Conservation and presentation of Neolithic Beidha, southern Jordan
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The early Neolithic in the Levant, and specifi-
cally within Jordan, is critical to our understanding
of the transition from hunter—gatherers to farm-
ers, the beginnings of agriculture, the birth of re-
ligion and the emergence of community life. One
of the most important changes directly documented
in the material evidence is the rapid development
of architecture associated with increasing
sedentism and community size, both central to
most models of the transition. Despite remark-
ably good preservation on some sites, construc-
tion techniques, overall form and function of the
buildings remain poorly understood, severely lim-
iting our understanding of important social de-
velopments.

One of the key early Neolithic sites in south-
ern Jordan is Beidha, just 5 km north of Peira (FiG-
URE 1). It was excavated in the 1950s, ’60s and
’80s by British archaeologist Diana Halbaek-
Kirkbride (Kirkbride 1966a; 1966b; 1967; 1968;
Byrd 1994). This revealed a series of complex
occupation horizons from the Natufian and early
Neolithic (Pre-Pottery Neolithic B). Unfortunately
no conservation measures were taken during or
after excavation and therefore the site, including
standing walls and fragile plaster, is collapsing
under the strain from livestock, tourists and
weather. The Beidha Project was initiated in 2001
to conserve the site and present the complex re-
mains to the public. The project is a joint col-
laboration between the Council for British Research
in the Levant (CBRL} and the Department of An-
tiquities in Jordan with a strong emphasis on com-
munity involvement. Two local Bedouin tribes,
the Ammarine and the B’dul, are involved at many
levels from providing labourers ta skilled craftmen,
accommodation and site guards. Both have an in-
terest in the long-term future of the site as a tour-
ist attraction.

In addition to the routine conservation and
presentation, a series of experimental reconstruc-
tions of Neolithic structures, based on evidence
from the excavation, is being made. The first will

also serve as a visitor centre (FIGURE 2).The project
will examine the problems of conflicting inter-
pretations made by archaeologists and of adapt-
ing these interpretations for a wider audience.
These structures can help provide insights regard-
ing the continuing debates concerning structure
size and organization, function of individual build-
ings, site location, organization of interior space
and inter-site variability over time. They will con-
sequently help our understanding of significant
patterns of social organization of settlement types,
domestic activities and storage space and settle-
ment population.

The first of a series of reconstructions is based
on one of the earliest PPNB structures at Beidha.
The semi-subterranean structure is 5 m in diam-
eter with walls 1.20 m high and 0-50 m thick.
The wall, built of stones from the wadi bed, con-
sists of three main parts: inner wall, mud and stone
fill and the outer wall, all built simultaneously
to allow the mud and stone to bond (FIGURE 3).
The timber roof, yet to be constructed, will be
lashed to the upright timbers that have been placed
within the stone wall (FIGURE 4).
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FIGURE 1. The early Neolithic site of Beidha, FIGURE 4. The experimental reconstruction before
southern Jordan. the roof was added.

FIGURE 2. This aerial view of Beidha shows the
experimental reconstruction in the foreground
and the Neolithic remains behind, with pathways
guiding visitors around the site.

FIGURE 5. Aerial view looking south over Beidha.

FIGURE 3. Experimental reconstruction of an early
Neolithic wall, showing the timber framework,
inner wall, and mud and stone fill.
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