THE UMM FET.-TIMAL PROJECT 1972- 1977

by

Bert De Vries

Umm el-Jimal, located twenty
kilometers east of Mafraq in the semi-arid
lava region of the southern Hauran (fig. 1),
ranks behind Petra and Jerash in size and
state of preservation among Jordan’s
archeological monuments. However, it dif-
fers dramatically from those two monum-
ents because it is built entirely of somber-
colored steel basalt which gives it the
appearance of a bombed out and burned
modern city from a distance. The great
strength of the basalt stone lent itself to an
unusual style of architecture: corbeling.
The ancient builders were able to construct
ceilings and roofs by laying stone beams
two to three meters long on cantilevered
supports protruding from the walls (fig. 2).
The application of cantilevering to the con-
struction of stairways eliminated the need
for cumbersome and costly support struc-
tures and increased useable living space on
the lower floors (figs. 3,4). The success of
this building method impresses itself on the
visitor by the fact that numerous buildings
are still standing two to three stories high
with some of their ceilings intact after fif-
teen hundred years.

The city was founded in the Early Roman
period when it enjoyed considerable
Nabataean influence, flourished as a fron-
tier city of the Roman and Byzantine
Empires, and continued to prosper in the
Umayyad period, perhaps because of its
proximity to the Desert Castles. Umm el-
Jimal was destroyed by earthquake at the
end of this period and not rebuilt because
the region of the Hauran lost its preemi-
nence when the seat of government shifted
to Baghdad under the Abbasid Caliphs.

Most visitors to Umm el-Jimal are sur-
prised to learn that its ancient citizens were
not Roman or Greek, but Arab. Numerous
gravestones, although written in the Latin
and Greek scripts, have given us a catalo-
gue of names of the inhabitants which indi-

cates that the residents were local Arabic
nomads who settled in this region and built
Umm el-Jimal under the security providied
by the Roman Empire -- a process that has
been repeated by their modern descen-
dents under the security of the Jordanian
Government.

Previous Research

Prior to 1972 a minimal amount of
work had been done at Umm el-Jimal. The
first major project was the survey by the
Princeton University Archeological Exped-
ition to Southern Syria in 1904-5 and 1909
directed by Howard C. Butler (Butler
(1913). This expedition produced a map of
the city including plans of 40 major build-
ings. The resulting publication included
detailed architectural and historical analy-
sis of the buildings surveyed and a record of
the numerous inscriptions found in and
around the city. This publication has served
as the basic reference on the site ever since.

In the late 1930’s and early 40’s Nelson
Glueck made several visits to Umm el-
Jimal in search of evidence for his thesis
that the city was a major link on the
Nabataean trade route from Southern Jor-
dan to Syria via the Wadi Sirhan (Glueck
1939: 140-146, 1942:3-8, 1944:7-17,
1951:1-34.) From the absence of
Nabataean pottery at Umm el-Jimal and
other Syrian sites he concluded that
Nabataean influence (attested by numer-
ous inscriptions) there was in the form of
commercial and strategic interest rather
than in the form of dense settlement
(Glueck 1951: 13, 17).

In 1937 G. Horsfeld published aerial
photographs of Umm el-Jimal that are
extremely useful for studying the process of
decay and human alteration that has taken
place from the time of Butler’s survey to the
present (Horsfeld 1937:456-60).

In 1956 G.U.S. Corbett did an architec-
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tural study of the ‘“Julianos” Church in
order to test Butler's conclusion that this
church had been built in A.D. 344. Corbett
concluded that the Julainos Inscription
from which the date was derived was actu-
ally a funerary inscription reused sec-
ondarily in the building and revised the
building date of the church to the early 5th
century on the basis of architectural para-
llels (Corbett 1957:39-66).

Purpose of Present Research

During his first visit in 1971 the author
was amazed that a site of this magnitude
and in such an excellent state of pre-
servation was not being worked on and he
decided it needed to be “rescued’ from
oblivion. The first step was the completion
(and correction, if necessary), of the
Princeton Survey which had dealt with only
one fourth of the existing architecture.
Next, it was necessary to begin stratigraphic
excavation in order to test the various
chronological, historical and cultural con-
clusions that the above scholars had drawn
from their study of remains above the sur-
face. Finally, it was important to study the
historical-geographic context of Umm el-
Jimal as one of many similar settlements in
the Southern Hauran. The effort to com-
plete these goals developed into a five
phased project over an eleven year period,
1972 to 1983:

1. The Architectural Survey, 1972-74.

2. Stratigraphic Soundings, July, 1974.

3. Excavations in the Southern half of the
City, Summer 1977.

4. Excavations in the Northern half of the
City, planned for Summer, 1981.

5. Regional Survey, planned for Summer,

1983.

The results of the three completed phases
will be summarized below.

The Architectural Survey

The survey was carried out on a part
time basis from 1972 to 1974 while the
author was Albright Fellow of the Ameri-
can Schools of Oriental Research (1972-3)
and Research Associate of the American
Centre of Oriental Research (1973-4). It
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was financed with the stipend of the
Albright Fellowship of the American
Schools, the author’s salary as director of
the Christian Reformed World Relief
Committee and his wife’s salary as teacher
at the American Community School and a
grant from the Calvin Foundation. Thanks
is in order to these organizations for their
support, to the Department of Antiquities
for its cooperation and to the succession of
-volunteers on the other end of the measur-
ing tape, especially former student Gary
Rozeboom.

The Southeast quadrant of the city,
including all of the buildings south of the
main reservoir and east of the central open
space (fig. 5) was mapped wall for wall with
theodolite and tape with the help of one
assistant. In the spring of 1973 the author
and Aero-Precisa Co. of Beirut completed
an aerial survey of the site, under the
auspices of the Ministry of Municipalities
and Rural Affairs and with funding from
the Department of Antiquities. After this it
was possible to complete the mapping of
the remaining two thirds of the city much
more rapidly by combining the photograph
and topographical map produced by
Aero-Precisa with ground control meas-
urements.

The results of this two-fold process are
the maps published with this article, one
(fig. 5) showing the city plan in detail while
the second (fig. 6) shows the buildings
schematically for identification purposes.
For ease of cross reference the names given
to buildings by Butler have been kept. In
cases in which these reflect a now ques-
tioned interpretation these names have
been put in parentheses. For the twenty
housing complexes mapped by Butler his
Roman numerals have been retained, but
for the rest it was necessary to switch to
Arabic numerals to conserve space.

In comparing the results of the new sur-
vey with that of the Princeton Expedition
(fig. 7) it must be stressed that the author
considers his survey completion rather than
correction of that expedition’s work. The
main impression of the earlier survey is that
the fieldwork was generally accurate and
that the published drawings are of out-
standing quality. In this respect the major
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change in the new map is the addition of
107 housing complexes and two housing
insulae (133 and 134) which were too badly
ruined to survey in detail.

The shape and size of the overall city plan
drawn by Butler is generally identical with
the new one with several important excep-
tions. The location of the city wall between
the Southwest and West Gates was mis-
placed, due, perhaps, to the incompleteness
of the survey at that point. The Princeton
map shows the main aqueduct originating
from behind the dam to the northwest of
the city. Actually, this aqueduct was fed by
a channel that runs for many kilometres up
the sloping terrain to the northeast. A sec-
ond channel from the northeast supplied
reservoirs in the northern part of the city.
At the southern end the aqueduct does not
end in the cistern of House XX, but con-
tinues to the cistern in House 132. The
aqueduct crosses the city wall at the approx-
imate point of the South Gate on the
Princeton map. Because there is no evi-
dence for a gate anywhere in this section of
the wall, it may be possible that Butler mis-
took the entry of the aqueduct for a city
gate.

In the plans of individual buildings the
Butler map shows a geneal tendency
toward layout on a ninety degree grid.
However, with the exception of the
“Praetorium’’ and several churches, almost
all buildings are laid out haphazardly. This
is sometimes due to the carelessness of the
builders (the Barracks), but most often in
order to take advantage of available space
(many housing complexes). There are a few
cases of discrepancy concerning the loca-
tions of walls and doorways. It is often
impossible to determine whether these are
the product of inaccuracy or of remodelling
since the Princeton Survey was completed.

The most significant differences bet-
ween the Princeton Survey and the author’s
are due to reconstruction and quarrying
activity in this century. From both the
Princeton publication and analysis of sur-
face artifacts it is clear that between the
Umayyad Period and 1904 the city
remained nearly totally undisturbed. In the
past seventy years, on the other hand, a
variety of human actions have caused
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major changes at Umm el-Jimal. The fact
that Bulter had the opportunity to study the
city before these modern changes took
place make his publication an invaluable
record that cannot be duplicated today.

Major alterations in the structure of
many buildings resulted from a Druze set-
tlement of the site that began between 1905
and 1909 (Norris and Stever 1930:34, 91),
and lasted for three decades. This Druze
community worked energetically at the
reconstruction of the ancient buildings in
order to make them habitable. This work is
most obvious in the numerous ceilings and
roofs that are still intact today. These are
often mistaken to be ancient because the
Druze were adept at copying the ancient
methods of corbeling and erection of
arched partitis. Their work can usually be
distinguished from the ancients’ by the
rregular masonry at the tops of walls,
mixed shapes of corbels and ceilings beams
and fresh cut marks on the voussoirs of the
arches.

In some cases, identification of Druze
construction is also possible by comparison
with the Princeton publication. Butler's
plan and photograph of the room with the
screened west wall in House XIII (Butler
1913: 203, fig. 205:183) is without the’
transverse arch that covers the middle of
the screened wall and supports the ceiling
today (fig. 8). Butler’s plan shows the
“Nabatacan Temple” as a simple rectan-
gular room with a two-columned pro-style
porch (Butler 1913:fig. 155: 131). Today
the room contains two transverse arches
which support the ceiling, while the porch is
no longer apparent on the surface. Exami-
nation of the standing architecture leads
one to conclude that everything except the
front wall with the triple doorway is con-
temporary with the Druze reconstruction
of the building.

The survival in several buildings of tem-
porary walls used to support voussoirs dur-
ing arch construction is evidence that the
remodelling was still in process when the
Druze abandoned the city in the 1930’s.

In the 1920’s before agreement was
reached on the Mandate border a French
army detachment was camped in and near
the Barracks, according to the present vil-




