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HLC Project 2014–2019. Research activity  
of the Jagiellonian University in southern Jordan

Piotr KołodziejczyK

Institute of Archaeology, Jagiellonian University in Kraków

Abstract: From 2014 a new Polish scientific project conducted works 
dedicated to the area of southern Jordan. In a special way, it focused 
on the period of late prehistory in the area of the city of At-Tafila. As part 
of this project, selected sites underwent surface surveys and excavation 
works, which have already brought interesting and important effects.

Keywords: southern Jordan, archaeology, Neolithic, Bronze Age, HLC 
Project

 

A Polish research meta-project in southern �ordan called Heritage-Landscape-Commu-
nity (HLC Project, www.hlcproject.org)1 was launched in 2014. Archaeologists and 
students from the Institute of Archaeology of the �agiellonian University are conduct-
ing survey and excavations of an area in At-Tafila and Shawbak Directorates. The 
project is directed by Dr. Piotr Kołodziejczyk. In cooperation with the �ordanian De-
partment of Antiquities, Polish archaeologists are looking for traces of human activity 
from late prehistory. The area of the project is located in the vicinity of important ar-
chaeological sites such as the capital of the Edomites – Bosra (now the city of Buseira) 
or the rocky Sela refugium, often interpreted as an important cult place and arena of 
a great battle between the Israelites and Edomites. The project area is also close to the 
famous Wadi Feynan valley of copper mines, which played a key role in the processing 
of this material and its exports to neighbouring areas, especially in the Chalcolithic 
period and in the Early Bronze Age.

1 The current members of the HLC Project team are: Marek Nowak (archaeologist, chert specialist), Michał 
Wasilewski (geologist, geoarchaeology specialist), �acek Karmowski (archaeologist, field director) Marcin Czar-
nowicz (archaeologist, ceramologist), Agnieszka Brzeska-Zastawna (archaeologist, chert specialist), �ustyna 
Zakrzeńska (archaeologist, chert specialist), Katarzyna Radziwiłko (archaeologist, public archaeology), Barbara 
Witkowska (archaeologist, field director), �an Ledwoń (documentalist), Bartosz Klose (dokumentalist).
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Kraków archaeologists are especially interested in identification of finds from the 
Bronze Age, which may help to answer many questions related to human presence 
in the area of Edom in that important period. A long-term research topic of Polish 
archaeologists is primarily a model of transportation routes in southern �ordan and the 
role of environmental conditions in the development and transformation of late pre-
historic human activity in this area. The whole project also constitutes a beginning of 
thematically and methodologically integrated field works and analysis devoted to the 
role of landscape in archaeology and cultural changes. The HLC Project will help in 
understanding the processes of cultural change and locate them in the context of na-
ture and landscape. It will be also a very interesting analysis in the context of modern 
�ordan and the development of tourism as well as protection of heritage and traditions.

It is also worth mentioning that the activities of the Institute of Archaeology of 
the �agiellonian University during the 2014 season was the first Polish independent 
research project in southern �ordan. Its implementation was possible thanks to the 
support provided by an Italian team of archaeologists from the University of Flor-
ence, working for many years in southern �ordan under direction of Professor Guido 
Vannini. While both research missions operate independently, they maintain a very 
friendly cooperative relationship. 

As a  result of these activities the first specialized project concerning the Early 
Bronze Age in southern �ordan (see below) was started in 2017. This is also possible 
thanks to the National Centre of Science, whose specialists appreciate our efforts and 
have granted us research funds for the next few years2.

Initial survey research

Conducted since 2014, the initial survey works took place mostly in a very difficult 
mountainous landscape. The Polish team documented artefacts in more than 100 ar-
eas, which may be described after further analysis as either archaeological sites or 
landscapes. As an result a  collection of thousands of pottery sherds and flint tools 
as well as several other interesting items, some made of slate or glass (of early medi-
eval provenience), were identified. All the examined zones are located in the upper, 
north-eastern part of the Wadi Mashra – Wadi Salim area. The documentation of the 
explored zones became part of a spatial database available for further processing in 

2 National Science Centre grant UMO-2016/22/E/HS3/00141.
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GIS software. Further parts of the selected area will be examined over the next survey 
seasons. The main aim of the survey field work was to locate and document unknown 
or barely known archaeological sites in this region. The scientific objectives are focused 
on the determination of the chronology and nature of human presence in this area 
during the period from the Stone Age to Medieval times. A more detailed goal of this 
project is to determine the extent and nature of the presence of human groups in the 
micro-region, and to discover clues leading to explanation of the problem of gaps in 
Bronze Age settlement in southern �ordan. The methodological aspects of the project 
are also worthy of mention, such as verifying the dating and analysing urgent research 
needs. Further goals include the protection of all the decaying relics on the surface, 
which are undergoing weathering and anthropogenic processes, or the suggestion of 
further research methods for the area, which are difficult to access at the moment. 

Nowadays the At-Tafileh region might appear hostile because of its semi-arid 
habitat (Saqq, Atallah 2013) and mountainous, difficult terrain, but climate changes 
through the epochs have been confirmed. In the past, the climate in the region was less 
harsh and more humid, and this enabled societies to lead an agricultural and pastoral 
lifestyle (Shehadeh 1985; Shea 2013: 9). This allows for the conclusion that many 
archaeological traces of past activities must be located in the area of our interest.

Despite the fact that archaeological research of the At-Tafileh region is in its ini-
tial stage, after a few years of surveys and small scale excavations it has become clear 
that this area is very interesting and worthy of further investigation. The region seems 
to be very promising from archaeological and paleo-environmental points of view. In 
the eastern and south-eastern part it has been significantly changed by contemporary 
mining activities (quarries) which exploit the Turonian limestone and dolomitic lime-
stone. The southern and central parts (and in ancient times probably the eastern part 
too) have been levelled and cleared for agricultural (and settlement) purposes. As we 
can observe, the Wadi Mahsra – Wadi Salim area and its neighbouring territories are 
one of the most interesting areas in the region and seem to offer enormous potential 
in terms of heritage and natural values. It is perfectly clear as well that the whole 
At-Tafileh region, which constitutes an important part of what in ancient times was 
called the land of Edom, is marked by numerous historical sites that require attention, 
research, and promotional activities. In this context we may assume that the most 
important objective of the project started in 2014 is to gather as much information 
about the region as possible, using an integrated approach combining the broad spec-
trum of humanities methods with special tools of the natural and technical (especially 
computer) sciences. The application of these research methods will provide answers 
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to crucial questions and will allow us to collect materials for the development of sci-
entific research work in subsequent years. Special interest is focused on the analysis 
of environmental changes in the region and their impact on the presence and activity 
of human groups as well as developing the landscape model, allowing the discovered 
archaeological material to be interpreted and placed in a  topographical context, to 
explain the cultural processes and the role of landscape in the functioning of the past 
societies in this area.

Early Bronze Age in southern Jordan – remarkable time  
in an unusual place

Following the reconnaissance conducted in 2014–2016 (Kołodziejczyk et al. 2018), 
in 2017 the HLC and working in cooperation with the Department of Antiquities 
of the Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities of the Hashemite Kingdom of �or-
dan started excavation of two sites: 
Munqata’a  and Faysaliyya (Fig. 1). 
The main objective was to establish 
the nature of human occupation at 
both sites and to determine their 
chronological phasing. The driving 
idea behind this specific research ac-
tivity is a  comprehensive review of 
the region in the Early Bronze Age, 
establishing the nature and dynam-
ics of human occupation from a case 
study concentrating on the micro-re-
gion of At-Tafila and its association 
within the context of neighbouring 
areas. Key research issues include 
settlement patterns, social structure 
and organization, external relations 
and cultural influences within the 

Fig. 1. Location of sites excavated 
by HLC Project team (drawing by 
J. Karmowski)
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Levant and possibly as far as Egypt, two regions known to have witnessed important 
events during that age. In addition, evidence of architectural and funerary traditions 
have been observed in the archaeological record. The picture of the Early Bronze 
Age of the region derived from the fieldwork of the HLC Project will be consid-
ered against the backdrop of earlier cultural units and phases, from the Palaeolithic 
through the Chalcolithic periods, in order to present the path of development of the 
prehistoric and early historic communities in the region. Detailed studies will focus 
on pottery and chipped stone working traditions, as well as the question of produc-
tion technologies and foreign and local trade networks. Survey results incorporated 
into the study have highlighted the significant impact of environmental factors on 
the functioning of those early societies.

Considering the background of this research project we have to assume that the 
Near East is an area not only of importance for the history of culture, but it is also very 
vast and diverse. The history of the land, legible thanks to many scientific analyses, 
makes it one of the most significant for learning the history of mankind – from the 
moment when representatives of our species left Africa approximately 200 thousand 
years ago up to the present day. The Early Bronze Age period in the Near East is 
one of the most fascinating research problems in contemporary archaeology. Last-
ing for approximately 1,700 years (3700–1950 B.C.), the period abounded in events 
and cultural changes. During the Early Bronze Age the first urban centres appeared, 
production technologies of various objects were developed (e.g. metallurgy) and long-
distance trade flourished. At that time many important social changes occurred in the 
lands of Egypt and the Near East – the first kingdoms of spatial character appeared 
(Egypt in Predynastic, Archaic and Old Kingdom periods) as well as city-states con-
trolling smaller areas, a hierarchical structure of particular communities was shaped 
and gradually deepened, and cults and funeral customs developed. Writing systems 
and ideologies of power and religion were developed and became a crucial factor of 
cultural existence. Migrations are clearly evident and the influence of mobile nomadic 
groups on the functioning of especially the area of southern �ordan, which in the en-
vironment of dynamically changing areas could not have been a ‘blank spot’. We have 
to fill this gap with new data from various types of research.

Thus the main aim of the described project is an attempt to establish the role 
of the region of southern �ordan in this important period. Through archaeological 
excavations at selected sites the Polish team will try to describe the stages of human 
activity in this period in the area of interest. As an example the area covering the 
micro-region of At-Tafila city in southern �ordan will be studied. Excavations will be 
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also supported by specialized laboratory analysis in order to determine the exact age of 
the discovered artefacts as well as methods for their production and use.

The latest work of the Early Bronze Age project has focused on the two sites 
specified above. The archaeological site of Munqata’a is located about 3 km north-west 
of the modern town of At-Tafila, on the northern slope of a wadi, below 520 m ASL. 
The wadi begins in the town and descends westward toward the Dead Sea Rift. The 
survey team documented high concentrations of loose artefacts along with remnants 
of stone walls in several places on the surface, suggesting substantial settlement in the 
area. Munqata’a is located in the lower part of the valley and can be reached only by 
a small path descending down the steep slope. Robbers’ pits pockmark the site, and 
chert, stone and ceramic artefacts from various periods scattered prolifically over the 
surface attest to recent plundering. The second site – Faysaliyya – lies about 5 km 
south-east of the town of Shawbak, on a plateau situated about 1200 –1300 m ASL, 
in the northern part of the historical and geographical highland region of Edom. The 
Arabian Desert begins to the east and the Dead Sea Rift to the west; to the north is 
the Moab highland starting from Wadi Hasa. The area is also called the Eastern High-
land or �abal al-Adhiriyāt. It is actually the locale for a cluster of prehistoric sites, with 
at least two discovered in 2016 by the �ordanian Department of Antiquities surveying 
the area in connection with the planned construction of a wind farm. The sites were 
dated tentatively from the Stone Age to the Bronze Age on the grounds of a huge flint 
assemblage on the surface and some presumed stone architecture remains.

The first two excavation seasons (2017 and 2018) conducted on both sites brought 
interesting information and an assessment of the selected locations for inference about 
the late prehistory and especially the Neolithic – Early Bronze Age period. It also al-
lowed for better planning of subsequent works and defining research needs, like the 
necessity of conducting laboratory analysis (OSL and 14C dating) to permit precise 
dating of poorly preserved archaeological layers on both sites. It is also possible to 
make the first detailed chronological observations for the examined sites. At Fay-
saliyya, the two zones with traces of prehistoric occupation that were observed can 
be interpreted as settlement and farming, judging by the distribution of the artefacts 
and based on comparison of the archaeological evidence with geological observations. 
Stone structures consisted of walls, circles and cairns (Fig. 2–3). The huge number 
of chert tools, smaller amounts of pottery and a stone pendant indicate heavy use of 
the area, especially during the later phases of the Early Bronze Age and the begin-
ning of the Middle Bronze Age periods (Fig. 4–10). This observation was confirmed 
by the radiocarbon dating which determined the dates as between 2600–2300 BC. 
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It is, however, necessary to mention that the whole area of the site is covered by ar-
tefacts from the Palaeolithic period (Fig. 19). The horizon of the pastoral cultures, 
already recognized by scholars in the nearby �urf area (see, e.g. Fuji et al. 2017), is 
visible at the site and may be at this moment roughly linked with the period between 

Fig. 2–3. Excavations on Faysaliyya site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)
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the Chalcolithic and the Early Bronze Age. Meriting special note is a carved stone 
from one of the stone structures at Faysaliyya, which is known from sites dated to the 
pastoral Neolithic–Bronze Age cultures (Fuji et al. 2017: 571, 572, 575–576). It was 
used here in wall construction, probably to protect against water or wind flow. This as-
sumption is based on parallels (e.g. Fuji et al. 2012: 143, fig. 20) known from the �arf 
Basin and several sites located about 100 km to the east of Faysaliyya. They are often 
described as barrages (flood gates), securing important pastoral areas, or directing wa-
ter to other areas (Fuji et al. 2012; 2017). The structure may be a harbinger of a system 
of similar structures at the site, as they are usually known to occur in clusters over an 
area of considerable size. This may be a relic of  a farming-housing structure related to 
the late prehistory period.

Fig. 4. “Tent stone” from Faysaliyya site, 
Early Bronze Age (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

Fig. 5. Decorated bowl from Early Bronze Age III–IV, 
Faysaliyya site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk) 

Fig. 6. Faysaliyya site. Epipaleolithic 
perforators (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)
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Relics of a stone settlement structures (Fig. 12–14) were surely discovered in the 
two trenches established at the extensive Munqata’a site, which covers most of the low-
er part of the valley there. The finds suggest a sequence of Early, Middle and Late Neo-
lithic settlement phases with some very vague indications of a Chalcolithic and Early 
Bronze presence (only in the chert inventory). The huge number of chert tools (Fig. 
15, 17) and the relatively high amount of pottery (also with traces of paint), both from 
the excavated probe and the survey zone, reflect intense exploitation in late prehistory, 
specifically during the Neolithic period. The characteristic pottery finds (Fig. 16, 18) are 
probably related to the Pottery Neolithic (PN), which is very commonly represented in 
this area and can be linked tentatively to the �ericho IX culture, which represents the 
first stage of farming communities in the southern Levant. Munqata’a would thus be 
the southernmost known site of this chronological horizon. This observation was also 
confirmed by the only radiocarbon date obtained from the Munqata’a site – 6500 BC 
– which focuses our attention on the late Neolithic. The results of the field season also 
show the need for a model of environmental changes for both sites, focusing primarily 
on flood activity and erosion processes, as these factors played a significant role not only 
in the past, when the site was actively used, but also during the post-depositional stage. 

Fig. 7. Faysaliyya site. Lower Paleolithic artifacts – Acheulian 
handaxes (drawings by B. Witkowska and J. Kościuk)
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It is also evident that the HLC Project will be useful specifically to curb the illegal 
digging that has been going on, especially in the Munqata’a area.

In 2019 the Polish team conducted surveys and excavations in an area located in 
the vicinity of Namata village, in the At-Tafileh directorate, on the upper part of Wadi 
Salim surroundings, on the sites of Ain Sawan and Ain Sawan North (Fig. 20–21). 

Fig. 8. Faysaliyya site. Middle Paleolithic artifacts – Levallois flakes and points (drawings by 
B. Witkowska and J. Kościuk)
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During this prospection two zones with traces of human activity from prehistoric 
times were distinguished and excavated. The first zone was an almost plain terrace 
with visible relics of walls on which 3 small trenches were established. Within these 
trenches very small amounts of pottery pieces and flint objects were found. The stone 

Fig. 9. Faysaliyya. Epipaleolithic, Neolithic and Early Bronze Age artifacts – microliths: 
backed bladelets or rectangles; regular bladelets, blades of medium size; tabular scrapers 
made of flat cortical flakes and flake perforators (drawings by B. Witkowska and J. Kościuk)
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wall which was partially excavated was also documented on the surface on the line of 
about 80 meters. It seems possible that we are dealing here with the relics of agricul-
tural activities and structures dated back to the Iron Age or later periods. In the second 
location two sequenced trenches were opened to reach the relics of the stone structures 

Fig. 10. Munqata’a. Middle Neolithic artifacts – projectile points (Helwan and Abu Salem 
points), bladelets, flakes, knives and perforators (drawings by B. Witkowska and J. Kościuk)
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partially visible on the surface. As an effect of this activity a part of a rectangular struc-
ture was revealed. This may be a house or an agricultural fence or building, according 
to the artefacts dated back to the Roman or Byzantine period. This observation seems 
to be confirmed by the objects revealed during the 2019 season. During excavations 

Fig. 11. HLC Project team on Munqata’a site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

Fig. 12. Excavations on Munqata’a site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)
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a very limited number of flint tools and pottery (also with traces of painting) were 
identified. In addition, two pieces of small and badly preserved metal objects were 
identified. Preliminary conclusions and the chronological outcome of this season are 
directing our dating to the later periods – the Iron Age, Roman and Byzantine times. 

Fig. 13. Excavations on Munqata’a site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

Fig. 14. Excavations on Munqata’a site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)
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Fig. 15. Munqata’a site. Arrow 
heads from early Neolithic period 
(photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

Fig. 16. Munqata’a site. Pottery 
jar of Jericho IX culture (photo by 
P. Kołodziejczyk)

Fig. 17. Munqata’a site. Arrow 
heads from early Neolithic period 
(photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)
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It seems very likely that most of the structures and artefacts discovered on the site are 
related to agricultural or farming activities.

We should emphasise the very important support given to the HLC Project 
team by the Embassy of the Republic of Poland in Amman, under the direction of 
both the previous Ambassador Krzysztof Bojko and the current head of the Em-
bassy – Ambassador Andrzej Świeżaczyński (Fig. 22–23). Thanks to this support, 
the work of the Polish team is much safer and much easier in logistics and organi-
zational terms.

Fig. 18. Munqata’a. Painted pottery of 
Jericho IX Neolithic horizon (drawings by 
A. Świetlicka, J. Ledwoń)

Fig. 19. Hand axe from surface survey near 
At-Tafileh (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)
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Fig. 20. Excavations on Ain Sawan site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

Fig. 21. Excavations on Ain Sawan site (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

It is also worth mentioning that the HLC project research activity is conducted in 
difficult terrain conditions. It requires physical involvement from the team members. 
At some sites camping is necessary and delivering of supplies constitutes a very dif-
ficult logistical task.
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Fig. 22. Research works in excavation headquater in Dana village (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

Fig. 23. Visit of Polish Ambassador Andrzej Świeżaczyński on the Faysaliyya site during 
excavations (photo by P. Kołodziejczyk)

The work of the described Polish project will provide an important contribution 
to the protection of archaeological heritage in the area of Southern �ordan, often un-
derestimated today because of its relatively unspectacular character (when compared 
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to sites such as Petra or Kerak). It surely constitutes a key to the development of sci-
entific knowledge. The study will also let us to develop the work of Polish scientists in 
�ordan in the coming years.
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