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Introduction

In the modern Middle East, with its long
history of urbanism, the consequences of ur-
ban continuity present a daunting challenge
to archaeological research. The city of
Madaba, located 30 km southwest of

‘Amman amidst the fertile rolling plains of

the Central Jordan Plateau, represents a case
in point. Continuing an urban tradition of
some 5,000 years, the modern town engulfs
the ancient settlement, preserved in the form
of a large low-lying fall and acropolis that
still forms a visible rise in the town center.
Nevertheless, Madaba’s historical prom-
inence necessitates a thorough assessment of
its role in the long and eventful history of
the Central Highlands of Jordan.

The Tall Madaba Archaeological Project
(TMAP) was initiated with the goal of pur-
suing this investigation. By focusing on the
central site of Madaba, the project aims to
expand an emerging regional database, and
facilitate analysis of the changing economic
and socio-political organization of com-
munities on a regional level, thereby en-
hancing our ability to chart the dynamic de-
velopment of social complexity in the
region. The first field season of the Tall
Madaba Archaeological Project was held
between July 28 and August 31, 1996.!

Research Objectives

The Tall Madaba Archaeological Project
constitutes part of a broader, ongoing re-
gional research effort that is investigating
the range of adaptive strategies and social
institutions developed by human com-

munities in the semi-arid Central Highlands
of Jordan, a geographical area distinguished
by its climatic variability and environmental
diversity. Drawing on the historical per-
spective that the archaeological record repre-
sents, this effort seeks to achieve the fol-
lowing research objectives: (1) document the
changing subsistence strategies of specific
communities over time; (2) identify the un-
derlying social factors that may have in-
fluenced decision making processes; and (3)
assess the impact adaptive responses have
had on the fragile balance critical to main-
taining ecological equilibrium-and long
term viability—in a marginal, or transitional,
environment.

Within this broader research framework,
TMAP was initiated for the primary purpose
of gathering archaeological data from the
presumed urban center of a regional settle-
ment network for comparison with existing
data sets from comparable contexts (e.g. do-
mestic/residential, administrative/public,
etc.) at rural village sites in the region. In
order to test prevailing theories about the de-
velopment of centralized urban institutions
and the rise of early state-ordered societies
in the southern Levant, this initiative seeks
to address the following research questions:
(1) Did subsistence practices become less di-
versified, emphasizing strategies that in-
tensified production and maximized crop
yields; (2) Did animal husbandry efforts in-
tensify, shifting toward the market exchange
of animal products; (3) Did craft industries
(primarily ceramic and lithic) develop from
dispersed household production levels into

1. The project field staff consisted of the lead author,
Dr Stephen H. Savage, Scott Banting, Robert Harris,
Brett McClain, Steven Megibow, Jamie Szudy, Ja-
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son Ur, Justine Way and Anne Yanaway. They were
joined by Abdullah al-Khraisat of as-Salt. Reem
Shgour represented the Department of Antiquities.
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larger-scale more centralized configurations;
(4) Were redistributive exchange systems re-
placed by market-oriented ones; and (5) Did
an organizational shift occur in social struc-
ture away from an emphasis on kin-based
extended family networks? To facilitate this
longer-term research effort, the 1996 field
season was designed specifically to (1) de-
lineate and map the topographic extent of
the pre-classical site, (2) establish a strat-
igraphic profile of the Bronze and Iron Age
levels of the lower tall, and (3) assess the
feasibility of conducting systematic excava-
tions at the site.

Site Topography (Stephen H. Savage)

An important outcome of the 1993 sur-
face survey of Madaba (Harrison 1996;
1997a), conducted as part of the USAID-
funded effort to develop an archaeological
park along the Roman/Byzantine cardo, was
the creation of a digitized base map (at
1:1250 scale) of the modern town (Fig. 1).
Given the occurrence of modern urban de-
velopment atop the ancient settlement, Geo-
graphic Information Systems (GIS) tech-
nology has provided an invaluable research
tool in our efforts to isolate, define and cat-
egorize the complex spatial data we have en-
countered. While first implemented in 1993,
the GIS solution adopted for Tall Madaba
has evolved over the course of several field
seasons, and has resulted in the development
of a single computerized database for the en-
tire urban core of Madaba. The Madaba da-
tabase remains unique in Jordan. It was de-
signed not only to assist ongoing and future
archaeological research, but also to serve as
a cultural resource management tool to aide
in municipal urban planning, and thus help
reduce the impact of Madaba’s explosive de-
velopment on its world-renown archaeolog-
ical treasures. Begun in Arc/Info, later ex-
ported to AutoCAD, and finally imported
into ArcView, the TMAP GIS stores data at
two basic levels of spatial analysis: (1) the
urban core of Madaba itself, and (2) the larg-
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er surrounding Madaba Plain.

Tall Madaba is contained within a 500 X
500m square. In conjunction with the 1993
surface survey, a computerized map of the
urban core of Madaba was created in Arc/
Info at 1:1250 scale. The topographic data
were initially provided by the Royal Geo-
graphic Centre of Jordan, in 1m contours.
Topography, roads, ancient and modern ar-
chitecture were recorded on separate themat-
ic layers by InfoGraph of ‘Amman, forming
the base map published in Bikai and Dailey
(1996). The data were then provided to
TMAP during the 1996 field season, and
converted to AutoCAD format so that a lap-
top computer could be used in the field to
add the results of our test excavations and
mapping directly to the Madaba town plan.
The existing data were joined with layers de-
tailing archaeological features and cadastral
data during a study season in 1997.

In order to better understand the under-
lying landform of the Madaba town site, the
structures, streets, and other features were
removed from the base map in AutoCAD
(later ArcView), revealing the form of the
ancient zall, as it now exists (Fig. 2). The
topographic layer this produced became the
basic site plan upon which archaeological
data were superimposed.

Archaeological data, consisting of ceram-
ic counts and the locations of exposed an-
cient architecture and midden deposits col-
lected during the 1993 surface survey
(Harrison 1996), were applied to the base
map in order to examine the spatial develop-
ment of the site over the course of its his-
tory, and help develop plans for future ex-
cavations. Ceramic data from the survey
were entered in a table, including the 50 X
50m collection square, the total number of
sherds, and the number of diagnostic sherds
for time periods from the Early Bronze Age
through the Late Ottoman period. Figure 3,
for example, shows the distribution of Early
Bronze Age ceramics to be confined pri-
marily to the slopes of the lower tall. This
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1. Digitized base map of the urban core of Madaba (1:1250

scale).
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3. Early Bronze Age sherd distribution over the surface of the tall.
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