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This paper summarizes results of scientific ethnoarchaeological investigations into abandoned mud 
and stone constructed village houses and Bedouin tents and the implications of the results for the 
interpretation of Neolithic archaeological sites. The INEA project (Identifying activity areas in Neolithic 
sites through Ethnographic Analysis of phytoliths and geochemical residues), develops and applies a 
method that combines the analysis of microscopic plant remains (silica phytoliths) and geochemical 
residues to inform on construction methods and the use of space in recently abandoned historical 
villages and Neolithic settlements. 

Ethnographic sediment samples from defined activity areas and building materials from the 19th-20th 
century village of Al Ma’tan in the At Tafila governorate and from Bedouin campsites in Wadi Faynan 
were analysed to determine if certain anthropogenic actions have particular phytolith and elemental 
signatures. Archaeological sediment samples from Wadi Faynan 16, ‘Ain Ghazal, and Neolithic sites 
from Wadi Jilat formed the comparative case studies. 

For the recent village comparative samples, phytolith and elemental signatures were strongest for 
categories linked to construction practices, particularly for floors and structural features; with geology, 
age and natural vegetation a key source of variability. For the Bedouin tents, hearths were found to be 
the most durable and visible contexts. When compared with the Neolithic samples, the phytolith and 
elemental remains were good at recording patterning that could be indicative of certain activity types, 
but there was also evidence of mixing and multipurpose use that required cautious interpretation. 
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