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Abstract

A unique group of clandestinely excavated basaltic artefacts, housed in the Dar
al-Saraya Archaeological Museum in Irbid, Jordan, provides important new
evidence about the Natufian period in the country. The group consists of the
largest Natufian basaltic mortar ever found in Jordan, accompanied by two
similarly large pestles. All that is known about the pieces is that they derive
from a clandestine excavation conducted somewhere in the northern Jordan
Valley, within the jurisdiction of the Irbid Governate. Footed-base mortars of
the type in the Dar al-Saraya are only found in large Early Natufian village sites
located in the Mediterranean region of the southern Levant. The style of the
footed mortar and the two pestles, and the composition of the group as a whole,
indicate that the pieces may have been looted from the early Natufian site, Wadi
Hammeh 27. The stylistic resemblances are close, and Wadi Hammeh 27 is the
only Natufian site in Jordan to supply any such parallels. However, if the
artefacts were not from this site, there may be another large Natufian village
site, somewhere in northern Jordan, that awaits discovery.

Keywords: Natufian, basaltic groundstone, Jordan Valley, Dar al-Saraya, illicit
excavations, Wadi Hammeh 27.

Introduction

This study concerns a group of three basaltic groundstone artefacts of unknown origin
(I.R. 8226) housed in the Dar al-Saraya Archaeological Museum, Irbid, and which are
attributed by the museum staff to the Natufian culture. The collection comprises a large
mortar and two large pestles. The lack of provenience for the group was a key motivation
in undertaking this study, given the unusual size and character of the individual items, their
rarity, the unusual composition of the group as a whole, and the items’ striking resemblance
to basaltic artefacts excavated from the Early Natufian site of Wadi Hammeh 27. There is
no possibility of radiometrically dating the artefacts. We are left then with comparative
artefact morphology, the traditional method of relative chronology that relies upon the
axiom that each society produces unique configurations of material culture. While
groundstone objects continued to be manufactured after the Natufian period, the Levantine
record demonstrates that no subsequent period has produced objects similar to Natufian
examples. Furthermore, as we demonstrate in this article, only Wadi Hammeh 27, of all the
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Natufian sites, has produced basaltic artefacts that closely resemble the Dar as-Saraya
objects, This is particularly the case for the mortars.

Acquisition of the objects by the Dar al-Saraya Museum

The Dar al-Saraya museum, housed in the Irbid Antiquities Directorate in northern Jordan,
functions as the repository for clandestinely excavated archaeological objects recovered within
the jurisdiction of the Irbid Governorate. The three items registered as I.R. 8226 were handed
over to the Department of Antiquities office (via the Tabagat Fahl office) on 15 April 2009,
having been referred by the Court of the Northern Jordan Valley (written reference No. 1/ 1/
F/ 90). There was no information available from the court about the origin of the artefacts,
including the critical evidence about which police station confiscated the artefacts. The lead
author of this paper (Edwards) first encountered the objects on 13 May 2019 during a visit to
the Dar al-Saraya Museum, when they were temporarily stored on an upper level of the
building. The three items are referenced collectively as I.R. 8226. They are now displayed in
the Dar al-Saraya Archaeological Museum (Figure 1).

Figure 1. The basaltic mortar and two basaltic pestles (1.R. 8226), displayed in the Dar al- Saraya
Archaeological Museum.

Description of the artefacts

The mortar (Figures 2-3) stands on a footed base, 45 centimetres high, with the body
flaring to a flat rim. The exterior diameter at the rim is 36 centimetres, and the interior
cavity at the rim measures 29 centimetres in diameter. The base, at 27 centimetres in
diameter, is solid rather than hollowed, and has been left with a slightly convex profile, so
that the vessel does not stand perfectly flat on a horizontal surface. The vessel is fashioned
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from light-grey, fine-grained basaltic stone with few vesicles. The footed base tapers
upwards to a sharp carination, offsetting it from the main body of the vessel, at a point
nearly a fifth of the height of the object.

Figure 1. The basaltic mortar and two basaltic pestles (I.R. 8226), displayed in the Dar
al-Saraya Archaeological Museum.

One side of the mortar (Figure 2) has been lost, but whether this break occurred in
antiquity or at the time of its modern discovery is unclear.
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Figure 2. Obverse and reverse views of the basaltic mortar (I1.R. 8226).
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Figure 3. The basaltic mortar (I.R. 8226).
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The two pestles are similar in size and form. The first example (Figures 4.1-5.1) is made
of light-grey, fine-grained basaltic stone. It is 38 centimetres long and has a greatest width
of 10 centimetres, with the maximum girth occurring near one of the terminations, which
is convex in profile. The pestle then tapers gradually towards the opposite termination,
which is also convex, but more distinctly pointed. The object is asymmetric about the long
axis, with one side gently convex and the other flatter.

The second pestle (Figure 4.2-5.2), made of vesicular, light grey basaltic stone, is
symmetrical about the long axis, with the main mass concentrated about the pointed end.
The shaft tapers gradually to the opposite, more rounded end. The piece is essentially the
same size as the first one, also being 38 centimetres long, and with virtually the same
maximum thickness (9.6 centimetres, as opposed to 10 centimetres).

Figure 4.

Figure 5. Two basaltic pestles, part of the I.R. 8226 group.
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The surface condition of the basaltic mortar as evidence for its mode of retrieval

The mortar has been badly damaged, with almost one half of the vessel dislodged from the
rim. It is not clear from the relative conditions of the vessel’s surface and the break whether
this is a modern or ancient fracture, but a number of other impact fractures on the exterior
surface of the mortar indicate that the object was damaged by contact from a digging
implement. The first of them consist of a pair of superimposed divots on the body (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Impact fractures on the body of the basaltic mortar.

These indentations suggest that the mortar was contacted by two blows from the pointed
end of a heavy tool such as a pick or a mattock. Further around the body lie two parallel,
narrow striae, indicating lengthy strokes delivered from a pick (Figure 7). On the opposite
face are two broader parallel tracks (Figure 8), delivered by the flat blade of the tool.

Figure 7. Long striation on the body of the basaltic mortar.
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Figure 8. Parallel striations on the body of the basaltic mortar.

Taken together, these markings indicate that a digging implement was used to hastily
unearth the object during an inexpert, clandestine excavation. Even if such an important
object was discovered by an initial accidental blow during a permitted excavation, a
professional excavator would be unlikely to continue to strike the object in the manner
indicated by the extensive damage tracks. Another indication that the pieces were
discovered together, rather than compiled at different times by a collector, is the
complementarity in size of the elements of the group. This is especially evident for the two
pestles, which appear to have been finished to be the same size.

Parallels to the basaltic mortar

The mortar corresponds to Wright’s (1992: 76-77, Fig. 11:124) ‘solid-foot vessel’ in her
Levantine groundstone artefact classification system. The Dar al-Saraya example finds few
counterparts in the regional record. Only two Natufian sites have produced such footed
mortars - Ain Mallaha and Wadi Hammeh 27 - and they are, notably, the only two large
Early Natufian open-air village settlements excavated in the Mediterranean Levant.
Examples from Ain Mallaha include specimens from the original excavations at the site by
Perrot (1966: 466-467, Fig. 12:12-14) and later excavations by Valla (Valla et al. 2017:
300, Fig 34:4B).

According to shape and proportion, the closest parallels to the Irbid objects derive from
Phase 1 of the Early Natufian site of Wadi Hammeh 27, dated 12,000 BCE (Edwards 2013).
Two examples, RN 120059 and RN 120061 (Edwards and Webb 2013: 215-217), have
sharply carinated bases, just as I.R. 8226 does (Figure 9-10).
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Figure 9. Basaltic mortars 1) RN 120059 with associated pestle RN 120060 and
2) RN 120061; from Phase 1, Wadi Hammeh 27.

—
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Figure 10. Basaltic mortars 1) RN 120059 and 2) RN 120061; from Phase 1, Wadi
Hammeh 27.

A basal fragment of another mortar, RN 90103 (Edwards and Webb 2013: 219), bears
asimilarly carinated profile, and one of the smaller mortars (RN 90225; Edwards and Webb

2013: 216), found as part of ‘Artefact Cluster 6’ (Edwards and Hardy-Smith 2013: 108-
109) is also sharply carinated (Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Basaltic mortar (RN 90225) from Phase 1, Wadi Hammeh 27.

The Dar al-Saraya specimen is distinguished by its large size. At 45 centimetres high, it
is more than double the size of the largest example from Wadi Hammeh 27 (at 20
centimetres in height; Edwards and Webb 2013). I.R. 8226 is by far the largest Natufian
mortar discovered in Jordan, and perhaps the third biggest ever found, being exceeded only
by examples from Hayonim Cave (Belfer-Cohen 1988) and Ain Mallaha. At the latter site,
the largest example reaches 60 centimetres in height (Valla et al. 2017: 299).

Parallels to the basaltic pestles

The two Dar al-Saraya pestles also find parallels from Phase 1 at Wadi Hammeh 27.
The first specimen (Figures 4.1-5.1) has two pointed convex terminals, with one end more
rounded than the other, closely resembling RN 90203 from Wadi Hammeh 27 (Edwards
and Webb 2013: Fig. 8.16-4). At 37 centimetres long (Figure 12), the Dar-as Saraya
example is 25% bigger than RN 90203. The second Dar al-Saraya pestle (Figures 4.2-5.2)
has one convex terminal, with the shaft broadening along its length until it narrows to a
pointed terminal at the opposite end. This configuration resembles RN 100037 (Edwards
and Webb 2013: Fig 8.14-4), a mostly complete example (Figure 13).

0 10cm
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Figure 12. Basaltic pestle, RN 90203; surface find from Wadi Hammeh 27.
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Figure 13. Basaltic pestle (RN 100037) from Phase 1, Wadi Hammeh 27.

Composition of the assemblage as an indication of its origins

The overall composition of the Dar al-Saraya trio is also important as a clue to the
origin of the group. Wadi Hammeh 27 is the only Natufian site where pestles have been
found placed in pairs (Figure 14). These deposits include ‘Artefact Cluster 6’ (Edwards
and Hardy-Smith 2013: Fig. 5.18), which includes two mortars and two pairs of pestles
(including one pair placed over the mouth of a mortar), Artefact Cluster 2 (Edwards and
Hardy-Smith 2013: Fig. 5.15), comprising an isolated pair of pestles, and two pestles (RN
160128 and RN 160129) found together at the eastern edge of the site (Edwards et al.
2018: 284-285). The Dar al-Saraya mortar is much bigger than the Wadi Hammeh 27
parallels, and the pestles from Wadi Hammeh 27 that closely resemble the Dar al-Saraya
examples are smaller than them. Yet, the Wadi Hammeh 27 basaltic industry reached
comparable sizes to Dar al-Saraya, given that the largest basaltic pestle from the site (RN
80024) is, at 44.5 centimetres long (Edwards 2013: 316), considerably larger than the
Dar al-Saraya pestles.
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Figure 14. Artefact Cluster 6; two pairs of basaltic pestles and a pair of basaltic
mortars located in Structure 2, from Phase 1, Wadi Hammeh 27 (after Edwards and
Hardy-Smith 2013: 109).

Conclusions

An inspection was made onsite at Wadi Hammeh 27 in 2019 after the Dar al-Saraya
assemblage had been encountered in Irbid, but that yielded no trace of any illegal excavations.
On the other hand, permitted excavations have been intermittent, having been undertaken
between 1983 and 1990, from 2014 to 2016, and in 2022; so that there has been plenty of time
for illicit investigations to have been undertaken between these periods, especially from the
eroding edges of the site, without leaving traces of clandestine excavation pits.

Sourcing the origins of basaltic stone used to make the artefacts would probably not
help to define their provenience. For example, La Trobe University’s sourcing studies have
shown that the Wadi Hammeh 27 groundstone objects were mainly sourced from rock
outcrops near Umm Qays and Irbid, but also from up to nine flows along the Jordan valley,
down to the southern Dead Sea region (Edwards et al. 2018: 261). Therefore, identification
of the origin of raw materials would not help to specify the site of origin of any basaltic
artefact from a Natufian site located in the Irbid Governate, because basalt was sourced
from many different areas.

Typological parallels, assemblage composition, the findspot of the objects, and the lack
of plausible alternative sites are all factors indicating that the Dar al-Saraya basaltic
artefacts were looted from Wadi Hammeh 27. It may also be germane that the referral from
the Northern Jordan Valley court was originally sent to the Department of Antiquities
office at Tabaqgat Fahl, which lies only two kilometres southwest of Wadi Hammeh 27.
But, if the objects do not come from this site, then a second Early Natufian village site may
yet lay undiscovered somewhere in the northern Jordan Valley.

Acknowledgments

This work was carried out under Permit 15/11/3932, issued by the Department of
Antiquities of Jordan. The authors wish to thank the Director General, Professor Fadi
Balawi and the staff of the department for their permissions and assistance, including the
Director of the Irbid office, Mr Ziad Ghunimat. We would like also to thank Dar al-Saraya
Archaeological Museum staff member, Ms Di‘a Mazari, for her help during the research.

- 162 -



Fordan Journal
For Bistory and Arehacology Volume 19, No.2, 2025

) cblead) B A3hghait) LY gl (e Laald dsgara
T Sodd] s P pigadltl] sane o jylod) culd

uadls

Basasally (sl e (<o lgie G A AEBL Al sl G B degene Sis
U b cpshal) 558 e Bage Saaa A (a1 ) 8 @AY Wbl ls Ciaa b
oy O e 4By Q) e 2 gkt D sl ST (e de genall (3
L ole (b S9lE e cain B (a8 Leabatiu) G adaill o3 g Cagymally canal)
O ol 53550 Bl 53 (slell L] Alidlae paleaial (e (a1 g3l e A
dabaie b )l 3 glatll (Gl alge 8 Lo el Cum tLhudl ls 3 Basasall 3Ll
USS de gl (03555 coialls Gslell 138 Jawi g oLl DU asia 8 Tassial) sl
Fnslal) Sl €27 daa (saly « K skl alige a Cugh (5 8 cdadll G LY
aas) 38 i i U a1 6 gl Giskadl aisal n 27 Fam silyy ckis
S Zaghai A0 adse llin (5K a8 adsall 3 e padll (S5 Al 13 eelld pag Agilinall
L) sy oy s b A

gl e il Lyl 1y (0¥ (s edsidie AL s ¢dhglail) : AN Cilalsl)

27 s sl

s Y Anels clilly SBY) Byl !

OV calall BV a7

OV OB eyl SLY) 2gedl?

2024/12/2 yaill algd oyl 2024/6/1 Eadl Dias) o)

- 163 -



An Enigmatic Group of Natufian ... Phillip C. Edwards et al.

REFERENCES

Belfer-Cohen, A. (1988); The Natufian settlement at Hayonim Cave: a hunter-gatherer band on
the threshold of agriculture. Unpublished doctoral thesis, Hebrew University, Jerusalem.

Edwards, P.C. (2013); Stratigraphy, taphonomy and chronology. In: Wadi Hammeh 27: an Early
Natufian settlement at Pella in Jordan, Edwards, P.C. ed., Pp.: 33-63, Leiden: Brill.

Edwards, P.C. (2013b), Visual representations in stone and bone. In: .) Wadi Hammeh 27: an Early
Natufian settlement at Pella in Jordan, Edwards, P.C. ed., Pp.: 287-320, Leiden: Brill.

Edwards, P.C., and Hardy-Smith, T. (2013); Artefact discard patterns and activity areas. In: Wadi
Hammeh 27: an Early Natufian settlement at Pella in Jordan, Edwards, P.C. ed., Pp.: 95-120,
Leiden: Brill.

Edwards, P.C., Shewan, L., Webb, J. and Delage, C. (2018), La Trobe University’s 2015

geological survey and archaeological excavation season at the Natufian site of

Wadi Hammeh 27. Annual of the Department of Antiquities of Jordan 59: 259-271.

Edwards, P.C. and Webb, J. (2013); The basaltic artefacts and their origins. In: Wadi Hammeh 27:
an Early Natufian settlement at Pella in Jordan, Edwards, P.C. ed., Pp.: 205-233, Leiden: Brill.

Perrot, J. (1966) ; “Le gisement Natoufien de Mallaha (Eynan), Israél”. L Anthropologie, vol. 70,
5-6, Pp.: 437-483.

Valla F.R.; Khalaily H.; Samuelian N.; Bocquentin F.; Bridault A. and Rabinovich R. (2017);
Eynan (Ain Mallaha). In: Quaternary of the Levant, Enzel, Y and Bar-Yosef, O. eds., Pp.:295-
301. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Wright, K.I. (1992); “A classification system for ground stone tools from the prehistoric Levant”.
Paléorient, vol. 18 /2, Pp.: 53-81.

- 164 -



