compromise deal with the German caretaker of the Abu 
Shusha land, and later with Jewish purchasers of the Bergheim estate, that allowed 
them to retain a part of their possessions, even though they became sharecroppers on 
their own land. An Israeli study of the land schemes in the area pointedly referred to 
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the Zionist takeover of the Bergheim estate as “the new Resettlement of Gezer” (hidush 
ha-yishuv).83 The assumption of this narrative is that kibbutz Gezer, established in the 
vicinity of Abu Shusha in 1945, on land acquired from the Bergheim estate, and later 
on land appropriated after the war from Qubab village,84 constitutes a second return 
of the Zionist settlement in the post-war era, and possibly a Jewish “redemption” 
of an Israelite biblical past.85 This ideological utilization of archaeological history 
is substantially muted in Kark’s English version of the same essay, which is focused 
on entrepreneurship and modernization theory. Thus, the notion of faragh (vacated 
land) used originally in Ottoman courts to indicate the transfer of ownership from the 
villagers to the new German landlords, has come full circle the second time around, to 
indicate the transfer of village land vacated through war and conquest, to the kibbutz 
settlement of Gezer.86
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