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Background

The 1980 archaeological survey of
Abila, one of the ancient cities of the
Decapolis, was conducted from July 9 to
August 6. Dr. Adnan Hadidi, Director of
Antiquities, and the Department of Anti-
quities of Jordan, were of great assistance
to the staff of the Survey throughout the
season, and we express our deep appreci-
ation to them. The staff consisted of: Dr.
W. Harold Mare, Director of the Abila Pro-
ject; Cherie J. Lenzen, Typologist; Michael
J. Fuller, Architect and Surveyor; and
Myra A. Mare, Pottery and Objects Regis-
trar. Assistants in the survey were Miss
Anne Undeland, Damascus, Syria, and Mr.
Erik Harrell, Amman, Jordan, both
recommended by Dr. James A. Sauer,
Director of the American Center of Orien-
tal Research and the Survey’s consultant on
ceramics. We also had the fine assistance of
Mr. Sultan Shureidah, District Director at
Irbid for the Department of Antiquities of
Jordan. Mr. Shureidah served as our
Department Representative.

Abila, proposed to be at the site of
modern Quailibah, is located about thir-
teen kilometers north and slightly north-
east of the modern city of Irbid. The site is

composed of a tell called Tell Abila in its
north section, a lower saddle area in the
center and a tell to the south called Khirbet
Umm el ‘Amad (“Mother of the Col-
umns”). On a part of Umm el ‘Amad are
located the scattered columns of an ancient
temple and on the north edge of this sector
is located the cavea of the “theater’” which
borders the south edge of the central sad-
dle. In the central saddle part of a wall runs

north part way across the saddle toward
Tell Abila; building ruins are also located in

it. To the west of the “theater”” and north of

the temple ruins is an olive orchard, on the

north edge of which project ruins of the

west “bridge”’ or possible gate; to its north

projects a vault or wall extending toward

the crest of Tell Abila. Along the south
crest of Tell Abila run the remains of an
ancient wall, probably the acropolis wall of
the city. On the top of Tell Abila in its south
central sector are located ruins of what has
been designated a ““public building,” and
over toward the northeast slope of the tell is
a small semi-circular cavea that may be
remains of an ancient odeion. Numerous
other ruins of walls and buildings are to be
found on the top of Tell Abila and its slopes
as well as elsewhere on the site on the south

(Figure 1 and Figure 2).

Figure 1. The Site of Abila
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Tell Abila is bordered on the north by
Wadi Abila, and Tell Abila and Khirbet
Umm el Amad are bordered on the east by
Wadi Quailibah. The cemetery areas for
the site of Abila extend along the slopes of
Wadi Quailibah to the south of Khirbet
Umm el ‘Amad about three-fourths of a
kilometer, and then southwest around the
wadi wall to a perennial spring, Ain
Quailibah. The waters of this spring run
north in Wadi Quailibah to Abila, where
they have helped produce a grove of trees.
The water continues to flow north under
the ancient stone bridge which connected
Abila with cities and communities to the
east, and then flows on to the Yarmouk
River about 5.3 kilometers north of Abila.
Further cemetery areas are to be found east
and northeast of Tell Abila along the slopes
of Wadi Quailibah and along the north
slope of Wadi Abila.

The evidence from the 1980 survey
thus far shows that the archaeological his-
tory of Abila extends from post-classical
times back at least as far as the Early
Bronze period. The ancient written sources
focus attention on one part of that history,
the site’s importance in later classical and
post-classical times and its connection with
the Decapolis cities.

The meaning and significance of the
term Decapolis and the cities connected
with it have long intrigued students. Lin-
guistically and etymologically the term
Decapolis (AendmoArs) means ‘‘ten
cities,” but according to ancient sources the

number of cities in the group varied from-

ten to eighteen or nineteen. Pliny in his
Natural History (5,74) under the heading
Decapolis lists Damascus, Philadelphia,

Raphana, Scythopolis, Gadara, Hippos,

Dion, Pella, Galasa (i.e., Gerasa), and
Canatha, and then mentions what he calls
Tetrarchies-kingdoms, listing among them
Trachonitis, Panias (“‘in which is Caeserea
with the aforesaid spring’”’), Abila, etc.
Inasmuch as this Abila is mentioned in

connection with Trachonitis and Panias-
Caesarea, both located in the north of the
Palestine area near the Sea of Galilee, it is
likely that the Abila referred to is the Abila
near Gadara and Capitolias and not the
Abila located farther south in Peraea near
Livias. Pliny then goes on to suggest (N.H.,
5,74) that not all writers have the same
cities on their list under the term,
Decapolis. Evidence of this is seen in the
list given in the second century A.D. by the
geographer Ptolemy (Geography, 5,14,22)
who, while omitting Raphana which was
given by Pliny, includes the other nine
listed by the latter and adds nine more of his
own, as follows: Heliopolis (presumably
Baalbek), Abila (Quailibah), Saana
(Sanamyn), Ina, Abila of Lysanias,
Capitolias (Beit Ras), Adra (Edrei, Der'a),
Gadora and Samoulis. This makes a total of
nineteen cities, but if Raphana is the same
as Capitolias, as some have argued,' then
there are at least eighteen cities to be
included as part of the Decapolis.

In the light of the above listings we
posit that the Decapolis group of cities was
located geographically east of the Jordan
River and the Sea of Galilee (except for
Nysa-Scythopolis) in Transjordan and
ancient Syria.

As for “Abila of the Decapolis,”
reference to it has been made by the ancient
written sources and records. Evidence that
it is to be connected with the Decapolis is
seen in the inscription found in Tayibeh,
located northeast of Palmyra dated to A.D.
133/134 which mentions an AyaSavyeios

ABLANVYS Tfis Aenamoreos(“Good Mess-
enger or Well Heralded Abila of the
Decapolis”’),? and the reference to it by the
second century A.D. geographer Ptolemy
(Geography,®, 14)° who lists it separately
from Abila of Lysanias to the north near
Damascus, and by Hierokles (sixth century
A.D.; Synekdemos, 720-721), the latter of
whom lists it as a part of Provincia Secunda
in connection with Scythopolis, Sella

1. Emil Schiirer, A History of the Jewish People in
the Time of Jesus Christ, div. 2, part 1 (London:
Hodder and Stoughton, 1894), p. 106.

2. W.H. Waddington, Inscriptions Grecques et
Latines, 111, 1870, 609: No. 2631; Augustus Spi-
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jkerman, The Coins of the Decapolis and Pro-
vincia Arabia, ed., with historical and geog-
raphical introductions by Michele Piccirillo,
(Jerusalem: Franciscan Press, 1978), p. 31.

3. Spijkerman, The Coins ofthe Decapolis....., p. 31.




(Pella), Gadara and Capitolias.* Further,
that it fits the location of our Abila at
Quailibah is evidenced, according to Ritter
(Erdkunde, XV. p. 1060), by Jerome’s
identification of an Abila 12 Roman miles
from Gadara.® Also, according to Burc-
khardt (1812) in his Travels in Palestine
(Vol. 1, p. 537, Note to p. 425) Eusebius,
too, links the name ’ Abel (Abel) to the city
and locates it twelve miles east of Gadara,®
which is in the vicinity of our site. In more
modern times Seetzen in 1806 redis-
covered Abila,’ the site located at modern
Quailibah, about thirteen kilometres
north-northeast of the city of Irbid, in north
Jordan. Eighty years later Schumacher
briefly visited Abila, described its ruins and
drew a map of the site, all of which he
published in 1889.% Aside from the 1959
excavation of the chamber and shaft tombs
by the Department of Antiquities of Jor-
dan, in an area isolated some 500 metres
northeast of the Abila ruins,’ no work has
been done at the site until our 1980 survey.

Abila became a Decapolis city (Figure
3) somewhere between the time of Alex-
ander's conquests and the zenith of
Seleucid power (c. 198 B.C.). Polybius
(second century B.C. historian; Historiae
V. 69-70) describes how Antiochus III, the
Seleucid king, conquered (c. 218 B.C.),
among other cities, Abila, Pella, and Gad-
ara; and, Josephus (Antiguities XII 3, 3,
135, 136) tells us, citing Polybius (Historiae

XVI, 39, 1, 3), that Antiochus captured
Batanaea and Samaria as well as Abila. '°
Later, in the beginning of the first century
B.C., Abila was conquered by Alexander
Jannaeus.'' Besides Ptolemy’s (Geography
5, 14) second century A.D. reference to
Abila, there is further note of it in the
Byzantine period. As we have seen,
Hierokles lists it, as does also Georgios
Cyprios (Descriptio Orbis Romani, 1028 -
1042; c. A.D. 575). Supportive of this
Byzantine written record is the strong
Byzantine ceramic evidence from the 1980
survey.

In the seventh century A.D. the
Umayyads gained power in Palestine and
Syria, and, among other victories, they
conquered the Byzantine army at the Battle
of the Yarmouk in A.D. 637/16 under the
Arab generals Abu ‘Ubayda and Khalid b.
al-Walid. This was during the reign of
Caliph ‘Umar b. al-Khattab. M. A. Shaban
comments about the battle: “The Arabs
won a decisive victory which induced the
Byzantines to relinquish Syria
altogether.” !> The ceramics from the 1980
Survey at Abila bear testimony to the
strong Umayyad influence at the site.

The 1980 Survey’s ceramic evidence
for the Abbasid period (A.D. 750-969) at
Abila is minimal; yet the writer Ibn Khur-
dadhbeh (Kitab al Masalik wa’ I-Mamalik,
78 middle ninth century A.D.) lists Abil
(Abila) as one of the districts of Jordan

4. Le Synekdémos de Hierokles et L Opuscule
géographique de Georges de Chypre, Texte,
Introduction, Commentaire et Cartes par E. Hon-
igmann, Corpus Bruxellense Historiae Byzan-
tinae, Forma Imperii Byzantini Fasciculus (Brux-
elles, 1939), pp. 42, 43; Spijkerman, The Coins of
the Decapolis, p. 42.

5. Gottlieb Schumacher, Abila of the Decapolis,
(London: Palestine Exploration Fund, 1889), p.
45.

6. Schumacher, Abila of the Decapolis, (London:
Palestine Exploration Fund, 1889), p. 45.

7. U.J. Seetzen, Travels in Syria, Palestine, etc., Vol.
L, p. 372; Schumacher, Abila of the Decapolis, pp.
21, 22, 45, 46.

8. Schumacher, Abila of the Decapolis.

9. “Recent Archaeological Discoveries in Jordan,”

ADAJ, vols. 1V, V (1960), pp. 115, 116, plates V,
VI, Revue Biblique, April, 1960, p. 229.

10. Schumacher, Abila of the Decapolis, p. 45. See
Polybius of Megalopolis of Arcadia, born about
208 B.C., who testifies to this. For he says in the
16th book of his Histories... “ When Scopas was
conquerred by Antiochus, that king occupied
Samaria, Abila, and Gadara, and after a short
time those Jews who inhabited the holy place
called Jerusalem, surrendered to him.”

11. Georgios Synkellos, Chronographia, ed. L. Din-
dorfius (Parisiis, 1829), 294 D-295 A.

12. M.A. Shaban, Islamic History, A.D. 600-750
(A.H. 132), A New Interpretation (Cambridge:
At the United Press, 1971), p. 31; see also M.A.
Rauf, A Brief History of Islam (Kuala Lumpur:
Oxford University Press, 1964), pp. 24, 25.
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Figure 3. The location of Abila within the Decapolis. Major roads connecting the various cities are indicated as
proposed by Farmer (1975)
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along with Fihl (Pella), Jarash, Bayt Ras
(Capitolias) and others.'? In more modern
times also Abila is depicted on maps, such
as the map by Bourguignon d’Anville in
1732 and d’Anville’s Atlas Antiquus of
1784.1¢
The territory governed by ancient
Abila is not mentioned by any ancient
source, but Jones suggests that through
inscriptions we can gather that it was exten-
sive. He says:
Abila adopted the Pompeian era... (it)
seems to have ruled an extensive ter-
ritory; we know from inscriptions that
two villages about fifteen miles east
by north of it belonged to a city using
the Pompeian era. '

Geographically we can surmise what
the extent of Abila’s influence might have
been. On the north it would have been the
Yarmouk, and on the east the Wadi Shal-
lalah or some other nearby wadi. On the
west its governance would no doubt have
stopped somewhere east of el Khureibe,
where the city aqueduct of Gadara began, '
and on the south its influence may have
included Capitolias (modern Beit Ras)
which finally became a separate city in
A.D. 97-98.7

Surveying Methodology and Procedures

In order to uncover the archaeological
history of Abila, the 1980 Survey
developed a systematic procedure for the
accurate recovery of the ceramic and other
cultural materials to be found on the site.

The initial survey of the site of Abila
was conducted in order to collect data
relevant to the research design. The pur-
pose of the first field season was twofold:

1. To provide sufficient control points
and architectural information to

facilitate future intensive surveys and
excavations; and,

2. The investigation of basic questions
concerning the size, age, and com-
plexity of Abila.

The original research design called for a
program of stratified, systematic, unaligned
sampling cells which would measure 30 by
30 meters; this would have provided an
eleven percent sample of the site. The pro-
ject director and architect-surveyor con-
ducted a reconnaissance of the site early in
the field season and decided that the logis-
tics of implementing the proposed sampling
technique would be very difficult. A sys-
tematic transect survey (Redman 1974;
Judge, Ebert, and Hitchcock 1975: 100),
using 20 meter wide transects, was deemed
amore appropriate sampling technique due
to the extent of the site, the amount of
topographic relief, and the presence of
thorny vegetation. The transects were
oriented North-South and consisted of
chains of connecting cells; each cell meas-
ured 20 by 20 meters. The cells were given
alphanumeric designations, and the corners
of each cell were defined by their UTM
(Universal Transverse Mercator) grid
coordinates. The interaxial distance bet-
ween adjacent transects was 100 meters.
This technique resulted in a sample size of
16.8% (141 cells were systematically sur-
veyed out of a potential of 837). Seven
additional cells, arbitrarily selected, were
surveyed near the end of the field season,
which raised the percent of surface area
surveyed to 17.6%

A transit (Teledyne Gurley Model
100A), stadia rod, and fiberglass metric
tape were used to measure from a nearby
road intersection (a spot elevation of 438
meters according to the Irbid topographic

13. Cf. Robert Houston Smith, Pella of the
Decapolis (Wooster, Ohio: College of Wooster,
1973), pp. 74, 75.

14. Smith, Pella of the Decapolis, pp. 80-82.

15. A.H.M. Jones, The Cities of the Eastern Roman
Provinces, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1971),
p. 259. As a footnote to this quotation, he cites
L.G.R.1II, 1162, 1164 (Inscriptiones Graecae ad

res Romanas pertinentes, R. Cagnat).

16. Gottlieb Schmacher, Northern Ajlun, “Within
the Decapolis” (London: Palestine Exploration
Fund, 1890), p. 78, 79.

17. B.V. Head, Historia Nummorum, A Manual of
Greek Numismatics (Oxford, 1911), p. 787;
Ptolemaeus, Geographia, V, 14, 18; Tabula
Peutingeriana; B. Hulin 80a.
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map) to a point along the eastern edge of
ancient Abila. The UTM grid coordinates
of the ancient stone bridge in the Wadi
Quailibah were obtained from the Irbid
topographic map. The distance and bearing
from the elevation point to the center of the
stone bridge allowed for the establishment
of a temporary datum point with a known
elevation (395.63 meters above mean sea
level at Agaba) and specific UTM grid
coordinates (3619786N, 769148E). The
accuracy of this datum, and all other grid
measurements at the site, are limited by the
accuracy of the Irbid (1963) topographic
map which is at a scale of 1:50,000.

The west edge of the first transect was
arbitrarily chosen as 769150E and the east
edge was 769170E. This allowed the first
transect to be adjacent to the temporary
datum point and through it the eastern edge
of the city was effectively sampled. The first
transect was designated as the Eastern
Transect and was divided into North and
South numbered cells along the 7619800N
grid line. The subsequent transects (located

west of the Eastern Transect) were laid at
100 meter intervals across the site, running
north-south from the east to west. Thus the
transects were identified as East, Central
East, Central, and- Central West, and
divided north-south from a survey point
near the center of the site east-west. So the
transects were then fully identified as the
North East transect (NE), South East
transect (SE), North Central East transect
(NCE), South Central East transect (SCE),
North Central transect (NC), South Cen-
tral transect (SC), North Central West
transect (NCW), and South Central West
transect (SCW). At one point two of the
North transects (North Central East and
North East) were connected with an
East-West transect (EW). The UTM (Uni-
versal Transverse Mercator) grid coor-
dinates were used to define the corners of
each cell (Figure 4). Each of the four points
of each transect was marked with a sur-
veying flag/pin, and orange spray paint cir-
cles were also used for marking survey
points on the ground. A bench mark was
placed in a rock on Tell Abila at an ele-

vation of 431.90 meters. Elevations cal-
culated from the transit readings were used
to construct a topographic map which
includes architectural features.

Each cell was surveyed by walking all
of the surface within the cell, recording sur-
face conditions (plants, soil, disturbances,
architectural features, etc.), and then vac-
uuming the surface of sherds and other cul-
tural remains from each and every one of
these transect cells, allotting one man hour
of work in each cell. Debris recovered from
the cells included pottery sherds, roof tiles,
glass sherds, glass slag, coins, metal
artifacts, pieces of worked stone, unmod-
ified pieces of imported stone, percussion-
pressure flaked flint tools, flint debitage,
tesserae, fragments of a single piece of
sculpture and pieces of bone. On an aver-
age, six to eight cells were sherded each day
for a season’s total of 148 cells. A total of
33,432 sherds were collected during the
season, meaning 1,500 to 2,000 sherds
were gathered each day.'®

Contour mapping was integrated with
the process of “laying out” the transects.
Important architectural features were
referenced in the surveyor’s notes, and a

select number of ancient structures were
carefully planned, stone-by-stone. In order
to include in the artifactual analysis mat-
erials within certain structures which lay
outside the established transects, special
surface collections were made: cultural
materials were collected from two cells
(denominated PBEW, Public Building
East-West) within the architectural boun-
daries of the so-called Public Building, and

- from one cell (denominated AB, Abila

Basilica), from the eastern portion of what
seems to be a basilica. Material was also
collected from four cells in an East-West
transect along the eastern slope of Tell
Abila, near the top of that northern tell.

Artifact Identification
All artifacts from each sampled cell

were collected in the field into bags which
had been properly tagged. Information on

18. Mr. Erik Harrell, of Amman, gave assistance in the sherding on the site.
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