





THE BRONZE AGE
SITES OF HILI



r.&;_., ! abudhabiculture
Of) nvooo

ISBN : 978-9948-794-50-9 abudhabiculture.ae




THE BRONZE AGE
SITES OF HILI

THE BRONZE AGE SITES OF HILI, PART OF THE CULTURAL SITES OF AL
AIN (HAFIT, HILI, BIDAA BINT SAUD AND THE OASES AREAS)

3 [ | -
unesco Sl by

ABU DHABI CULTURE

World Heritage site






INTRODUCTION

Hili contains one of the most important
collections of Bronze Age archaeological sites
in the United Arab Emirates, indeed in all of
the Arabian peninsula. Settlements and tombs
dating to this period have been excavated here
since the 1960s. They have revealed thousands
of artefacts that paint a picture of a vibrant and
flourishing ancient society. Since 2011, the Bronze
Age sites of Hili have formed part of the UNESCO
World Heritage Site: The Cultural Sites of Al Ain.

This World Heritage Site is characterised by
a unigue combination of natural and human-
made elements and consists of four major
components: Jebel Hafit with its Early Bronze
Age tombs, the Bronze and Iron Age remains of
Hili, Iron Age features on the outcrop of Bidaa
Bint Saud and the six oases of the city Al Ain,
Qattara, Jimi, Hili, Mutaredh and Muwaiji. In
combination, these are an exceptional testimony
to the development of prehistoric cultures in the
region and the management of water in a desert
environment.



LOCATION &
ENVIRONMENT

Hili is one of the oases of Al Ain, a narrow fertile
alluvial plain bordered on the west by the sands
of the Empty Quarter and on the east by the Al
Hajjar mountains. These mountains contain a
wealth of mineral resources, including copper,
which was important to human settlement in
Al Ain. The mountains have been key to past
settlement in this alluvial plain, by providing
run-off during rainstorms but also by storing
water, which can be accessed by wells and aflaj.
The southern limit of this cultural landscape
is marked by the distinctive mass of the Jebel
Hafit formation. This mountain rises a thousand
metres above the surrounding plain and formed
an important landmark on ancient land routes
that connected Al Ain with the rest of the Arabian
peninsula, the Arabian Gulf and the Indian Ocean.

Throughout Al Ain, there is archaeological
evidence for Neolithic (c. 8000-4000 BCE)
occupation, and thereafter major periods of
activity occurred in the Bronze Age that are
marked first by the Hafit tombs (c. 30002500
BCE) and later by the tombs and towers of the
Umm an-Nar period (c. 25002000 BCE). In the
Iron Age (c.1100-300 BCE) the area saw a major
expansion of settlement apparently based on
both falaj agriculture and the copper industry.
Another period of intense activity took place
in the Early Islamic period (c. 800-1000 CE)
for which there is increasing archaeological
evidence for settlement, agriculture and a revival
of the copper industry.

Bronze Age well at Hili 1. 2500 BCE

During the Umm an-Nar period; (2500-2000
BCE), many settlements and tombs were
constructed at Hili. The first excavations to reveal
these remains took place by a Danish team in
the 1960s at the invitation of the first president of
the United Arab Emirates, the late Sheikh Zayed
bin Sultan Al Nahyan. Two of their discoveries:
the settlement at Hili 1 and the Grand Tomb of
Hili, can be seen in Hili Garden. In addition to
these two sites, extensive survey carried out
throughout the 1970s by local archaeologists
led to the identification of more tombs and
settlements.



THE BRONZE AGE

TOMBS OF HILI

Numerous Bronze Age tombs were excavated
around Hili. Two of them have been incorporated
into Hili Garden while the rest are scattered to
the south and southwest of the park. Two more
tombs are located in an area called Hili Fun City.
These above-ground, multi-chamber tombs
are circular monuments ranging in diameter
between 6 and 12 metres. Unfortunately, most
of these tombs were found plundered and
heavily disturbed when excavated, which made
understanding their chronology difficult.

Local pottery, stone vessels, bronze artefacts
as well as imported painted vessels and beads
were discovered in these tombs. Tombs F and
G, which are found southwest of the Garden, are
thought to be among the earliest built, while Hili
Grand Tomb, the most sophisticated structure,
dates to the end of the Umm an-Nar period.

Painted ceramic vessel from a Hili Bronze Age tomb

Decorated vessel from a Hili Bronze Age tomb



HILI GRAND
TOMB

The Hili Grand Tomb, which you can visit in Hili
Garden, was the first to have been excavated at
Hili by a team from Denmark in 1965. Colossal
stones were mined by the ancient inhabitants
of Hili at the nearby mountain ridge. There,
they were roughly shaped and then moved
to Hili where they were carefully cut for final
fitting. Although the tomb was left un-roofed
when reconstructed, the evidence from Umm
an-Nar island shows that circular tombs like
these were originally corbelled and covered
with semi-domed roofs. When the Hili Grand
Tomb was discovered by archaeologists, the
walls had collapsed and it was in ruin. It could
be determined that it was 12 metres in diameter
and that it originally stood at least four metres
high. The faithful reconstruction of Hili Grand
Tomb was carried out in the 1970s using the
blocks the Danish archaeologists found and
some newly carved blocks. What is seen today
is the result of that work.

The tomb was probably originally divided into
four interior chambers, each of which contained
deceased members of the community. Evidence
from other similar collective graves in the region
indicates that hundreds of people would have
been buried in the tomb over a long period of
time. The two entrances to the tomb, which are
seen today, were originally blocked with loose,
yet carefully shaped, stones that could easily be
removed. As people died, they were added to
the tomb. Although the Danish archaeologists
found no bones, probably because of the acidity
of the sand, they found the remains of over
500 ceramic vessels. Much of this pottery was

made by the skilled potters who lived in Al Ain
during the Bronze Age. Remains of one of their
workshops were found inside Hili Garden. There
was also imported ceramics and beads from
Mesopotamia, South Asia and Persia. Copper
objects were also found in this and other Umm
an-Nar tombs, attesting to the important role that
the United Arab Emirates played in the mining
and export of copper during the Bronze Age.

Hili Grand Tomb is distinctive not only because
of its sophisticated architecture but also by
the carvings depicted on both entrances. The
northern entrance to the tomb was cut into a
single large stone and decorated with three
different scenes; above, a man riding an animal,
probably a donkey, with another figure behind
him; on the right two embracing figures; and
finally below the opening, two animals, which
might be Arabian leopards, devouring a young
gazelle or a baby oryx. The decoration on the
south-facing entrance consists of a pair of oryx
with two standing figures in between.

Archaeologists are still undecided about what
these carvings mean. It is likely that they
represent some belief in the importance of
nature and the relationship between life and
death. Carved figures are also known from other
Umm an-Nar period tombs, both on Umm an-
Nar island and in the northern emirates. One
example from Umm an-Nar island clearly shows
the earliest representation of a camel thus far
found in the United Arab Emirates indicating
how important this animal was to the people
of the region.



The Hili Grand Tomb under excavation

The restored Hili Grand Tormb



TOMBS E AND N
IN HILI GARDEN

Also located in Hili Garden, are Tombs E and
the pit grave called Tomb N. Tomb E was badly
damaged, but traces of the missing interior walls
and the circle were still visible in 1980s. It was
eventually reconstructed to a height of about
one metre. It seems to have had six chambers.
The restoration process for this tomb led to the
discovery of Tomb N, an astounding pit grave.
The pit was 7 metre long, 2 metre wide and 2.5
metres deep. In terms of understanding the
ancient population and the diversity of burial
customs in the Bronze Age of the region, the
tomb is highly significant. The first stage of
excavations, carried out by local archaeologists,
revealed semi-complete bodies buried in flexed
positions on the uppermost layer of the burial. In
the layers below, the bones were mixed up. Later,
archaeologists and anthropologists from France
and the Department of Culture and Tourism -
Abu Dhabi jointly completed the excavations
of the small remaining section left unexcavated
by the local team. All in all, remains belonging
to more than 600 individuals were revealed.
Thousands of artefacts were excavated and
carefully studied. These people were buried
towards the end of the Umm an-Nar period.

Analysis of skeletal remains of adult males
(average height 1711 cm) and females (average
height 163.5 cm) together with sub-adults and
infants, show that a large proportion of the
population suffered from anemia, arthritis and
tooth loss.

There are at least six more tombs located outside
the Garden that are planned to be opened
to the public. These tombs were excavated
throughout the 1970s and 1980s and appear to
show the development of Umm an-Nar funerary
architecture. From c. 2500 to 2000 BCE, the
tombs became larger and more elaborate and
the masonry becames finer. This suggests that
the community were investing more in the
construction of these tombs. This occurred as
the economy expanded throughout the region
and trade with Mesopotamia and other areas
of the Arabian Gulf. New wealth flowed into the
country at this time and new towns and villages
came into being. During this time of change,
these collective tombs may have served as a
reminder of the importance of community and
social ties.

Tomb E in Hili Archaeological Garden



Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan al Nahyan visiting the Danish excavation of Hili Tin the early 1960s

BRONZE AGE
SETTLEMENTS

Several Bronze Age settlements have been
excavated at Hili. The first of these was Hili 1,
excavated by Danish archaeologists at the
invitation of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan.
They discovered a round tower build from
mudbricks measuring about 40-50 metres in
diameter and dating to about 2500 BCE. This was

thefirst known example of a type of Bronze Age
tower that is now well represented throughout
the United Arab Emirates and Sultanate of Oman.
Hili 1 can be visited in the centre of Hili Garden.
While in the Garden, visitors can also see Hili 10,
which dates to roughly the same time as Hili 1.
This settlement was partly restored in the 1990s.



The Bronze Age tower of Hili 1 showing rooms and mudbrick construction

Outside of Hili Garden is the settlement of Hili
8. The site was excavated in the late 1970s
and 1980s by French archaeologists and is
now under excavation by the Department of
Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi. It consists of
a round tower, like Hili 1and 10, but with several
outlying buildings, all made of mudbrick. Hili
8 is unigue amongst Bronze Age settlements
because it has provided the earliest evidence
for permanent, agricultural settlement in the
region. Radiocarbon dates suggest the earliest

building at the site dates to around 3000 BCE.
Burnt ancient grains were also found in these
levels, suggesting that people were starting to
practice agriculture. They grew wheat and barley,
and date palms that were probably irrigated by
water from the well located in the middle of the
settlement. These crops not only provided food,
but also building materials, such as the palm-
frond that would have been used for areesh
buildings.

Archaeologists from the Department of Culture and Tourism - Abu Dhabi. excavating at Hili 8



Hili 8 thus represents the first example of a type of
basic oasis agriculture. In this form of agriculture,
tall trees such as the date-palm provided shade
and organic material to grow small crops below.
In time, this type of agriculture was to become
dominant in the United Arab Emirates, and other
crops like fruit and cotton were grown. Eventually,
Al Ain was to become famous as an agricultural
centre. The people living at Hili 8, 5000 years ago
also kept sheep, goat and cattle. These animals
were eaten, but also provided milk that was an
important resource in the dry, hot climate. They
continued to hunt animals just as their Neolithic
ancestors had done, including gazelle, oryx and
camel.

How these Bronze Age towers functioned is
still @ mystery. When excavated, the towers
appear to contain numerous small rooms that
were likely the basements of the rooms above.
Whether or not people lived in the towers all
year round, they were reserved for only some
people, or they were used only during times of
crisis, is still unknown. it is known that dozens of
such towers existed across the country, and it
may be the case that each tower, or cluster of
towers like at Hili, represents an ancient town. An
ancient Mesopotamian text which dates to the
same period notes the existence of 32 rulers of
a place called ‘Magan’. This term denotes the
United Arab Emirates and parts of The Sultanate
of Oman, and it might be the case that each of
these rulers existed in one of these villages, even
though the exact number, 32, is unlikely to be
accurate. It is more likely that the text means
that the region had no single ruler at that time,

Current research at Hili 8 is focussing on the type of plants that
existed near the site through careful analysis of burnt seed remains

but numerous smaller towns and villages, each
with their own ruler. The fact that the artefacts
and buildings found throughout the country are
very similar suggests that each of these places
was in contact and traded with each other. It is
likely that the leaders of these towns and villages
would occasionally meet and discuss matters
of concern or resolve potential disagreements.



THE END
OF THE
UMM AN-NAR
CULTURE

The Umm an-Nar culture lasted until c. 2000
BCE. Around that time, many of the buildings at
Hili were abandoned. The characteristic tombs
of the Umm an-Nar period are no longer used.
Craft industries also changed and the fine
pottery of the Umm an-Nar period is no longer
made. The reasons for these changes are not
fully understood. Some have argued that it is to
do with climate change which is known to have
occurred around 2100 BCE. However, the most
monumental tombs of the Umm an-Nar period
date to the century after 2100 BCE. These tombs
often contain a wealth of artefacts, including gold
jewellery, suggesting that the economy was
flourishing, even if the climate was becoming
less favourable.

HOW TO
GET THERE

You can visit Hili Garden in Al Ain, which contains
the Hili Grand Tomb, Tombs E and N, Hili1and Hili
10. It is a 90 minute drive from Abu Dhabiand a
1hour drive from Dubai. It is open daily. While in
Al'Ain, you can visit many other archaeological

Others have argued that the breakdown of trade
routes around 2000 BCE meant that the Umm
an-Nar culture, which relied on trade, could not
survive. However, by this time the people of the
country were practicing agriculture and had
mastered the seas. They were resilient and had
flourished through periods of drought.

For now, the end of the Umm an-Nar remains a
mystery. The amazing monuments of Hili stand,
however, as testimony to the innovation and
ingenuity of the people living during this time.

and historical sites including Qasr Al Muwaiji,
Al Qattara Arts Centre and Al Qattara Heritage
Sougq, Al Ain Palace Museum, Al Jahili Fort and
Al Ain oases.
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