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the servicing of caravans. A modest prosperity 
continued through the Roman, Byzantine and 
early Islamic periods, based in part on the trade 
that continued to move along the north-south 
road, the Via Nova Traiana – built by Trajan 
on the old Nabataean route that extended from 
Damascus, past Petra, to Aila.The Abbasid 
family purchased the town site late in the seventh 
century, built a manor house and mosque, both 
of which havebeen excavated by the University 
of Victoria team, and plotted the overthrow of 
the Umayyad caliphate there (Oleson 2010: 
60-62). On the eve of their revolt in 749, the 
family moved to Kufa in Iraq, perhaps spurred 
by the great regional earthquake in that same 
year. Ḥumayma immediately became a quiet 
backwater, the small population reworking 
older structures through the ninth or tenth 
centuries. Subsequently, there were only small 
groups of squatters, other than in the former 
Abbasid manor house which seems to have been 
intensively reoccupied in the earlier Ottoman 
period. The name and historical associations of 
the site survived among Arab historians and are 
still familiar to the local bedouin1.

Nabataean Ḥawara, since the early Islamic 
period called Ḥumayma, was a small desert 
trading post and caravan way-station in 
Edom, the desert region of southern Jordan. 
It is located 80 km north of the Red Sea port 
of Aqaba (ancient Aila) (Oleson 2010: 22, 
fig. 2.1). According to Ouranios’s Arabika, 
Ḥawara was founded by a Nabataean prince 
who later becameking under the name Aretas 
– probably Aretas IV, who ruled from 9 BC 
to AD 39/40,since archaeological evidence at 
the site for the most part commences toward 
the end of the first century BC (Oleson 2010: 
50-62).The name Ḥawara involves a pun on 
the word ‘white’, supposedly after the white 
camel that led Aretas to the site; the later 
name Ḥumayma may also involve the root of 
‘white’.The location and historical context 
of the settlement suggest it was intended to 
serve as a centre for sedentarization of the 
nomadic Nabataean pastoralists who occupied 
the region. Through careful management of 
the meagre spring water and precipitation, the 
resulting community was able to enjoy a settled 
existence based on agriculture, stock-raisingand 
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1.	 Between 1986 and 2005 the author carried out 12 seasons of sur-
vey and excavation in and around the site of Ḥawara/Ḥumayma, 
funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Council of Can-
ada, the Taggart Foundation, and the van Berchem Foundation. 
Over this period the team excavated a Nabataean campground 
and three Nabataean and Late Roman houses, the Trajanic Ro-
man fort and associated bath, five Byzantine churches, and two 
Early Islamic farmhouses. Professor M. Barbara Reeves has 
excavated most of a large mud-brick complex forming part of 

the vicus, the civilian settlement associated with the Roman fort, 
along with a bath and a remarkable Nabataean shrine that contin-
ued in use into the Late Roman period (Reeves et al. 2009). Part 
of the team, under the direction of Rebecca Foote, also excavat-
ed the residence and mosque of the Abbasid family (Foote 1999, 
2007; Oleson 2010: 61). Finally, we have probed miscellaneous 
structures within the settlement centre and sampled many of the 
rock-cut tombs surrounding it.
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This presentation focuses on some problems 
involving the Byzantine churches at Ḥumayma 
and the Early Islamic houses that, in two cases, 
were built into the church structures after 
their abandonment. Five churches have been 
documented at this small site, a total larger 
than the number of churches so far documented 
even at the regional centre of Petra (FIG. 1). A 
sixth may lie hidden under a large, unexcavated 
structure near the centre of the habitation area. 
The walls of the latter structure were rebuilt 
during the twentieth century, obscuring the 
original plan, but an inscribed cross was found 
on a block incorporated in the modern wall and 
several fragments of marble chancel screen were 
scattered around the area. The five documented 

churches, designated C101, C119, B126, B100 
and F102, were all most likely constructed 
overthe course of the sixth century, the great 
period of church-building in the region, although 
the F102 and C119 churches may date as late as 
the early seventh century (Oleson and Schick 
2013) (FIG. 2).The structuresall fell out of use 
as churches in the course of the seventh century 
and their furnishings were salvaged, leaving 
only fragments behind. The C101 and C119 
churches were essentially abandoned after being 
stripped; the B100 and F102 churcheswere re-
used for habitation. The situation in the Early 
Islamic period remains uncertain for B126. The 
churches vary somewhat in plan and dimensions, 
but the types all find parallels in Jordan, Israel 

1.	 Aerial view of Ḥumayma 
with indication of church lo-
cations.
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and Syria (Oleson and Schick 2013: 157-59, 
218, 294-96, 551-53).There are also significant 
parallels within the group in plan, dimensions, 
modules, materials, construction techniques 
and furnishings. All the churches except for 
F102 were oriented 20-30 degrees north of 
east. The F102 church, in contrast, was oriented 
20 degrees south of east (Oleson and Schick 
2013: 550-53, fig. 15.1). There is no apparent 
cause for this anomalous orientation, either in 
the immediate site or the visible landscape.The 
plans of all but the B126 church, for which the 
data are not sufficient, were laid out in orderly 
multiples of the Byzantine foot of 0.3089 m. 
All but B126 yielded significant quantities 
of fragments of marble chancel screens 
and of bronze supports and glass lamps for 
polykandela, typical ecclesiastical chandeliers 
(Oleson and Schick 2013: 429-41, 519-46).

The church in Field C101, located toward 
the western edge of the ancient occupation 

centre, is the largest of the group in overall 
area, the best preserved and most completely 
excavated, and the only one for which three 
apses can be conclusively documented (Oleson 
and Schick 2013: 221-98) (FIG. 3).The B126 
church probably had three apses, but further 
excavation is needed to document such a 
plan. The C101 church is a typical three-apse 
basilica, the interior divided into a wide central 
nave and narrower north and south aisles by 
two east-west rows of arches. At the east end 
of the nave there is a raised chancel and a large 
central apse; the two side aisles also terminate 
in semicircular apses attheir east ends. The 
surviving paving in the central apse reveals 
no evidence for installation of a synthronon.
Doors in the north aisle connect with a sacristy 
(Room 2) and large entrance hall (Room 4), 
while several small rooms are built up against 
the outside of the south wall. There were no 
entrance doors in the west wall.

2.	 Composite plan of Ḥumayma churches.
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The core of the church complex – the church, 
sacristy and entrance hall – were the result of 
a single construction phase. The planners laid 
out a nearly square outline, 60 Byzantine feet 

toa side, whichwas divided into three east-west 
sections laid out in squares of 20 × 22 Byzantine 
feet (FIG. 4).

The church did not have a mosaic floor, 

3.	 Aerial view of Field C101, 
with indication of room des-
ignations (W. Meyers,21 July 
1992, neg. H-3 no. 3).

4.	 C101 church, plan with planning grid (S. Copp; J.P. Oleson).
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although it did contain elaborate marble 
furnishings. At least seven burials were placed 
below the floor of the nave and side aisles, 
marked by crosses on the paving stones 
(FIG. 5).The church appears to have continued 
in use until around 650 AD, when the building 
seems to have been peacefully abandoned while 
still structurally intact. Later on, the marble and 
other liturgical furnishings were largely robbed 
out, and the marble broken up for burning 
into lime. This salvaging took place before 
the burning and fall of the roof, since some 
fragments from a single chancel screen were 
scorched, while adjoining fragments were not 
(FIG. 6) The only sign of re-use of the building 
is the installation of a ṭābūn oven in Room 2 
during the Umayyad period.

The C119 church was built at the edge of a 
steep slope on the far west part of the site, 8 m 
higher than the C101 church and prominently 

visible from the east at a significant distance 
(Oleson and Schick 2013: 299-307) (FIG. 7). The 
C119 church is simpler in plan and somewhat 
smaller than the others, ca. 8.25 × 14.5 m, 
just above the usual dimensions for a chapel 
(Michel 2001: 17). With the possible exception 
of the chancel steps, all of the architectural 
features appear to belong to a single phase, 
dating generally to the Late Byzantine or early 
Umayyad period, i.e. the sixth or early seventh 
centuries. The building was a basilica with a 
single apse flanked by two small pastophoria, 
with its long axis oriented at about 72 degrees. 
There was a raised chancel in front of the apse, 
with a marble chancel screen. There was one 
door in the middle of the north wall, another 
door in the middle of the west wall and a third 
door near the south end of the west wall. There 
clearly are additional rooms to the south and 
west of the church, but their wall lines remain 

5.	 C101 church, crosses above 
Burials 4, 5 and 6.
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only partially traceable and they have not yet 
been excavated.

The B100 church had a central nave and two 
side aisles separated by block-built piers, and a 
single apse set into a block of masonry projecting 
from the east wall. The long axis was oriented 
atapproximately 60 degrees (Oleson and Schick 
2013: 161-220) (FIG. 8). The floor was paved 

with neat slabs of sandstone and a large chancel 
was raised up on two steps.A marble chancel 
screen was mounted in the gutter groove of 
Nabataean marl conduit blocks set back on the 
top step. Traces of hard white plaster were found 
on some of the surviving wall surfaces. No signs 
of pastophoria survived, but it is possible that 
such features may lie hidden beneath Room D 

6.	 C101 church, chancel screen 
panel 1 (drawing M. Siklen-
ka).

7.	 C119 church, plan.
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and Room O. The structure of the church was 
12.75 m wide (external dimensions) and at least 
19 m long. Unfortunately, several probes west 
of Wall 03 failed to discover any convincing 
evidence for the original west wall. It remains 
possible that the west wall of the Church lies 
beneath the west wall of the Umayyad complex, 
but that would produce an extraordinarily long 
and narrow plan. The church was laid out in 
blocks of 10 × 15 Byzantine feet.

The church in F102 was at the core of a 
large complex, all the product of a single 
construction phase, laid out in squares of 10 
× 10 Byzantine feet (Oleson and Schick 2013: 
93-160) (FIG. 9). Unlike the other churches at 
Ḥumayma, for undetermined reasons it was 
oriented 20 degrees south of east. The nave and 
two side aisles were delineated by support piers 
and focussed on a singleapse. There was a raised 
chancel in front of the apse and a flagstone 
pavement, which extended through the ancillary 
rooms and courtyards.The surviving paving in 
the apse reveals no evidence for installation of a 

synthronon.Although the evidence is not entirely 
clear, it seems most likely that the F102 nave 
was not symmetrical, the north wall making a 
jog to accommodate the pre-existing cistern. 
There were three symmetrical doorways in the 
west wall, the north and south doors leading 
to small square rooms that possibly supported 
towers, another unique feature at Ḥumayma. 
The central entrance door was set back between 
the towers.

A door in the west end of the north wall led 
to Room A, a long room that may have served 
any number of purposes, including sacristy, 
meeting room or rectory. A door toward the east 
end of the north wall of the nave led to a small, 
probably unpaved courtyard (Courtyard D) 
framed by a wall to the north. Steps led down 
from here to a pre-existing Nabataean cistern. 
This space, possibly partially roofed with a light 
portico, may have been used for the storage of 
equipment or the accommodation of animals. 
Rooms A and D were connected by a door at the 
south end of the wall separating them. A door at 

8.	 B100 church, plan with planning grid.


