PRELIMINARY REPORT OF THE HUMAYMA EXCAVATION PROJECT, 1993

by
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Introduction

Large-scale excavation continued at
Humayma, ancient Auara, in 1993 (Fig.
1).! Several probes completed the exposure
of the Nabataean tomb, Byzantine church,
and early Islamic structure in B100. Exca-
vation of the Byzantine church and its out-
buildings in C101 was completed, and an-
other small Byzantine church was partly
cleared higher up the slope west of the set-
tlement at C119. The large Abbasid resi-
dence in F103, which had been probed
with striking results in 1992, was excavat-
ed in a systematic fashion. Six trenches
were also opened in the Roman fort north
of the settlement (E116), a probe was made
in a large, early Islamic structure at the
north edge of the site (D120), and the sur-
vey and testing of tombs cut in the hills

west of the site continued (Fields A105-
Al15, A117-A118).2

Field B100

Since the major results of the probes in
B100 were presented in a previous article
(Oleson et al. 1993a, b), only a summary
will be given here. B100, near the very
centre of the settlement, is a rectangular
complex (15 x 40 m; Fig. 2) of small,
square rooms organized around three
courtyards. This final, Early Islamic phase
was built around and above several earlier
structures. In particular, the central portion
was constructed during the Umayyad peri-
od inside the remains of a single-apsed
Byzantine church, while the eastern por-
tion of the complex was constructed in the
Abbasid period on top of some unidenti-

1. Excavation took place from 22 May through 1
July. The project was once again funded by the
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Coun-
cil of Canada, and a special grant was awarded
by the Taggart Foundation to help pay for the
costs of conservation. An Endowment for Bibli-
cal Research Scholarship was awarded to Paul
Shrimpton of the University of Victoria. The pro-
Ject director was Prof. J. P. Oleson of the Depart-
ment of Classics, University of Victoria; Co-
Directors were Dr. K. ‘Amr of the Department of
Antiquities of Jordan and Dr. R. Schick, Ameri-
can Center of Oriental Research. Dr. ‘Amr also
served as the Representative of the Department
of Antiquities to the project. The Humeima Ex-
cavation Project is affiliated with the Committee
on Archaeological Policy of the American
Schools of Oriental Research and licensed by the
Department of Antiquities of the Hashemite
Kingdom of Jordan. The Project Director and
Co-Directors are grateful to Dr. Safwan Tell, for-
mer Director General of the Department of An-
tiquities, for his assistance with the project, to
Dr. Pierre Bikai, Director of ACOR, and to Dr.
Patricia Bikai, ACOR Administrator, for their
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help with the practical arrangements necessary
for carrying out the season’s work. Accommoda-
tions for the team were again generously provid-
ed at the al-Muraygha Secondary School by its
former Director, Mr. Thiab Rikhbat, for whose
courtesy and hospitality we remain extremely
grateful. Field Supervisors in 1993 were Oleson,
Schick, ‘Amr, and Foote. Square supervisors
were Erik de Bruijn, Cindy Davison, Dennine
Dudley, Chris Nelson, and John Somogyi-
Csizmazia. Student excavators were Linda Clou-
gherty, Iain Glover, Paul Shrimpton, and Rachel
Wenstob. Photographers were J. Oleson and
Chris Mundigler; Stephen Copp served as the ar-
chitect. The conservator was Judy Logan of the
Canadian Conservation Institute. For reports on
earlier seasons, see Oleson et al. 1993a-b.

2. Oleson supervised the excavation of Fields B100
and E116; Schick C101, C119, and D120; ‘Amr
F102 and analysis of ceramics; Foote F103; and
Somogyi-Csizmazia the tomb survey and analy-
sis of human remains. The relevant sections of
the following report were written by the super-
visors on the basis of reports prepared by the ex-
cavators.
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1. Humayma: Map of site and structures.

fied Byzantine structures with massive
foundations, possibly outbuildings of the
church. The church, in turn, had been built
above a Nabataean cemetery, possibly relat-
ed to a sanctuary.

In 1993, two probes were laid out in an
attempt to identify several more piers and
the west wall of the Byzantine church. One
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such pier was located in Probe 1, precisely
on line with the pier below Room F to the
north and with the south face of the apse to
the east. In addition, steps forming the
south edge of a chancel platform were iden-
tified, along with the setting for a marble
chancel screen. Fragments of the screen it-
self have been found throughout the late
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strata. A second probe was executed at the
intersection of Walls 02 and 03, the south
and west walls of the central portion of the
early Islamic complex, to determine wheth-
er these walls rested on the south and west
walls of the church. The south wall clearly
belonged to the initial construction period
of the church, but the west wall appeared to
be a partition inserted later. In addition, two
more piers of the church were found built into
the west wall, on line with each other and
with the piers in Room F and Probe 1. Conse-
quently, it seems that the original west wall of
the church lies somewhere between wall 03
and the west wall of the Islamic complex
(which is post-Byzantine in origin).

In any case, it is now clear that a three-
aisle, single apse church 12.25 m wide and
at least 17.5 m long, with a finely-laid floor
of stone slabs and a raised chancel with
carved marble screen was built here some-
time in the fifth or sixth century. The
church in C101 is only slightly larger (W
14 m, L 19.25 m). The floor was re-laid
sometime at the beginning of the Islamic
period (Fig. 3), and the church remained in
use for an unknown period of time until its
abandonment, possibly associated with de-
struction by fire. Rubbish was dumped or
accumulated in the ruins of the church later
on during the Umayyad period, but this was
levelled off, a few stretches of paving in-
stalled, and partition walls built to allow
domestic occupation of the structure in the
late Umayyad or early Abbasid period. Still
within the Abbasid period, the complex
was extended to the east and west.

The church, however, was not the earliest
structure on this spot. An enigmatic feature
built of upright, reused sandstone blocks
(Locus 33), uncovered in the lowest level of
the apse in 1992, was removed by illicit dig-
gers during the winter. They exposed a Nab-
ataean cist grave (Locus 37; interior dimen-
sions L 2.50, W 047, H 040; Fig. 4)
constructed of neatly finished slabs of white
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3. B100: Ceramics from the fill between the two
pavements of the church (Drawing: M. S. Mal-
kawi; descriptions in appendix).

4. B O: Nabataean burial below Ase (Photo: C.
Mundigler).
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sandstone lining the sides of a trench cut into
the hard soil. The orientation was more or
less the same as that of the later church (60/
240 degrees). The floor was earth. Further
slabs were laid across the cist to cover it, and
the cross-shaped feature was built above ei-
ther as an altar or a marker—although one
apparently just below the original soil level
(see Oleson et al. 1993a: 129, pl. II). The
backfill contained Nabataean ceramics of
the first, second, and possibly third centu-
ries, and a first century AD Nabataean coin,
probably of Aretas IV. Another possible bu-
rial trench visible in the baulk to the north
was empty.

The heap of soil thrown up by the grave
robber contained many fragments of hu-
man bone, some still embedded in a very
hard matrix of concreted sand. The east
0.80 m of the fill within the grave (Locus
39), however, was undisturbed and con-
tained the lower legs and feet of the indi-
vidual interred there, an older male whose
skeleton revealed signs of dental disease,
serious arthritis in the knees and vertebrae,
and possibly tuberculosis. The only grave
goods recovered were a polished bone orna-
ment, a few small fragments of bronz beads
(7), and a few small and worn sherds of
Middle Nabatacan coarse ware. These
sherds, together with those collected from
the backfill above the grave, reveal that it
was closed well before the Byzantine
church was built directly above.

Since it is rare to find a burial in the cen-
tre of a habitation area, it is possible that
the area around B100 was a Nabataean
sanctuary or temple area which attracted
burials. The numerous fragments of Early
and Middle Nabataean architectural ele-
ments found reused in the later B100 struc-
tures may stem from a Nabataean temple on
the spot. The Byzantine church could later
have been placed in the same location to
take advantage of its sanctity. In any case,
the subsequent reuse of the church itself
was enthusiastic, and ultimately a warren of
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rooms was built within it in the Early Islamic
period. The function of this later complex
remains uncertain, although the presence of
numerous small rooms and of tabin ovens
suggests habitation.

The question still remains of the charac-
ter of the structures that formed the core of
the mound at the east end of the B100 com-
plex. Probes in Room B in 1991 and in
Room G in 1992 revealed the presence of
very substantial walls deep below the sur-
face, possibly Byzantine in date, but ex-
tending deep into Nabataean levels. The
function of the structures to which these
walls belonged is still to be determined, but
we can note that ancillary structures were
found attached to both the other Byzantine
churches at the site.

Field E116: Roman Fort

All visitors to Humayma have comment-
ed on the remains of the large Roman fort
clearly visible at the very north edge of the
site (Fig. 5; see Briinnow and von Domas-
zewski 1904: 476-478; Gregory and Kenne-
dy 1985: 322-325; Parker 1986: 104-105;
Kennedy and Riley 1990: 146-148). The
rectangular plan of the fort (Fig. 6), with a
gate in each of the four walls, its dimen-
sions (206.32 x 148.32 m; ca. 500 x 700
Roman feet—henceforth abbreviated as
RF) and those of the reservoir in its north-
west corner (29.40 x 14.20 x 3.05 m; ca.
100 x 50 x 10 RF) indicate that the complex
belongs to the Roman or Byzantine periods.
The east and west walls are oriented 10 de-
grees east of north. The location of
Humayma on the Via Nova Traiana, and its
probable inclusion in the limes system for
Provincia Arabia have long suggested to
scholars that the fort should date sometime
between the second and the fourth centuries
(Parker 1986: 105; Bowersock 1983: 94;
Eadie and Oleson 1986: 51). Excavation in
1993 was designed to provide information
on the chronology of the fort’s construction
and development, and its design. To this
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end, six trenches were laid out: Trench A
across the western portion of the south wall,
Trenches B, E, and F across the southeast
corner tower, Trench C across the east gate,
and Trench D across an intermediate tower
on the east wall north of the east gate. Al-
though no evidence was found for rebuild-
ing or reoccupation of the fort after the Ear-
ly Byzantine period, there has been much
robbing of ashlar facing blocks from the
upper courses of the walls and towers, par-
ticularly along the west side of the struc-
ture. Most of this probably took place in the
Early Islamic period and the last century.
Many of the blocks remaining in place vary
in dimensions, material, and surface finish
and clearly were themselves taken from pre-
existing structures by the Roman engineers.
Survey and excavation in 1993 deter-
mined that the fort had corner towers 5.85
m (ca. 20 RF) square, projecting 1.85 m (ca.
6 RF) beyond the adjacent walls, square
projecting towers flanking the east gate
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5. E116: Aerial (Photo: W.
and E. Myers).

(and probably the other three gates as well),
and 12 square, projecting intermediate tow-
ers, probably two on the north and south
walls in addition to those flanking the gates,
three on the east and west walls north of
their gates, and one to the south of them, in
addition to those flanking the gates. Only
half of these 24 towers are clearly visible on
the surface, but in view of Roman practice
elsewhere, it is likely that the overall ar-
rangement was symmetrical. The towers did
not project inward from the wall face. All
the gate and intermediate towers are 5.97 m
(ca. 20 RF) wide and project 1.80 m (ca. 6
RF) from the wall face. The walls of the
fort are 3.00-3.06 m thick (ca. 10 RF), of
which 0.69 m (2.5 RF?) is a rampart walk-
way. This walkway is built up against the
inside face of the fort wall, but does not
bond with it. Exposure of the foundation in
several trenches, however, showed that the
wall and rampart belong to the same con-
struction period.
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6. E116: Plan of Roman Fort.

The east and west gates are not located
in the centre of their respective walls, but
have been shifted to the south: the east wall
extends 119 m north of the centre point of
the east gate, and 87 m south of it (probably
400 and 300 RF, respectively). Since there
is no topographical reason for this irregular-
ity, it probably was enforced by the pres-
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ence of the large headquarters building and
parade ground, barracks, and possibly
stables, in the northern half of the fort. The
well-preserved east gate was 4.20 m (ca. 14
RF?) wide. The remains of the north gate
are much less prominent, possibly because
that gate was smaller than the others, access
to it being largely blocked by the presence
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of the principia building. The outlines of
that structure can be seen, and it frames a
central courtyard that opens to the south on
the decumanus. There are numerous traces
of walls, and mounds of structural debris
throughout the interior of the fort, and the
pattern of barracks blocks and ancillary
structures can be seen in the aerial photo-
graphs taken in 1992 (Fig. 5; Oleson et al.
1993b: 488).

Analysis of the surface sherds indicated
that occupation of this part of Auara began
in the first or second century and continued
through the fourth, with lesser evidence for
the fifth and sixth centuries. The stratified
ceramics and coins, however, revealed that
the fort was built in the second century, and
that the major period of occupation extend-
ed only through the fourth century (Fig. 7).
The fort predates Diocletian’s reorganiza-
tion of the frontier system.

Trench A. Trench A was laid out across the
south wall of the fort at a point west of the
south gate where both the inner and outer
faces of the wall appeared to be well pre-
served, 50 m east of the southwest corner of
the camp (Fig. 6). The purpose of the
sounding was documentation of the design,
height and construction of the wall, and the
recovery of datable artifacts from the foun-
dation levels. The wall itself (locus 01) is
2.45 m thick, while the walkway built up
against its north face (locus 08) is approxi-
mately 0.70 m thick. Some facing blocks
had been robbed out of both the north and
south face of the wall, allowing the core of
cobbles and earth to spill out in both direc-
tions. The remaining facing stones are an
eclectic mix of reused sandstone blocks
with Nabataean trimming, roughly-shaped
blocks of sandstone and limestone, and un-
trimmed boulders. The parapet walkway

N

7. E116: Ceramics (Drawing: M. S. Malkawi and J. Mason; descriptions in appendix).
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