PRELIMINARY REPORT ON A SURVEY
OF BYZANTINE AND ISLAMIC SITES
IN JORDAN 1980

by

Geoffrey King

In June-August 1980 a number of sites
in eastern and north-eastern Jordan were
surveyed, primarily to examine the Byz-
antine and Islamic presence in the area.
Attention was concentrated on the area
from Azraq through Qasr Uwaynid, Qus-
ayr Amra, Qasr Harana to Qasr Mushash,
and although this area was dealt with only
briefly, Qasr Mushash in fact was the single
most important discovery of the season.
The second main area of attention was the
line of towns and villages stretching from
Mafraq to Deir el-Qinn on the southern
slopes of Jabal Hawran, as far as the border
with Syria; and Qasr Burqu to the east. The
sites in Jabal Hawran were studied in detail
by the Princeton Expedition early in the
century', and were subsequently re-
examined by Glueck?, Lankester Harding?,
de Vries *, and Parker’. For the Christian
period, Butler’s Princeton Expedition pub-
lications remain the main source for the
area, although the Islamic period is ina-
dequately dealt with. Only Qasr Burqu has
been carefully published from among the
Islamic sites of the harra area of Jordan °.
Using the Princeton Expedition reports as a
basis for the survey, it was found that there
were discrepancies of some importance,
and that several sites, or buildings at par-

ticular sites, were overlooked. This sea-

son’s survey suggests that important inf-

ormation was ignored at Umm al-Surab
and Sama, while some confusion surrounds
the account of Umm al-Quttayn. Saba
Siyar and Khirbat Amra apparently have
not been noted before. The evidence of
sherds is rather confusing for the Islamic
period, for while a sequence of Byzantine
and Umayyad surface sherds is reported
from the Jordanian sites of Jabal Hawran,
there is also evidence of Ayyubid and Mam-
luk sherds, and an Ayyubid and Mamluk
presence in the area attested by historical
sources. As a result, alterations undertaken
to Byzantine buildings in the Islamic period
might be attributable to the early Islamic
period, or the Ayyubid or Mamluk pre-
sence in the area. A complicating factor in
the Jabal Hawran, noted by all visitors to
the area, is the destruction of monuments
caused initially by the settlement of the
Druze in the 19th century. Prior to this, the
sites appear to have been abandoned, and
indeed, many remained abandoned during
much of this century until settlement by
bedouin led to further destruction of anc-
ient buildings. Very confusingly, Druze and
bedouin have built new buildings with ear-
lier materials in good imitation of the anc-
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ient local techniques throughout the basalt
country; this sometimes makes the ide-
ntification of early buildings difficult, but
occasionally it has the advantage of clearing
stones and revealing earlier foundations.

Qasr Mushash (Pls. XIII-XVI, 1-7)

Qasr Mushash was visited on 20th
August 7 in the course of a journey from
Azraq to Muwaqqar, via Qasr Uwaynid,
Qusayr Amra and Qasr Harana. It is just
over 16kms. north-west of Harrana which
is visible from Mushash; Muwaqqar is
about 20 kms. to the west. The site is sit-
uated on the edge of the north bank of
Wadi Mushash which runs eastwards like
other wadis in the vicinity towards Azraq.
Qasr Mushash does not appear to have
been described hitherto, although it is men-
tioned on several maps *. The name is som-
ething of a misnomer, inasmuch as it con-
sists of several units rather than a single
qasr, stretched out in a roughly east-west
line: the easternmost unit is a square
stone-built enclosure, preserved in several
courses (smaller enclosure); a second lar-
ger enclosure, west of the small enclosure
(large enclosure); and finally, to the west, a
large birka and possible remains of a fur-
nace beside it.

a) The smaller enclosure (Pls. XIII-XV, 1-5)

This easternmost unit is the best pre-
served part of the complex, and it is situated
on the very edge of the wadi. The enclosure
is marked off carefully as a square and it is
oriented generally towards the cardinal
points. Only the south-west corner of the
qasr is difficult to measure as it has col-
lapsed, being on the edge of the wadi bank:

indeed, to prevent such erosion, this corner
was reinforced from below by the use of
well-cut stones set into the face of the wadi
(Plate XIV). The building material of the
small enclosure is quite well-cut limestone,
some probably reused, and a natural
concrete-like aggregate which also appears
at the base of the wadi cliff beneath. The
walls of the enclosure survive to several
courses, and the interior sub-division of the
building into rooms around a courtyard is
clear, although there is also a great deal of
collapsed stone. There is a single entrance
to the enclosure, set in the centre of the
eastern side. The partition walls of the
rooms around the courtyard seem to break
bond in some cases with the enclosure wall.
There also seem to be traces of the spr-
inging of arches that would have originally
supported the fallen roofing of the rooms.

On the exterior of the north wall of the
enclosure there is a trace of a wall running
parallel to the gasr, extending for much of
the width, although its significance is not
immediately obvious. On the western side
of the enclosure, there have been collapses
of the wall because of undermining by the
wadi. The movement of the wadi bank that
caused this collapse appears to have been
recent; it results perhaps from the rains of
the winter of 1979-80. However, although
the wadi bank has recently moved close to
the west wall at these points of collapse, the
reinforcing of the south-west corner of the
enclosure indicates that the enclosure was
originally intended to stand on the edge of
Wadi Mushash.

Some distance north-east of the small
enclosure is a roughly circular stone-lined
birka. It was once spanned by three arches,
all lying parallel to each other: of these, two
remain intact, but the third has collapsed.

7. For the field survey, the Jordan 1:50,000 maps
were used. For Qasr Mushash see sheet 3253 1,
series K 737: reference BR 458 232. Qasr Mus-
hash was visited with Dr. Ghazi Bishah and Mr.
Brian Bowen.

8. Qasr Mushash is mentioned in The Archaeolog-
ical Heritage of Jordan, Amman (1973), part 1,
no. 288a and appears in the following maps in the
same volume:

Mapl: General Map of Sites

Map 2: Prehistoric

Map 3: Chalcolithic

Map 11: Early and Medieval Arabic and Crusad-
ers

However, the site is not incorporated in the var-
ious period listings. Also indicated on the
1:500,000 series 1404, Sheet 446-A, edition
2-GSGS, “El Azraq”, War Office and Air Min-
istry, 1960; and the Road Map, Jordan National
Geographic Center, Directorate of Military Sur-
vey (1979).
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The voussoirs are stone, some cuadrated
and rusticated. The arches are round-
headed and are akin to those familiar from
the Jabal Hawran, or the west-at Umm
al-Rasas. The roofing stones of the birka
have either collapsed or have been rem-
oved, like much of the stone-work of the
smaller enclosure. To the east of Qasr
Mushash a number of bedouin ena-
mpments have sheep-pens whose well-cut
stone may well have come from the Qasr.

Running generally north-westerly
from the north side of the small enclosure,
there is a long line of stones, terminating in
an incoherent group of larger stones. It is
unclear whether this line marked the enc-
losure wall of a hayr like that at Qusayr
Amra, or a covered water channel. To the
east of the small enclosure were a number
of worked stones and large numbers of
sherds concentrated together.

b) Large enclosure

The large enclosure was not examined
in any detail. It lies a short distance west of
the small enclosure, near'to the wadi bank,
but not as close as the small enclosure, It is
much larger in size, but its sides are ind-
icated by earth ramps rather than stone-
walls. There seemed to be some trace of
internal subdivisions when the enclosure
was viewed from the slight prominence to
the west by the western birka: however, the
central area of the enclosure is very level.

c) Furnace (?) and western birka (Pls XV,
XVI, 6,7)

These units lie west of the larger
enclosure. On slightly raised ground over-
looking the large enclosure are remains
which are tentatively identified as a fur-
nace, perhaps of a bath. A certain amount
of collapsed stone was noted, and it seems
that the building was oriented towards the
cardinal points, although in view of the
degree of destruction, this is said with cau-
tion. Several large fragments of fired clay
pipe were found on the surface; remark-

ably, there was a heavy deposit of blackish
ash on the inside of these pipes, but not on
the exterior. There was no evidence of any
fires on the ground in the vicinity, recent or
otherwise. The presence of the pipes and
the ashy substance, as well as the rectan-
gular birka immediately west of the ruined
building, all suggest that this was a furnace
of a bath. Close to the pipes, fragments of a
fired brick were found which it was possible
to reconstruct; it measured 70 cm. a side. In
the same place, several fragments of fine
highly polished marble panelling of four
different thicknesses (14mm., 16mm.,
18mm., and 27mm.) were also found; the
fragments of 16mm. thickness had rounded
edges. Considerable numbers of sherds

were collected in this area °.
West of the remains identified as the

furnace is a birka. It is rectangular, its lon-
ger sides lying on an east-west axis. It is
empty and close to its original floor level.
The walls are stone-lined, and at the foot of
the walls is a slight step. Corbels are set at
an angle bridging the corners of the birka.
At the south-west corner there has been
some collapse. Immediately west, a stone-
lined channel runs into the birka.

The dating of the site in the apparent
absence of inscriptions must await further
research. However, the heavy Umayyad
presence in the area at Mushatta, Qastal,
and Muwaqqgar immediately westwards,
and also to the east at Harana and Amra
suggests that an Umayyad occupation sho-
uld be expected, a view confirmed by the
presence of Umayyad sherds at the site;
interestingly, Byzantine sherds were also
noted.

JABAL HAWRAN
I) Sama (PIs XVI, XVII, 8,9)

Sama is about 14 kms. north of Mafraq
via the road to Irbid '°. Butler described the
site and published a ground-plan, elevation
and photograph of the Monastery of St.
George ''; the inscriptions were published

9. The sherds, marble and pipe-fragments are pre-
sently stored at ACOR, Amman.

10. Mapref. BR 404 958, Sheet 32541V, ed. 2. Sama

was visited 23rd July, 30th July, 17th August,
1980.

11. Butler, op. cit., II. A. 2, pp. 83-87;1IL. 64, III. 65.
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by the Princeton Expedition '? and also by
Mittmann '*. Attention was concentrated
on the church and the monastery dedicated
to St. George according to its foundation
inscription. The monastery is dated by an
inscription on a lintel which is still in place
to the year 519 of the Province (624-625
A.D.)'*. Butler expressed surprise at the
date of the inscription, so late in the Byz-
antine period in the area, and instead sug-
gested that the church and its dependenices
were in fact Sth or 6th century, while the
dating inscription was added later.
Examination of the church, the mon-
astery complex against the north wall of the
church, and the church tower built against
the north-east side of the church and its
apse, indicates that these represent suc-
cessive stages of work on the site. The
church is of well-cut basalt; the original
building was a simple rectangle with an
apse but no tower or other appendages, and
in quality sufficiently good to be of a 5th or
6th century date as Butler suggests, rather
than the 7th century date mentioned in the
foundation inscription in the monastery.
Subsequently, the complex of bui-
ldings to the north of the church was added.
The walls of these structures are of more
roughly cut basalt than the church, and they
uniformly break bond at those points where
they abut the north wall of the church and
the apse. There seems every reason to acc-
ept that the inscription provides the date at
which the monastery where the inscription
is situated was added to the earlier church.
The late date of 624-5 A.D. seems app-
ropriate for the poor building quality of the
monastery. In general, the ground-plan
published by Butler is correct as far as the
church itself is concerned, but some hes-
itation must be expressed regarding the
extent of the complex to the north as des-
cribed by Butler; those rooms which may
be considered with certainty as appendages
of the church were perhaps fewer than he
suggested. Furthermore, monastery walls

which abut the apse and the tower break
bond, contrary to the indications of Butler's
plan.

The third stage of building in the com-
plex is represented by the addition of the
tower which is built resting on the surviving
north side of the church’s apse, and on the
north-east corner of the church; on the east
side, the tower rests on top of a wall of the
monastery. This method of constructing the
tower caused a considerable amount of dis-
turbance to the walls beneath it. This is
marked in the apse, most of which was
pulled down either before or at the time
that the tower was added. The chancel arch
preceding the apse has been closed off by a
wall which Butler does not mention, but
whose construction is apparently con-
temporary with the reconstruction in the
ruined apse that was necessary to support
the new tower. As to the base of the tower,
the means by which it is inserted into the
pre-existing church and monastery is such
that it was necessary to make the lower part
of the tower solid; its entrance is on the
west, approached from within the church.
Butler noticed a staircase of corbels
approaching this entrance, -but they have
now vanished. He also states that the stair-
case inside the tower is crude and attribut-
able to the early Islamic period, while the
tower itself he regarded as early Christian.
There is no evidence to suggest that the
tower and the staircase are of different
dates. It seems reasonable in fact to attri-
bute the entire tower and the walling off of
the destroyed apse to the Islamic period. It
is therefore to be assumed that the well-
built tower is a minaret, and that the church
was transformed into a mosque, although
there is no mihrab. Nevertheless, there is a
space in the centre of the south wall of the
church, very precisely set, with much fallen
stone inside the church in front of it. If it
was a mihrab perhaps built on the site of an
earlier door to the church, nothing remains
of it, but in an area where inscribed, deco-

12.Ibid., III. A. 2, pp. 44-46.

13. Mittmann, op. cit., pp. 196-199.
Also S.J. Saller and B. Bagatti, The Town of
Nebo, Jerusalem (1949), p. 223; K.A.C. Cre-
swell, Early Muslim Architecture, Oxford (1969),
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I, part 2, p. 492.

14. For confirmation of the view taken by Littmann
in Butler, op. cit., III. A. 2, p. 45, no. 25 on the
issue of the dating of the monastery of St. Geo-
rge, see Mittmann, op. cit., p. 196, no. 33.



rated or otherwise distinguished stones are
removed, this would not be unusual. The
problem of dating the change of the church
into a mosque is more difficult. There are
Byzantine and Umayyad sherds at Sama,
and the monastery shows that it was
occupied until the eve of the Muslim con-
quest. On the other hand, the presence of
the Ayyubids and the Mamluks in the area
is well-attested, so the work could belong to
either an earlier or later period on the evi-
dence so far available.

) Umm Al-Surab (Pls XVII, XVIII,
10,11,12)

Umm al-Surab lies about 13 kms.
north-east of Mafraq and 8 kms. south-east
of Sama.’s It was visited by the Princeton
Expedition and Butler produced a des-
cription, ground-plan, elevation and pho-
tograph of the main antiquity, the Church
and Monastery of Saints Sergius and Bac-
chus'; the inscriptions have also been pub-
lished'”. There are a number of other brief
references to the site'®. Although Umm
al-Surab was deserted when Butler visited
it, it is now populated; the church and mon-
astery are protected by a fence erected by
the Department of Antiquities, and are in a
remarkably good state of preservation.

The church of Sergius and Bacchus is
dated by a foundation inscription over the
main west door to the year 384(?) of the
Province (489 A.D.). Re-examination of
the church and the monastery on the north
side of the church indicates that again But-
ler’s descriptions and his plan are generally
correct, but with serious omissions and mis-
interpretations. The most important of
these are the following:

1. Whereas Butler shows the church with a
complex identified as a monastery on the
north side, there are also wall traces of
rooms to the south whose precise chr-

onological relationship to the church
remains a matter of doubt.

. The walled-up apse, the destruction of
the apse and the addition of the tower
should all be attributed to the Islamic
period. As at Sama, the church tower
appears to be a minaret.

. There is evidence that plain mosaics for-
med part of the decoration of the interior
walls of the church. There is also evi-
dence of polychrome stone and glass
mosaics. A small fragment of polished
marble was found a few meters west of
the church.

Structures south of the Church

South of the church are further
basalt-built structures which appears to
form an enclosure around an open cou-
rtyard, although breaks in bond at key poi-
nts make it impossible to state that this
southern enclosure was originally an ext-
ension of the church. Built against the sou-
thern side of the apse, and bonding with it,
is a room identified by Butler as a dia-
conicon. This is a part of the original
church. Built against the south wall of the
diaconicon, but not bonded with it, are a
pair of rooms on a north-south axis which
may well have been of more than one sto-
rey. However, the quality of their con-
struction is poor and they may be late. Par-
allel to the south wall of the church at just
under 11m. the foundations of three rel-
ated rooms, apparently built in a single
campaign, are visible. If this is indeed a
courtyard enclosure, then it would seem
that this group of rooms marks its southern
boundary, but the date of this addition
remains at present uncertain. Against the
exterior of the south wall of the church, at
the west end, is a large amount of collapsed
rubble. There is a doorway in the south wall
of the church that gives access to this area,
but it is not shown on Butler’s plan. It is

15. Map ref., BR 473 911, Sheet 3254, 1, ed. 1.
Umm al-Surab was visited 23rd July, 27th July,
29th July, 17th August, 19th August, 1980.

16. Butler, op. cit., IL. A. 2, pp. 94-99; fig. 78, II1. 79.

17. Ibid., I1L. A. 2, pp. 57-59.

18. Mittmann, op. cit., pp- 199-200.
Also Saller and Bagatti, op. cit., p. 223; R. Kra-
utheimer, Early Christian and Byzantine Arc-
hitecture, Pelican (1965), p. 108 and fig. 41 (after
Butler); Creswell, op.cit., I, part 2, p. 491 and fig.
549 (after Butler); Lankester Harding, unpub-
lished Notebooks.



possible that this southern doorway ind-
icates some appendage of the church built
against its south side. There has been a
great deal of destruction in this southern
area which has been exacerbated by qua-
rrying among the fallen masses of stone;
there are quantities of stone-chippings
which result from this work. The same work
has possibly uncovered the south wall of the
church to a greater extent than when But-
ler's plan was made. There is a space just
over 2 m. wide in the centre of the wall.
West of the church are a number of str-
uctures which it would be unwise to ass-
ociate with the original church; indeed,
some may be of the present century.

The tower and the apse

Butler regards the tower as being of
one fabric with the rest of the church; this is
only true of its base. The tapering walls of
the upper part were added later. He regards
the staircase as being later Muslim work,
but it is quite clear that staircase and upper
tower are one period of building. Fur-
thermore, he makes little of the fact that the
apse has been largely demolished and
walled-off in its chancel arch, with a doo-
rway set in the centre of the additional wall.
The sequence of work appears to have been
as follows. The original church had an apse
which was flanked on either side by a rec-
tangular room entered by a door from the
church; the south-eastern room (identified
by Butler as a diaconicon) survives, while
the north-eastern room (identified by But-
ler as a prothesis) provides the base of the
tower and its west doorway is blocked up.

Both of these rooms had rectangular ope-
nings facing west, perhaps doors to gal-
leries, on the upper floor, that of the dia-
conicon still having its base and one corner
intact, while the opening of the prothesis is
in situ but blocked up, again as a result of
the construction of the tower. The tower
was built along with its staircase of corbels,

steps and platforms inside the old prothesis,

with the result that the earlier lower door
and upper storey opening were blocked off,
and a new door was set in the south side of
the tower. However, contrary to Butler's
ground-plan, this new door is not one with
the north wall of the apse. It would appear
that the apse was demolished, if it had not.
already fallen, to make way for the new
door to the tower. Access to the tower from
the church interior was now through the

doorway in the walled-off chancel arch.

The assumption is that the destruction and
walling-off the apse took place when the

church was transformed into a mosque,
with the tower added to serve as a minaret.

As with St. George at Sama, there is a dam-
aged area in the southern wall of the church
where the mihrab may have been, but there

is no trace of any mihrab recess as such *°.

Mosaic decoration

Within the church several mosaic
cubes were found, mainly loose but some
fixed in plaster, apparently from the wall of
the church. These were fairly large and
plain white. However, on the roof of the
northern enclosure room immediately ben-
eath the tower numerous smaller pol-
ychrome tesserae were found, including

19. An interesting point arises in the case of two
churches at Umm al-Jimal, the West Church and
the Numerianos Church. The West Church has a
walled-off apse, but the southern wall of the
church in the direction of the gibla is visible only
in foundation traces; excavations might det-
ermine if there had once been a mihrab there.
Butler was quite certain, and with some reason,
that the Numerianos Church was converted for
use as a mosque (IL. A. 3, 191-194; I1I. 171-3).
He suggests that were the southern (qibla) wall of
the church not ruined, a mihrab would be found.
In fact, in examining the inner face of the south
wall on 28th and 30th August, what seemed to be
a rectangular recess was identified at app-

—91 —

roximately its midpoint, made by removing sto-
nes from the inner surface of the wall. As Butler
points out, the apse has been walled off, but not
with the high wall of Umm al-Surab or Sama. The
passage from the complex north of the church has
also been sealed with carefully placed stones.

Assuming that this recess is indeed a mihrab, it
may illustrated the means whereby mihrab rec-
esses were inserted in the southern walls of chu-
rches throughout the region. Dr. B. de Vries
plans to excavate the Nemerianos Church in
1981 and it is hoped that his findings will throw
further light on the possible use of this’church asa
mosque.




