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Introduction

This chapter will provide a brief general historical 
background on the archaeology of Palestine before going 
on to give a more detailed account of the archaeological 
surveys, excavations and restoration projects in the 
Jericho Oasis from 1994 to the present day (Figure 1). 
Despite its status as ‘archaeology under occupation’, 
Palestinian archaeology has seen a remarkable revival 
in this period. In June 2002, a major breakthrough was 
achieved when the 26th session of the World Heritage 
Committee raised the issue of protecting Palestinian 

heritage, in light of the recent siege of the Church of 
the Nativity, and damage to the centre of the Old City 
of Nablus. As a result, financial and technical support 
was provided to develop an inventory of potential 
World Cultural and Natural Heritage sites (Taha 2009b). 
This contained 20 sites considered to be of outstanding 
universal value, with five belonging within the Jericho 
area — Tell es-Sultan, Qumran, the cultural landscape of 
el-Barriya, The Dead Sea, and Hisham’s Palace (as part 
of the ‘Umayyad Palace’ group). The first three of these 
are currently under consideration for nomination to 
UNESCO’s World Heritage List (UNESCO 2018).

Two Decades of Archaeology in Jericho, 1994–2015

Hamdan Taha
Dean of Research and Graduate Studies, Al Istiqlal University,  

formerly Director General of the Palestinian Department of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage

Abstract: The Palestinian Department of Antiquities and Cultural Heritage (DACH) was re-established in 1994 and 
has now been in existence for over two decades. This chapter will present an overview of the archaeology of Palestine 
and the Department during this formative period, before providing a more detailed account of the archaeological 
surveys, excavations and restoration works that have taken place in the Jericho area from 1994 to the present day.
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Figure 1. The Jericho Oasis. Photograph by Hamdan Taha.
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In the regional development plan for the Jordan 
Valley, prepared by a Joint Palestinian and Japanese 
study team in 2005, tourism was identified as the 
area’s main economic resource. Jericho and the Jordan 
Valley have more than 500 known archaeological 
sites. Considerable numbers of these sites have been 
excavated revealing a cultural history stretching over 
10,000 years, represented by many key locations. A 
project for sustainable tourism was conducted in the 
Jericho area between 2009 and 2015, supported by the 
Japan International Cooperation Agency (hereafter 
JICA). Aural and visual methods were used to promote 
archaeological sites, by establishing tourist information 
centres, training local tourist guides, improving signage 
(Figure 2), and by working with local community groups 
to develop community-based tourism.

The Palestinian Department of Antiquities and Cultural 
Heritage was re-established in 1994 (Taha 2010; 2014). 
This represented a revival of the original Department 
of Antiquities, established in 1920 under the British 
Mandate, which came to an end in the political events 
in 1948 when Israel was created in the greater part of 
Palestine, and Jordan assumed responsibilities for the 
antiquities of the West Bank, while Egypt took them on 
for the Gaza Strip. Jericho and Gaza were subsequently 
handed over to Palestinian control, following on from 

the 1993 Palestinian-Israeli Agreement. The West Bank 
was divided into three administrative districts: Areas 
A, B and C. The Palestinian National Authority gained 
control over archaeology in the first two areas between 
1994 and 1995, allowing Palestinian archaeologists 
and heritage professionals greater autonomy and 
agency in the excavation and cultural resource 
management of ancient sites in this region, work that 
had been previously monopolised by foreign and Israeli 
archaeologists. The intent was to gradually transfer 
responsibility for archaeology in some parts of Area C 
to Palestinian jurisdiction, with negotiations for this to 
be completed by May 1999. This timetable was delayed, 
and nearly a decade later the agreed transfer of power 
has still not yet taken place. As a result, Israel remains 
a military occupant in the Palestinian territories, and 
so subject to international law, specifically the Hague 
Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in 
the Event of Armed Conflict (1954), and its First and 
Second Protocols (1954, 1999).

Jericho falls into Area A, but the areas around it 
belong to Area C. To make things more complex, some 
archaeological sites such as Tulul Abu el-ʿAlayiq, 
located less than 2 kms west of the Jericho city centre, 
are divided between Areas A and C. The prolonged 
Israeli occupation, and the fragmentation of the Jordan 
Valley landscape caused by the current zones of control 
has consequently made heritage management in this 
region extremely difficult.

Archaeological and conservation work has been 
conducted in the Jericho area ever since the transfer of 
authority in 1995. An inventory of archaeological sites 
has been compiled and placed within the framework 
of a heritage management plan for the Jericho region 
(Figure 3; Nigro et al. 2011). Work has proceeded as a 
series of joint collaborations, including the Palestinian-
Norwegian excavations at Tell el-Mafjar (2002), the 
Palestinian-Italian excavations at Tell es-Sultan (1997–
2000, 2007–2014), the Palestinian-American excavations 
at Khirbet el-Mafjar (2010–2015) and Tell el-Hassan 
(2012) and the Palestinian-Russian excavations at the 
Sycamore Tree site (2010). A series of research and 
salvage excavations has also been conducted by the 
Department of Antiquities and Palestinian universities 
at a large number of sites, including Jisr Abu Ghabush 
(1994), Tawaheen es-Sukkar (2000–2002), Deir Abu 
Ghannam (2007), Suwwanet eth-Thaniyeh (1998, 2010), 
and Tahunet el-Mafjar (2014–2015). In total, more than 
50 salvage operations have been carried out in the 
Jericho region, especially in the urban centre of Jericho 
and other areas under high pressure for development 
(Taha 2010). In addition to the sites listed above, many 
additional tombs have been rescued, dating from the 
Bronze Age through to the Byzantine period. A wide 
range of restoration and rehabilitation projects has also 
been conducted, including Tell es-Sultan, in cooperation 

Figure 2. Road signage introduced to help visitors navigate 
around the Jericho area. Copyright  DACH.
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with the university of Rome ‘La Sapienza’, UNESCO 
and JICA, and at Khirbet el-Mafjar (Hisham’s Palace) in 
cooperation with UNESCO, the Italian Cooperation, the 
Franciscan School in Jerusalem and the University of 
Chicago. Restoration and rehabilitation works have also 
been carried out at Tawaheen es-Sukkar, the ʿAin ed-
Deuk Synagogue, the Shahwan House, and the Sycamore 
Tree site. Finally, two museums have been established 
in Jericho: the Russian Museum and Hisham’s Palace 
Museum. For locations of the sites discussed in this 
chapter, see Figure 4.

Joint Excavations

Collaboration between DACH and a range of 
international teams has led to five joint excavations 
in Jericho to date — with successful projects at Tell el-
Mafjar, Tell es-Sultan, Khirbet el-Mafjar, Tell el-Hassan 
and the Sycamore Tree site demonstrating the benefits 
of mutual cooperation.

The Joint Palestinian-Norwegian Excavations at Tell el-
Mafjar, 2002–2003

Tell el-Mafjar is a low mound located along the northern 
bank of the Wadi Nueima, c. 200 m south of the Umayyad 
Palace at Khirbet el-Mafjar and some 2 km to the north 
of the city centre of Jericho. It appears in the Survey 
of Western Palestine as part of Ard el-Mafjar (Conder 
and Kitchener 1883, 211, Sheet XVIII). A systematic 
survey and sounding were carried out on the site in 
1953, as part of an archaeological impact study for an 
irrigation development scheme and dated the site to 
the Chalcolithic period (Mellaart 1962; Leonard 1992).

More extensive excavations were undertaken at Tell 
el-Mafjar over two seasons in 2002 and 2003 as part 
of a joint project between DACH and the University 
of Bergen in Norway. The work aimed to explore the 
culture of the site in more depth and place it within its 
broader regional setting (Taha et al. 2004; Anfinset et al. 

Figure 3. Distribution of archaeological sites in the Jordan Valley. Copyright DACH.
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2011; Taha 2011). A rich assemblage of chipped stone 
was recovered, dating to the late Pottery Neolithic 
and Chalcolithic periods (c. 5000–3300 BC), along with 
a wide variety of pottery forms, terracotta animal 
figurines, groundstone vessels of local limestone and 
basalt, polished bone awls, borers and gravers, spindle 
whorls and beads. These point to the development 
of specialised industries that went beyond normal 
domestic modes of production; however no evidence of 
metal working was discovered. The archaeozoological 
assemblage suggested an agricultural-based economy 
in which sheep, goat and pig husbandry were combined. 
A number of circular stone-lined silos and pebble 
surfaces were found, dating to the Chalcolithic period, 
as well as an infant jar burial. Based on the excavated 
remains, it would appear that Tell el-Mafjar was one of 
the major settlements in the lower Jordan Valley during 
the Chalcolithic period.

The Joint Palestinian-Italian Excavations at Tell es-
Sultan

The important site of Tell es-Sultan, ancient Jericho, 
has been investigated numerous times, with soundings 
first made by Charles Warren in 1868 (see Cobbing in 

this volume), followed by the large-scale excavations of 
the Austro-German Expedition of Sellin and Watzinger 
from 1907–1909 (Sellin et al. 1909; Sellin and Watzinger 
1913), John Garstang from 1930–1936 (Garstang and 
Garstang 1940), and Kathleen Kenyon between 1952 
and 1958 (Kenyon 1960; 1965; 1981; Kenyon and 
Holland 1982; 1983; see also Sparks in this volume). It 
has a cultural history that extends over 10,000 years 
and provides a unique testimony of the daily life of its 
ancient inhabitants (Taha and Qleibo 2010).

Excavations were resumed at Tell es-Sultan in 1997, 
with a new joint expedition organised by the Palestinian 
Department of Antiquities and the University of La 
Sapienza in Rome. Directed by Taha, Nigro, Marchetti 
and Yasin, this led to a further eight seasons of work 
(Nigro and Taha 2006; Taha and Qleibo 2010; Taha 
2011). The aim of this project was to develop a greater 
understanding of the Bronze Age fortifications and 
urban fabric of ancient Jericho, and to achieve the 
scientific reassessment and rehabilitation of the site. 
Amongst its many achievements was the discovery 
of a massive and significant mudbrick structure, that 
indicated occupation outside the Middle Bronze Age 
city wall. The results of this joint excavation have now 

Figure 4. Map of the Jericho area showing the distribution of archaeological sites. Copyright DACH.
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been extensively studied and published (e.g. Marchetti 
and Nigro 1998, 2000; Nigro 2003, 2005, 2006, 2009, 2010; 
Nigro and Taha 2006, 2009; Nigro et al. 2011; Taha 2011).

The Joint Palestinian-American Excavations at Tell el-
Hassan, Jericho

Tell el-Hassan is located c. 500 m north of Jericho’s city 
centre. It represents the core of Byzantine Jericho. Tell 
el-Ḥassan was subject to archaeological investigations 
in 1934, after a farmer discovered a mosaic pavement in 
the course of digging a drainage canal. This excavation 
was carried out by Baramki (1936a), on behalf of 
the Mandatory Department of Antiquities. Baramki 
described two main strata of occupation: Byzantine and 
early Islamic. Work revealed a three-nave basilica with 
a central nave and two lateral aisles, 37.3 m long and 
18 m wide, with two additional chambers and a portico. 
This was paved with a geometric pattern mosaic. The 
building has been identified as the church of the Holy 
Virgin restored by Justinian (AD 527–565) in Jericho.

In 2012, DACH conducted salvage excavations at the site 
of Tell el-Ḥassan and a series of domestic walls were 
found. Further excavation was conducted just south of 
the basilica excavated by Baramki (Jennings 2015, 53–
65). This work combined with the Palestinian-Russian 
excavation as part of the Palestinian Department of 

Antiquities objective to explore the Byzantine period 
at Jericho, currently poorly known due to a paucity 
of reliable historical sources. Two areas on either 
side of Qasr Hisham Road were excavated. Area 1, 
east of the road, contained a large building with four 
internal rooms (Figure 5). Along the southern edge 
of the building, is a portion of a street running in an 
approximate east–west direction, paralleled by a 
water delivery system. Area 2 (Figure 6), west of the 
road, exposed a structure of at least three rooms, 
two of which were paved in simple white mosaics. 
Attached to one of the rooms was a small basin with 
an outlet. Ceramic finds were predominantly of local 
production dating from the 5th to 7th centuries AD, 
with continuation into the early Islamic period. Large 
quantities of coins were found. Initial analyses show 
that the majority of these are 6th century Byzantine, of 
the ‘Arab-Byzantine’ and post-reform Umayyad issues. 
The material culture, especially the numismatic and 
the ceramic evidence, suggests that the area was part 
of the commercial centre of the town, with continuous 
occupation in the Byzantine and Early Islamic periods 
(Jennings 2015, 53). The excavation has now provided 
direct evidence for the development of Jericho urban 
centre in the Byzantine period.

Various archaeological remains dating to the Byzantine 
period were recorded south of Tell Hassan, near the 

Figure 5. Tell el-Hassan. View of excavations in Area 1. Photograph by Michael Jennings.
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Coptic church, including architectonic fragments, and a 
fragment of an inscription with the name of Cassianus. 
Further south is the oratory dedicated to St. George, 
which contained the tomb of the priest George, who 
died in AD 566, as indicated by a still-existing mosaic 
inscription. The ruin is enclosed within a building 
belonging to the Russians.

The Joint Palestinian-Russian Excavations at the 
Sycamore Tree Site

In 1995 a damage assessment and a brief salvage 
excavation were conducted in the centre of modern 
Jericho at a site that had been bulldozed for 
construction. Located to the west of Tell el-Hassan, 
this area has become known as the Sycamore Tree site 
(Figure 7). This work identified the remains of a large 
3–4 m deep pit, surrounded by around 120 m of sections 
that had been cut by the bulldozers, exposing an 
approximately 1 m thick layer of occupational deposits. 
Numerous plain white tesserae were uncovered, and two 
mosaic floors are still visible in the western part of the 
north cut.

Excavation was resumed here in 2010 by a joint 
expedition composed of the Palestinian Department 

of Antiquities and the Institute of Archaeology of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences, under the direction of 
Taha and Beliaev with a Russian research team. The 
excavation revealed an important area of occupation 
from the late 5th to early 8th centuries AD; it is thought 
that the site formed part of the Byzantine period 
city centre. Coloured mosaic floors were discovered; 
these and the rest of the material culture remains 
demonstrate the wealth of the site at this time (Taha 
2011; Beliaev 2010).

The Joint Palestinian-American Excavations at Khirbet 
el-Mafjar

Khirbet el-Mafjar is located c. 4 km to the north of 
Jericho on the northern bank of the Wadi Nueima; it 
also goes by the name of its most famous monument, 
Hisham’s Palace. Used as a winter resort, construction 
of this palace has been attributed to Caliph Hisham 
ibn ʿAbd al-Malik (AD 724–743), based on epigraphic 
evidence (see Whitcomb in this volume). Hamilton’s 
later proposal, on the basis of early medieval narratives, 
that his heir al-Walid bin Yazid built the palace between 
AD 743–744 (Hamilton 1969, 61–66; 1988, 174; 1993, 922–
929) has no substantive historical basis. The palatial 
complex was enclosed within a wall and incorporated 

Figure 6. Tell el-Hassan. View of excavations in Area 2. Photograph by Michael Jennings.
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a two-storied palace with corner towers, thermal bath, 
mosque and monumental fountain; it represents a 
spectacular example of early Arab architecture with 
its rich mosaics, stucco decoration and high quality 
sculpture. Hisham’s Palace was destroyed in a severe 
earthquake in AD 748/749.

Initial excavations were carried out at Khirbet el-
Mafjar by the Department of Antiquities for 12 seasons 
between 1935 and 1948 (Hamilton and Grabar 1959; 
Hamilton 1988; 1993; Baramki 1936b; 1937; 1939; 1944; 
1953). These uncovered a significant part of the palace 
complex (Baramki 1947; 1953; Hamilton and Grabar 
1959; Hamilton 1993; Taha 2005; 2011). The northern 
part of the palace was later excavated by Awni Dajani 
in the 1960s; the results of this work have never been 
published.

In December 2006 further small scale excavations were 
carried out in the bath area as part of an assessment 
study for building a shelter on the top of the bath (Taha 
2011; Figure 8). The main objectives of the excavation 
were to establish the stratigraphic history of the bath 
area, and to explore its northern extension and the 
related heating, cleaning and fuel storage services. 
Four main strata were identified, comprising two main 
occupational phases. These ranged from the early 8th 
to the 12th centuries AD and indicated continuous 
occupation of the area after the AD 748/749 earthquake. 
One silver dirham found in Square 2 was particularly 

useful, as it was found to be struck in Demashq 
(Damascus) in 86 H (AD 705), a date marking the last 
year of the reign of Caliph Abdul-Malik bin Marwan and 
the first year of the reign of al-Walid bin Abdul-Malik.

Further work by DACH in 2010 exposed the mosaic 
pavements of the palace, allowing a series of high 
quality digital photographs to be taken (Taha and 
Whitcomb 2014). Work then resumed in the northern 
area between 2010 and 2015, within the framework of 
the Palestinian-American joint expedition (Taha 2011; 
Whitcomb and Taha 2013). This phase of excavation 
recovered the north gate and explored the agricultural 
settlement in the northern area (Figure 9), dating to 
the Umayyad and Abassid periods. A large part of the 
northern gate of the palace, a large enclosure with 
fine Umayyad masonry, and a large Umayyad grape 
press were found; the latter suggested the existence 
of an agricultural estate (diyaʾ) contemporary with 
the palace. The Abbasid period in the northern area 
contains a walled settlement, a mosque, a residential 
unit and a stables, indicating that the agricultural 
estate continued to function in this period.

Departmental Salvage Excavations

The Department of Antiquities has directed over 50 
salvage excavations in Jericho area over the last two 
decades (for preliminary results, see Taha 2011). The 
following section provides brief highlights of this work.

Figure 7. The eponymous Sycamore tree in modern Jericho, site of the joint Palestinian-Russian 
excavations of 2010. Copyright of the joint Palestinian-Russian Expedition.
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Figure 9. The joint Palestinian-American excavations at Hisham’s Palace: view of the northern area, showing remains of 
Abbasid occupation. Copyright DACH.

Figure 8. Department of Antiquities excavations in the bath area at Tell el-Mafjar. Photograph by Hamdan Taha.
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Excavations at Jisr Abu Ghabush

This site had not previously been identified but belongs 
to an area more generally known as Suwwanat eth-
Thiniya (Conder and Kitchener 1883, referred to as 
Dhahret eth-Thaniyeh, Sheet XVIII, see also 211). 
Located on the southern bank of the Wadi Nueima, it 
lies c. 3 km to the north of Jericho.

A salvage excavation of the site was carried out in 1968 
during the construction of the new road to Hisham’s 
Palace (Landes 1968, 131–133). Six small, 1 x 1 m trenches 
were opened, and three strata identified, dating to the 
Late Chalcolithic, Iron Age II and Early Roman periods.

A second brief salvage excavation was carried out in 1994 
(Taha 2011). Funded by the Jericho Motels Company, 
who had permission to build on an area to the west of 
the previous excavations, this was the first excavation 
to be organised by the newly established Department 
of Antiquities. Although the site had suffered damage 
from agriculture and road construction works, it was 
possible to identify two strata, corresponding in part 
with the sequence previously found by Landes. Early 
Roman remains lay immediately below topsoil, and 
included wall foundations, plaster floors, and a small 
2.88 x 2.70 m cistern with three steps, going down to 
a depth of 1.42 m (Stratum I). Below this lay a shallow 
phase of Late Chalcolithic remains (Stratum II), with 
some mudbricks, compacted surfaces, hearths, and 
associated lithics and pottery.

Suwwanet eth-Thiniya (Nueima Camp)

Suwwanet eth-Thiniya is located on the southern bank 
of the Wadi Nueima, 1.5 km north of Tell es-Sultan. The 
site is occupied by a school, built after 1948 by the United 
Nations and Relief Works Agency. Construction work on 
a new wing in 1997 led to the exposure of archaeological 
remains in the school courtyard, including broken 
pottery and clay loomweights, leading to salvage 
excavations on behalf of the Palestinian Department 
of Antiquities (Taha 2011). These excavations set out 
four 5 x 5 m trenches, with the aim of determining the 
stratigraphy of the site and rescuing the remains in the 
exposed area.

Three main strata were distinguished: Stratum I, dating 
to the Early Roman period; Stratum II, dating to the 
construction of the Nueima refugee camp in 1948; and 
Stratum III, dating to the period after the 1948 war. 
Stratum I was the main occupation layer, and contained 
a domestic structure made of four rooms (Rooms 1-4) 
with a circular tabun in a courtyard to the east. Room 
1 was a living space, only partially excavated, which 
produced several coins. Further coins were discovered 
in a cache above the floor of Room 2, along with a small 
juglet and some loomweights. Room 3 was small and 

probably used for storage, while Room 4 was a small 
bath room, which contained a rectangular clay basin, 
0.90 m long by 1.80 m wide, and 0.50 m deep. This was 
coated with a layer of white plaster, and contained a 
small juglet that may have been used for pouring water.

A Hellenistic Tomb at Wadi Nueima 

In 2002, bulldozing of the northern bank of Wadi 
Nueima, to the west of Tell el-Mafjar, exposed a rock-cut 
tomb. This led to salvage excavations, which revealed 
a largely intact tomb of the late Hellenistic period, 
containing several disarticulated individuals (Taha 
2011). This featured an entrance to the south, blocked 
by a large stone, leading into a square central chamber 
(A), with four arcosolia (C–F) cut into the sides, each 
with a single burial trough (Figure 10). Arcosolium 
C was small and shallow, only c. 0.50 m deep; the 
disarticulated remains included a milk tooth, probably 
from the burial of a child. Arcosolium E was similarly 
small and shallow, c. 0.65 m in length, but did not 
contain any human remains. Arcosolium D was larger, 
1.70 m in length, and contained a single skeleton lying 
on its back. This was incomplete, and a skull found in the 
central chamber may belong to this burial. Arcosolium 
F, was on the northern side of the chamber, next to 
Arcosolium D. While most of the human remains were 
in the arcosolia, disarticulated bones were also found 
in the southern side of the chamber, near the entrance, 
as well as a bracelet and glass vessel. In total, the tomb 
contained the remains of four adults, one of whom was 
female, and a possible child; the tomb appears to have 
been a family tomb, used for secondary burials over a 
long period of time.

A Roman Tomb at eth-Thiniya

Another arcosolium-type tomb was discovered and 
excavated by the Department of Antiquities in 2010. This 
was located along the cliffs to the north of Tawaheen 
es-Sukkar, in the area of eth-Thiniya (Taha 2011), and 
featured a square central chamber surrounded by 
arcosolia. The tomb contained a mix of burial methods. 
Each arcosolia contained two to three ossuaries, which 
had been used for secondary burials; two of these 
ossuaries were decorated with Greek inscriptions 
(Figure 11). There were also secondary burials in loculi, 
and a primary burial in a wooden coffin. Associated 
finds included coins, glass and pottery vessels. Similar 
tombs have been reported from the necropolis at Tulul 
Abu el-ʿAlayiq, dating from the mid-1st century BC to 
the 1st century AD (Hachlili 1979).

A Byzantine Monastery at Tell Deir Abu Ghannam

Another salvage excavation was prompted in 2004 by 
construction work at the site of Tell Deir Abu Ghannam 
by the Palestine Red Crescent Society (Taha 2011). Eight 
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Figure 10. Excavation team member S. Tawafhseh in the Hellenistic Tomb at Wadi Nueima. 
Photograph by Hamdan Taha.

Figure 11. Interior of the Roman tomb at eth-Thiniya, showing two ossuaries in situ.  
Copyright DACH.

5 x 5 m squares were investigated, revealing a monastery 
compound with two Byzantine period churches, one of 
which had been reused during the Crusader period. 
Both contained decorated mosaic pavements, which 
have been restored by the Department of Antiquities 
and left in situ with a protective layer of sand backfill 
(Figure 12).

Excavations at Tawaheen es-Sukkar

The well-preserved site of Tawaheen es-Sukkar is 
located c. 1 km to the west of Tell es-Sultan, at the 
lower foot of the eastern slope of  Jebel Qarantal (Poree 
1995; Barakat 1999). It was first described by Clermont-
Ganneau (1896, 37–39), when three sugar mills were 
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Figure 12. Mosaic floor at Tell Deir Abu Ghannam before backfilling. Photograph by Hamdan Taha.

recorded there in the early 20th century, only one of 
which has survived. In antiquity the site was also used 
to manufacture sugar, a function reflected in its Arabic 
name (Taha 2011, 299).

The Department of Antiquities conducted excavation 
and conservation work at Tawaheen es-Sukkar during 
2000 and 2001 (Figure 13). Three main strata were 
distinguished, providing significant new evidence 
for the operation of the sugar industry in the Jordan 
Valley during the Crusader, Ayyubid and Mamluk 
periods (Taha 2001; 2004). Several installations for 
the production of sugar were investigated, including 
aqueducts used to carry water to the site, the mill that 
these aqueducts powered, and a refinery, built on top of 
a series of artificial terraces below the main aqueduct. 
Other structures preserved include a house for storing 
sugar cane, a cane press, kitchen and furnace (Taha 
2009a).

Object assemblages were found attesting to the 
different activities associated with sugar production, 
while the quantity of examples point to the scale of 
the operation. One common form was the conical sugar 
vessel, or abloug, which stood on top of jars for storing 
molasses. A furnace, with large quantity of slag, and 
wide array of metal objects may point to the presence 
of a smithy. Other finds included Arabic inscriptions 
(Figure 14), and a large number of coins, ranging from 
the Roman to the Ayyubid period.

Jericho’s sugar cane and mills are mentioned in several 
early Medieval, Arab and Frankish sources, including 
Yaqut al-Hamawi, writing in AD 1225, and al-Maqdesi, 
writing in AD 1442 (Taha 2011, 298). The evidence from 
Tawaheen es-Sukkar shows its role as one of the main 
production centres for sugar in the Jordan Valley at 
this time (Taha 2001; 2004; 2009a; 2011) and may be 
compared with other sugar refinery sites in the region, 
leading to a more thorough understanding of the nature 
of the industry as a whole (Glueck 1935; Ibrahim et al. 
1976; Macdonald et al. 1987; de Haas et al. 1992; Jones 
et al. 2000; LaGro and de Haas 1989–90; 1991–92). For 
further on this industry, see Hamarna (1978), Ashtor 
(1981), Abu Dalu (1991; 1995), Poree (1995), Barakat 
(1999) and Stern (1999).

Preservation and Conservation of Archaeological 
Sites

Another important task undertaken by DACH has 
been the conservation and protection of threatened 
archaeological sites and historic buildings. Some sites, 
such as Tell es-Sultan, Khirbet el-Mafjar, the Shahwan 
House and ʿAin ed-Deuk were already well-known, 
while others such as the Sycamore Tree Site, Tell 
Abu Ghannam and Tawaheen es-Sukkar were newly 
exposed.

A programme of work was conducted at the 
archaeological park of Tell es-Sultan, in cooperation 
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Figure 13. View of Tawaheen es-Sukkar, showing the upper and lower aqueducts, millstone, mill house, Kitchen-maqam, 
furnace, sugar cane house and courtyard. Photograph by Hamdan Taha.

Figure 14. Vessel from Tawaheen es-Sukkar with Arabic 
inscription reading ‘good honey’.  

Photograph courtesy of G. van der Kooij.

with the University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’, UNESCO, 
JICA, and the American Ambassador’s Fund. This 
included clearance work, mudbrick wall restoration 
(Figure 15), trench consolidation and fencing, as well 
as work to enhance the visitor experience by creating 
access roads, walking trails through the site, improved 
signage and interpretation panels (Figure 16) and a site 
brochure. An interpretation centre was established 
at the south entrance, where visitors can enjoy a 10 
minute introductory film narrating the history of the 
site.

Conservation work had been carried out at the 
Umayyad palace at Khirbet el-Mafjar between 1948 
and 1967, when the area was under Jordanian control. 
The place was then left abandoned during the Israeli 
occupation from 1967 to 1994. A large restoration 
and rehabilitation programme was launched directly 
after the transfer of authority to the Palestinian side 
in 1996, within the framework of the project for the 
conservation of Hisham’s Palace (Figure 17; Taha 
2005; 2016). The work was carried out on behalf of the 
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DACH in cooperation with UNESCO, Studium Biblicum 
Franciscanum, Italian Cooperation, ANERA, USAID, 
Compete Project and the Oriental Institute at Chicago 
University. The archaeological park now includes a 
modern interpretation centre, walking trails, with 
interpretation panels, a mosaic laboratory (Figure 18), 
a site museum and new infrastructure including a new 
bridge and access roads.

The Palestinian Department of Antiquities also 
performed essential restoration work on two 
archaeological synagogues in the Jericho area. The first 
of these was the ʿAin ed-Deuk synagogue, located on 
the northern bank of the Wadi Nueima, north-west of 
Jericho (Taha 2011). First exposed by shelling during 
World War I, the site was surveyed by Engelbach and 
Mackay in 1919 (Avi-Yonah 1993, 1075–1076), and its 
mosaics recorded by Vincent and Lagrange the same 
year (Vincent 1919); it was subsequently excavated in 
1921 (Vincent and Carrière 1921). This building was 
particularly notable for its mosaics, which included a 
black framed mosaic of white tesserae in the narthex, and 
more elaborate mosaics in the main hall decorated with 
menorahs and an Aramaic inscription. These underwent 

Figure 15. Restoration work at Tell es-Sultan, using traditional mudbrick techniques.  
Copyright of the joint Palestinian-Italian Expedition.

Figure 16. One of the new interpretation signs at Tell es-
Sultan. Copyright of the joint Palestinian-Italian Expedition.
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Figure 18. School children learning how to create mosaics at a workshop in the laboratory at Khirbet  
el-Mafjar. Copyright DACH.

Figure 17. The main hall of Hisham’s Palace, showing the central mosaic after restoration.  
Photograph by Hamdan Taha.
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restoration work by DACH in 2002 and 2004, with 
further conservation and rehabilitation in 2014, with 
the generous support of the US Ambassadors Fund.

The second synagogue in need of restoration work was 
the site known as the Shahwan House, located in Tell el-
Jurn, north of Tell es-Sultan (Taha 2011). This had been 
excavated in 1936 by Baramki (1938) and preserved 
in situ in the basement of the Jerusalemite family of 
Shahwan. It consists of remains of a 6th-century AD 
synagogue with two rows of square pillars dividing 
its rectangular plan into a nave with two aisles, with a 
large floor mosaic decorated with a stylised floral and 
geometric design.

Despite progress safeguarding the heritage of Jericho, 
the DACH is conscious of the great damage that has been 
inflicted on archaeological sites in the Jordan Valley 
and the Jericho area in particular since 1967. Some sites 
in the Jericho region are located in Area C and are still 
under the Israeli occupation authority. These sites have 
suffered from neglect due the prolonged Israeli military 
control, and the declaration of these areas as military 
zones, especially the el-Barriyah area, the shores of the 
Jordan River, and the Dead Sea. Most of these sites have 
been left without protection, including the site of  Tulul 
Abu el-ʿAlayiq, which represents Jericho during the 
Greco-Roman period. This was intensively excavated 
between 1973–1993, but then left abandoned without 
any protection, as was also the case with the site of 
Khirbet el-Bayyudat, north of Jericho. The condition 

of these sites is of great concern. Another major threat 
to archaeological sites has been the construction 
works for the separation wall constructed by Israel in 
the occupied Palestinian territories, including in and 
around Jericho.

Museums in Jericho 

Jericho is one of the most excavated areas in the 
world and its archaeological remains, especially those 
from Tell es-Sultan, are displayed in a large number 
of museums throughout The United Kingdom, the 
United States, Australia, the Netherlands, Germany and 
Jordan. The first archaeological museum in Palestine 
itself was established in Jerusalem in 1901 and opened 
as the Palestine Archaeological Museum in 1937 (now 
known as the Rockefeller Museum). Tell es-Sultan 
has a prominent position in its collections, and three 
whole display rooms are dedicated to the archaeology 
of Hisham’s Palace alone. Yet the Rockefeller Museum 
has been under occupation since 1967, and remains 
inaccessible to the majority of Palestinians, while there 
has been no museum at the site of Jericho itself. The 
Department of Antiquities decided to address this 
problem by creating two new museums at Jericho, in 
an effort to widen access and improve local knowledge 
and understanding of Palestinian cultural heritage. 
These are the Hisham’s Palace Museum and the Russian 
Museum; an additional museum is also planned for the 
site of Tell es-Sultan.

Figure 19. View of one of the galleries at the Hisham’s Palace Museum, which opened in 2014.  
Photograph by Hamdan Taha.
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The Hisham’s Palace Site Museum at Jericho 

The site of Hisham’s Palace is one of the highlights 
of the Jericho area, and so it was only fitting as the 
location for a new site museum, which opened in May 
2014 (Figure 19; Taha 2015, 74–75; 2016, 120–123; see 
also Green in this volume). This was designed to display 
the history and archaeology of the Umayyad palace 
and its associated agricultural estate and has around 
150 objects excavated at the site on display, ranging 
from ceramics, glass vessels and coins to architectural 
elements. The history of the site is explored through 
information panels, and a short film that allows visitors 
to see details of the impressive palace mosaics, currently 
under a protective covering, and a reconstruction of 
the palace structures.

The Russian Museum at Jericho 

In 2010 the Russian Museum was inaugurated in Jericho, 
within the framework of the national celebration of the 
Jericho 10,000 Project. It was built on land owned by the 
Russian Convent in Jericho, close to the Sycamore Tree 
site. The museum, built in a Russian architectural style, 
exhibits archaeological material dating to the Roman, 
Byzantine and Arab periods. The museum park complex 
was established within the framework of Palestinian-
Russian cooperation, between the Presidential Property 
Management Department of the Russian Federation 
and the Palestinian government, representing the 
Palestine Liberation Organization. The agreement 
recognises the relationship between Palestinians and 
Russians in a spirit of mutual respect and joint interest. 
The archaeological material exhibited in the museum, 
including mosaic pieces and architectural fragments, 
pottery, metal and coins were provided to the museum 
on the basis of a loan agreement. The museum park 
complex functions to enhance cultural cooperation 
between Palestine and the Russian Federation.

Concluding Remarks 

The record of the last two decades of work since the 
re-establishment of the Palestinian Department of 
Antiquities is impressive in terms of the amount 
of excavation, conservation, and site improvement 
achieved. While there is still much work to do, and the 
ongoing political problems, especially the continued 
occupation authority control over Zone C, make some 
areas of work intractable, international collaborations 
and the work of the Palestine Department of Antiquities 
have combined to make great advances in research and 
the cultural resource management of the Jericho area.
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