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Introduction

In 1997, the Brown University excavations introduced the
fascinating discovery of a theater-like structure located in-
side the Great Temple at Petra (Joukowsky 1998a: 596).
FIG. | shows the theatron remains. Clear stratigraphic
and artifactual evidence shows that this structure was con-
structed in the second phase of temple building, which we
date to ca. AD 44. One of the main objectives is to re-
construct and interpret the changes within the temple ar-
chitecture before and after the theater in the temple
emerged, during its use, and its operation as a center of
activity. A second major objective is to reconstruct how
this structure might have been used during the Nabataean
and Nabataean-Roman periods.

Interpreting this large public edifice is at the heart of
the archaeological process. The Great Temple stands
alone above a large colonnaded Lower Temenos among
thousands of architectural fragments, including elephant-
headed capitals (Joukowsky 1998b). The Temple itself is
embellished with floral Nabataean capitals, and is also
decorated with masks. If our structure is, in fact, a Great
Temple, the theater is certainly its dominant architectural
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1. The Great Temple theatron looking southwest. Photo by A. A. W.
Joukowsky.

element. On one hand, this structure is built as a temple,
and on the other, it has a theater-like structure in place of
the cella. It cannot have served as a sacred space, a re-
ligious building that was decommissioned and desacral-
ized. It would not have been transformed into a civic
structure; I have to assume that a shift in function would
go against Nabataean religious tradition. Therefore, it
must have served either as a religious or as a secular struc-
ture. And if it is a religious structure, why could it not
have served as an instrument of religio-political prop-
aganda? The kings of Nabataea certainly utilized religion
to further their political ambitions.

We might briefly consider the problems of temple use
from several points of view: First, the contexts of this
well-preserved structure, unique to Petra and the Nab-
ataean world should be investigated. Second, the Great
Temple architecture should be examined. Thirdly, the in-
scriptions and artifacts indicate that this structure may
have had official use during the Nabataean-Roman period,
or after AD 106. What do they offer the archaeological
record? Lastly, theater-temples and civic structures are
considered as structural classes for we know of several
models from the classical period. In the search for com-
parative buildings we have found that the architectural
plan of our structure is unique not only to Jordan but to
the entire ancient Near East.

The City of Petra

The power and glory of the Nabataeans found a tangible
expression in Petra. The city is dependent upon its set-
ting, not only because it offers safety and protection but it
is set at the crossroads of the desert highway. Set in the
mountainous Nubian sandstone valleys and cliffs, at
30°19'N by 35°20'E, Petra’s elevation is 900 m a.s.l.; the
city is approximately 1.5 km north-south by 400 m-1 km
in east-west width. It is the chiseling out of hundreds of
tombs and architectural and decorative embellishments set
in the walls of Petra’s canyons that lends it a monumental
unity and a sense of romantic detachment from the rest of
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the world. We cannot be sure that an over-all layout was
designed before construction began in the last quarter of
the first century BC when the city suddenly made its pres-
ence known as a center of the Nabataean kingdom. Bor-
rowing architectural stereotypes from the classical world,
the rulers of Petra surely must have taken an active role in
city planning, for they constructed their own royal pal-
aces, tombs and public buildings, including the Co-
lonnaded Street, market places, temples, a theater, a nym-
phaeum, hydraulic supply systems and baths. The
building of Petra also enjoyed a political rationale; it gave
voice to Nabataean authority, richness and power.

The orientation of the city is determined by the course
of Wadi Masa, and the axes of buildings are built per-
pendicular to it. Carefully established in the central city
are the axial relationships between the Colonnaded Street
and the wadi, and the buildings lining each side of the
street, including the Temenos Gate and other free-
standing structures. This east-west street provides a vis-
ual unity to the site and dominates the flow of traffic into
the central city (FIG. 2). Petra does have an innovative
grid pattern with bridges spanning the Wadi Masa, serv-

ing as the connective tissue between the north and south
sides of the city.

There is a measure of formal planning for the nuclear
areas reserved for temples and other public buildings to
work with the street system. There also had to be practical
considerations for the topography, water systems, and for
the drainage. The single free-standing buildings like the
Temple of the Winged Lions and the Qasr al-Bint are sym-
metrical and balanced in plan and comprise independent
entities set into large scale well-organized precincts with
vast dimensions.

The Great Temple

The Great Temple (FIG. 3) represents one of the major ar-
chaeological and architectural components of central Pe-
tra. Located to the south of the Colonnaded Street and
southeast of the Temenos Gate, the 7560 m? precinct is
comprised of a Propylacum (monumental entryway), a
Lower Temenos with monumental east and west Stairways
which in turn lead to the Upper Temenos — the enclosure
for the Temple proper. Following that pattern, the site to-
pography can be divided into three sectors: the Pro-
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2. Petra Central City map. Drawing by Simon M. Sullivan.
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Petra Great Temple

Brown University Excavations, 1998
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pylacum and the Lower Temenos which lie eight meters
higher than the Colonnaded Street, and the Upper Te-
menos with the Temple, which stand another six meters
above the Lower Temenos.

Oriented north-south, the 28x42.5 m Great Temple
stands within its Temenos on the north edge of the al-
Katuta slope at 895 m a.s.l. Its northern border parallels
the Colonnaded Street, its south, the ridge of al-Katata,
and walls extend along its east perimeter delimiting it
from the so-called ‘Lower Market’ and on the northwest

from the “baths.” Its two great terraces overlook the Co-
lonnaded Street and the Wadi Muasa to the north, Qasr al-
Bint to the west and the Lower Market to the east. Thus
the Great Temple sits on an elevated terrace above the
vast Lower Temenos where on state or ceremonial occa-
sions the Nabataean rulers showed themselves to the peo-
ple — the precinct’s location adjacent to the Temenos
Gate and the most sacred Qasr al-Bint is hardly ac-
cidental.!

In the heart of the city, the Great Temple must have

I The Great Temple may not have been experienced visually from the
Colonnaded Street. It is entirely possible that the barrier from the

street was intended to be visual as well as physical.
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been impressive. The visitor entering the complex from
the Propylaesum and crossing the great open expanse of
the Lower Temenos became involved in a great archi-
tectural experience. The drama of classical Nabatacan
planning is evident — there are exciting vistas of the exe-
drae, the great double staircases, the seemingly limitless
rows of columns and the remarkable facade of the Great
Temple itself. The fabulous architectural decoration of the
elephant-headed capitals set against the monumental ar-
chitecture of the Lower Temenos and the height and
breadth of the Temple structure with its deeply sculpted,
elaborate, floral capitals demonstrated power and wealth.
The overall construct of the precinct must have been di-
rected by royal patronage, and clearly it is a response to
the needs of the Nabatacan court and its administration.
A Great Temple or a bouleuterion-odeion should be ac-

cessible to the citizens of Petra and provide a gathering
place where the decisions of the day could be announced.
The wealth and importance of Petra as the Nabataean cap-
ital had to be made clear to both her subjects and those
powers with whom she interacted.

Site Deposition Analysis
Based on site deposition, our excavations have determined
the general sequence of four phases (0-III) of the Great
Temple construction: Phase 0 is reserved for the prepara-
tion of the site by its Nabataean builders with a vast canal-
ization system.

Phase I or Nabataean I represents a major construction
of the Temple precinct. The major goal was to construct a
building of importance in central Petra and to orient it to-
ward the main thoroughfare of the city. FIG. 4 is a re-
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4. Reconstruction of Great
Temple Phase 1. Draw-

ing by Ch. Kan-
nellopoulos.
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