THE HUMEIMA EXCAVATION PROJECT:
PRELIMINARY REPORT OF THE 1991-1992 SEASONS

by

John P. Oleson, Khairieh ‘Amr, Robert Schick,
Rebecca M. Foote and John Somogyi-Csizmazia

The Humeima Excavation Project
The first two seasons of the Humeima
Excavation Project took place from 29

June-8 August, 1991 and 20 June-30 July,

1992 (Fig. 1).! Previous work at Humeima
by the present Project Director, carried out

in 1986, 1987 and 1989 under the aegis of
the Humeima Hydraulic Survey, was de-
signed to locate and record all ancient struc-
tures in the vicinity of Humeima related to
water-supply.2

Survey and excavation in and around

1. The project, like the survey work around
Humeima in previous years, is funded by the So-
cial Sciences and Humanities Research Council
of Canada, with the addition of generous funding
from the Taggart Foundation of New York. In
1992, Dumbarton Oaks provided funds for the
excavation of the C101 church. Several members
of the staff provided their own travel funding,
and there were contributions by the Graduate
School of UCLA, and by ASOR Jennifer C.
Groot Travel Scholarships awarded to Kelly
Low, Dennine Dudley, and Judith Mitchell. The
project director is Prof. John P. Oleson of the
Department of Classics, University of Victoria;
Co-Directors are Dr. Khairieh ‘Amr of the Jorda-
nian Department of Antiquities and Dr. Robert
Schick, American Center of Oriental Research.
Dr. ‘Amr also served as the Representative of the
Department of Antiquities to the project. The
project was accredited by the American Schools
of Oriental Research and licensed by the Depart-
ment of Antiquities of the Hashemite Kingdom
of Jordan. We are grateful to Dr. Safwan Tell,
Director General of the Department of Antiqui-
ties, for his assistance with the project, to Dr.
Pierre Bikai, Director of ACOR, and to Dr. Patri-
cia Bikai, ACOR Administrator, for their help
with the practical arrangements necessary for
carrying out the work. Dr. Bert de Vries, the for-
mer Director of ACOR, was also of assistance in
planning the 1991 season. Accommodations for
the team were once again generously provided at
the al-Mureighah Secondary School by the Di-
rector, Mr. Thiab Rikhbat, for whose courtesy
and hospitality we remain extremely grateful.
Field Supervisors in 1991-92 were Oleson (Field
B), Schick (Field C), and ‘Amr (Field F). Square
supervisors were Susan Coliton, Erik de Bruijn,
Dennine Dudley, Darlene Emery, Rebecca
Foote, Faida abu-Ghazaleh, John Howard, Kelly
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Low, Carla Luna, Judith Mitchell, Robert Mol-
denhauer, Sabrina Rampersad, Leslie Shumka,
John Somogyi-Csizmazia, Sarah Taylor, and
Ruba Saleh al-Wazani. Martha Oleson assisted
with excavation and processing finds for several
weeks in 1991 and 1992, Olaf and Patience Ole-
son for two weeks in 1992. Photographers were
J. Oleson, S. Coliton, and B. Douglas; Brian
Cannon, Peter Denholm, and Stephen Copp
served as architects.

2. During the first season, in 1986, the survey re-
corded 51 cisterns, four springs and associated
conduits, 27km of aqueduct channel, a dam, and
sets of wadi barriers, terraces, and cleared run-
off fields. During the second season, in 1987, the
team catalogued all such facilities visible within
the habitation centre proper. Where necessary,
soundings were made to determine the nature of
the internal distribution system and its chronolo-
gy. This system included a Nabataean (Fig. 2,
no. 63) and Roman reservoir (Fig. 2, no. 62),
both fed by the aqueduct system, two large rec-
tangular cisterns in the settlement centre (Fig. 2,
nos. 67-68), and nine smaller, circular cisterns
built below the houses of Auara (Fig. 2, open cir-
cles). Probes proved the Nabataean origin of the
aqueduct and its reservoir. In 1989, probes were
made around one of the large Nabataean cisterns
(Fig. 2, no. 68) in the settlement centre and at
two domestic cisterns (Fig. 2, nos. 64, 69), in an
attempt to determine their chronology. The large
cistern seems to have been constructed in the
first century BC; the smaller cisterns in the first
or second century AD. During the 1989 season,
excavation was also carried out at a small bath
building fed by the aqueduct, revealing a typical-
ly Roman-type bath, constructed in the third cen-
tury AD, and modified in the fifth or sixth centu-
ry. For full reports, see Oleson 1986; 1987a-b;
1988a-b; 1990 a-b; 1991; 1992.
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Fig. 1. Location of Humeima in the Middle East (é.—Mundigler).

Humeima through 1989 provided informa-
tion about the technological basis for the
foundation and development of the Naba-
tacan, Roman and Byzantine settlements of
Auara (Oleson 1991; 1992). The field work,
however, had not been designed to elicit in-
formation about the structures in the settle-
ment centre that were not involved with the
water supply. In view of the great extent of
the field of ruins, and the importance of the
settlement into the Abbasid period, a priori-
ty for this second stage of the project is the
excavation of other types of public and pri-
vate structures to complement the informa-
tion already recovered concerning the wa-
ter-supply system.
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Selection of 1991-92 Excavation Areas
The site was divided up into six excava-
tion fields (see Fig. 2) for the purposes of
mapping and recording. Field A includes all
structures within a 1.0 kilometre radius of
the base datum point in the settlement cen-
tre that are not part of some other excava-
tion field, along with random surface finds.
Field B includes the structures in the vicini-
ty of cisterns nos. 67-68, Field C the field
of ruins that surrounds the Lower Church
and extends up the hill to the west, Field D
the two areas of rubble north of Area B, and
isolated structures in the vicinity, Field E
the Roman Camp, Reservoir no. 63, the
Bath, and the structures in their vicinity,
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and Field F the so-called Caravanserai and
the structures south of it. Field Z is surface
finds or isolated structures found in the re-
gion of Humeima, but outside the radius of
Field A.

The 1991 excavation areas were selected
to sample different types of structures and
to recover associated ceramics belonging to
a wide chronological range. A prominent
mound immediately to the north of cistern
no. 68, in the very centre of the settlement,
was selected as one excavation area, B100.
The second area, C101, was the Lower
Church, partially cleared by the Department
of Antiquities in 1962. The. third area,
F102, seemed to be a well-preserved house
associated with a circular cistern of Naba-
tacan design. In 1992 excavation continued
in each of these three areas, and probes
were dug in F103, a caravanserai or palatial
complex, and a survey of tombs was begun.

B100: EXCAVATION AND INTERPRE-
TATION (John Peter Oleson)

Sixteen 5 m x m squares were laid out
over the highest part of the B100 complex
in the hope that they would provide the
most information about its nature, function
and chronology. In order to reveal the over-
all plan of the latest stage of the complex,
the surface soil was cleared from most of
the mound during the 1991 season, while
several deep probes were excavated in an
attempt to define-the character of two par-
ticularly interesting features and the chro-
nology of structural development in the
area. Ultimately, deep excavation was car-
ried out in Square 2 (Room E, the Apse)
and Square 3 (Room B), and superficial
clearing and shallow excavation were done
in the other 14 squares. Excavation in 1992

focused on the solution of various questions.

remaining at the end of the 1991 season: the
chronology of the apse and its relation to
the rectangular feature apparently framing
Rooms A and B; the character of the early
structures below the centre of the B100

mound, and the plan of the western portion
of the B100 complex. By the end of the

1992 season, we had exposed a complex

41m long from east to west, and 15m wide
(Fig. 3; PIs. I; II, 1). In 1992, accessible
portions of Room E were excavated down
to sterile soil, a deep probe was sunk in
Room G, and the western portion of the
complex, which extends 28m west of the
Apse, was defined and probed.

B100 Phase 1: Early Islamic Structures

The latest phase of occupation of Area
B100 included all the walls revealed by sur- -
face clearance (Fig. 3). The Room E apse
and Wall 13 belong to an earlier phase, al-
though they remained in use throughout the
occupation of the complex. At present,
Phase 1A includes Rooms A to D, F to J,
and N. During Phase 1B, also of the Early
Islamic period, this complex was expanded
13m to the west with the addition of Rooms
L, M, and the adjacent courtyard. In the
slightly later Phase 1C, Room K was added
on the west.

The complex includes a cluster of ap-

proximately square or rectangular rooms
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varying from about 2.4m square to 5.7 x
8.4m. Atypical are Room I, a walled court-
yard surrounding Room H and providing
access to Room J, and Room 17 itself, which
has a semicircular north wall. Rooms D, E,
and K through M face on a courtyard closed
on the south by a wall. The walls of-all
these rooms have the same approximate or-
ientation 30 degrees west of north, although
the corners and intersections are seldom at
precise right angles. Most rooms share at
least one wall with a neighbouring room:;
those at the core of the complex share sev-
eral. The walls vary in width from 0.66 to
0.82m, without any obvious standard mod-
ule. With a few exceptions, the walls all
share the same poor construction technique
of dry stone masonry, including unworked
sandstone or limestone boulders, rubble,
and occasional re-used blocks. Most of the
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rooms show the remains of transverse arch-
es that sprang from piers along the walls
and carried the stone or brush roofing. The
walls around the western extension of the
structure (Phases 1B-1C) were built slightly
more carefully, occasionally making use of
large, roughly-trimmed blocks of red sand-
stone.

No obvious overall plan can be dis-
cerned in the eastern portion of the com-
plex. A door at the southeast corner of
Room C led to a large walled area (still un-
excavated) that may be a courtyard. A door
in the southeast corner of Room A led into
Room B, but it was walled up some time
before the structure was abandoned. Anoth-
er door in the northeast corner of Room A
led into Room G, but it too was walled up.
The present north wall of Room G is a very
thin, poorly preserved line of single blocks
and rubble that may in fact be a later parti-
tion. A door in the east wall of Room G
gave access through Room H into Room (or
Courtyard) I. A door at the north end of
Room I—also carefully walled up—
provided access to Room J, a small cham-
ber with a very poorly preserved north wall
that forms an arc of approximately 100 de-
grees, intersecting the north wall of the
complex.

The western portion of the complex is

better defined. Room E consists of a pre-

existing apse walled off to form an en-
closed space, framed on either side by
smaller, irregular rooms (D and O). These
rooms face on a long courtyard (L 19.6, W
9.3-7.1m) on which open Rooms K, L, M,
N and F. The long wall (Wall 2) defining
the south edge of the court disappears under
a pile of modern spoil 5m west of Room D.
It is likely that a doorway or gate here gave
entry to the complex.

Only portions of Rooms A, B, D, E, F,
G, K and M could be excavated down to the
Phase 1 floor level. The picture these
probes present, however, is a uniform one.
In all but Rooms A and K was a paving of
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reused, irregular but often roughly rectan-
gular slabs and blocks of sandstone and
limestone set in clay. In many cases there
were one or two probable packed clay
floors above the stone paving. Room K
clearly had only a packed clay floor, just
above the foundation level of its walls. In
most of the rooms in the eastern portion of
the complex, the paving level corresponded
clearly with a foundation level or a break in
the structure of the surrounding walls. In
some instances new walls were built with
reused blocks, but in most cases, several of
the walls in each room were constructed of
reused or re-laid blocks on top of existing
wall lines. Rooms A, B, E and M also con-
tained raised stone platforms, plastered
benches, and slab-built bins along the walls
or in corners, similar to features on recent
bedouin houses at Humeima. Doors incor-
porating an upright slab outside the door-
sill, necessitating a step down into the inter-
ior but protecting the interior from dirt,
vermin, and run-off water, are another fea-
ture common to the B100 complex (Rooms
A, B, D, E, F, K, M) and recent bedouin
dwellings. Tabun ovens and their character-
istic deposits of soft grey ash were found
inside Rooms D, E and I, and outside Room
F.

The chronology of the Phase 1A-1C
complex cannot yet be precisely defined,
but the latest ceramics are Abbasid. In view
of their location and apparently unspecial-
ized plan, most of the rooms probably
served as dwellings; the complex may have
served an extended family, or several fami-
lies, engaged in herding and agriculture.
The fill within the rooms, and in particular
above the pavements in Rooms B, D, E, F
and G, is a mix of generally small frag-
ments of a wide variety of wares dating
from the Middle Nabataean through the Ab-
basid periods, with a sprinkling of later
wares. The constant traffic of goats, sheep,
and camels around the site ever since the
construction of Cisterns 67 and 68 resulted
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in both the reduction of discarded vessels to
small sherds ‘and the constant mixing of
those sherds in the soft surface sand and
soil. Within the rooms composing this com-
plex the upper level of fill for the most part
is not a gradual occupation deposit, but fill
transported to the area by intentional human
activity or by wind and surface wash after
abandonment.

B100 Phase 2: Byzantine Structures

Clearance of surface rubble fallen from
the west wall of Room G revealed the upper
edge of an eastward-curving wall carefully
constructed of large blocks of the local
white sandstone facing a core of rubble and
earth. Further excavation revealed an apse
with a radius of approximately 2.10m (Pl
II, 2), which terminated on the south at a
neat wall face aligned with the lower cours-
es of the west wall of Room A—a wall
carefully constructed of re-used Nabataean
blocks. The upper courses of the straight
outside wall behind the apse form the west
wall of Room G. In consequence, the apse

"shares the same rough orientation as the
Phase 1 complex. The southern two-thirds
of the apse was excavated to its foundation
in 1991 and 1992.

The interior wall of the apse consists of
seven regular ashlar courses. To judge from
the amount of stone tumble in the apse in-
terior the original structure was considera-
bly higher. The remains of a fallen trans-
verse arch that supported the roof of the
structure were found lying across the room
at a bearing of 236 degrees. A wall had
been built across the open side of the apse
to isolate it as a room. A doorway was
found near its south end, but several other
‘walled-up doors are visible.

A paving of flagstones and re-used
blocks set in mortar was found which origi-
nally extended throughout the apse interior,
as far as the later blocking wall on the west.
Two box-like features resembling mangers
(L 1.20m, W 0.45m, H 0.50m) were built
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on this pavement at the south end of the
apse; a slab-built bench was found at the
northwest corner of the room, associated
with several fabun ovens. Since this paving
is at the same level as a similar flagstone
floor encountered in Room B of Square 3,
these two rooms may have formed a coordi-
nated part of the same structure.

A probe below the paving revealed the
foundation courses of the apse wall, con-
sisting of unworked blocks, rubble and re-
used blocks. A substantial stone packing
sloped from the foundation blocks into the
interior of the apse. Middle and Late Naba-
tacan, Late Byzantine, Umayyad and Ab-
basid ceramics were incorporated in the
packing; its removal revealed two large,
carefully-dressed sandstone blocks laid
against the apse footing blocks, forming an
apsidal feature within the apse and of mark-
edly smaller radius. A small probe in front
of these blocks revealed a packed earth
floor, and below a floor paved with heavy,
reused stone blocks, including a Nabataean
pilaster base. The fill above this paving
contained a small amount of Late Nabatae-
an and Late Byzantine pottery. The yéllow
silt below the pilaster was sterile.

Further excavation is required to reveal
the plan, function, and precise chronology
of the structure to which the apse belonged.
The dimensions of the apse, however, along
with the massive character of its construc-
tion, suggest that it was part of a public
structure, perhaps a church. The presence of
Late Byzantine wares in the fill provides a
terminus post quem. The discovery of a Du-
shara block and a horned altar reused in the
apsidal feature, along with numerous frag-
ments of fine stone revetments and archi-
tectural mouldings, suggests the existence
of a governmental or religious structure
somewhere in the area, although not neces-
sarily associated with the apse itself.

Walls similar in construction technique
and chronology to that of the apse were ex-
posed by deep probes in Rooms B and G.



