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The socio-economic assets of marginal
lands in the Byzantine East were much
dependent on the development of rural
landscape in the provinces of Arabia and
Palaestina Tertia in the 57-8%/9™ centuries.
The considerable number of village-based
communities, revealed by long-running
sursveys and excavations, attest to a pro-
found secular and ecclesiastic impact on
landscape exploitation (Hamarneh 2003:
34-43; Walmsley 2005: 511-3).

Most scholars agree that the mid-5*
century witnessed an interplay of social and
spatial norms that placed special emphasis on
the larger function of frontier zones (Fiema
2002: 131). In this context, local populations
settled in marginal areas, on the edge of
the desert, and provided agricultural labor
and military protection (Fiema 2002: 132).
The pattern also reflected administrative
readjustments and the gradual decrease
of the influence exerted by municipal
governments, which reshaped the function
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of Late Antique cities. Church institutions
gained instead more relevance, as illustrated
by the establishment of diocesan centres in
the 4%-5% centuries (F1G. 1). The bishop’s
authority in urban administration was
formally recognised by laws, promulgated
in AD 409 for the West and repeated in
AD 505 for the East (Sarady 2006: 184-5).
Subsequently, Emperor Justinian, through
Novella 131, recognised these obligations;
hence the Church became a driving force
in the social fabric by promoting building
projects, not only of edifices connected
directly with its duties, such as churches
and charitable institutions, but also of civic
structures such as defensive walls, baths,
public inns, and prisons (Gatier 1985: 299~
300; Feissel 1989: 821-3; Hamarneh 2013:
416-7).

The ecclesiastical hegemony apparently
limited the agency of local elites, who
instead were obliged to direct their interests
toward rural settlements, especially in
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1. Plan of the Three Palestines and Arabia (by M. Ben Jeddou).

the 6™ century. The attention towards the
countryside revitalised the economy, created
a new social order, and led to the develop-
ment of a provincial aristocracy consisting
primarily of landowners. Greek dedicatory
inscriptions hint at the involvement of
private donors in the building of rural
churches and paving them with mosaics,
attesting to the full spatial integration of
Christian monuments into the fabric of
villages.

Archaeological excavations bear witness
to the growth of large agricultural settle-
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ments, mainly represented by villages that
rose on, and incorporated, abandoned
Roman castra. Most of these settlements
illustrate an important building policy that
may reflect a growing interest of the Church
in these villages, and particularly in the land
it possessed (among others Umm ar-Rasas/
Mefa‘a in the bishopric of Madaba, serves
as a fine example; Fi1G. 2). Thriving rural
settlements were associated with extensive
stretches of centuriated fields spreading
beyond the village limits, with hamlets and
industrial installations, notably wine and
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2. Aerial photo of Umm ar-Rasas (courtesy of APAAME_20170920_MND-0179).

olive presses (Hamarneh 2013: 63).

The epigraphic evidence indicates that
the main euergetistic activities in villages
were conducted by the religious authorities,
at local or diocesan levels. They performed
structuring efforts that sharply modified the
topography of settlements both internally
and externally. Provincial or municipal
authorities rarely acted in their official
capacity, but rather as private sponsors,
just as the provincial aristocracy or more
humble village dwellers. Additionally,
inscriptions on rare occasions single out the
occupation of lay donors, and it is hardly

ever connected to agriculture; laymen are
identified as soldiers,! mosaicists, merchants,
or controllers of weights (Hamarneh 2003:
230-8). This ex silentio implies that most
donating communities were well structured
within the agrarian context and performed
tasks strictly connected to the exploitation
ofland. The agricultural labour was reflected
instead in the rich decorative repertoire of
the mosaic pavements, owing the fact that
local sponsors may have had a responsibility

! The papyri of Nessana refer to several soldiers
involved in buying land in the town (P. Ness. 3.14-30).
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in choosing decorations that expressed their
toil and daily realities.

Within the briefly sketched framework,
the reconstruction of land property in
quantitative and qualitative terms remains
uncertain; though a definition of a hier-
archic order of small and medium sized
landowners can be evinced in Novella
138 of Justin II of AD 566 (Lemerle 1979:
26; Decker 2009: 66-7). More effective
reconstructions of forms of transactions
related to agricultural land ownership can
be glimpsed from the corpus of Nessana and
the Petra Papyri. Economic stratification is
also suggested in texts concerned with rural
church sponsorship and may allow for the
reconstruction of specific patterns according
to the order in which the names are listed.

Significant contribution to broaden
our understanding of the landscape of
the village and the place of men within
that landscape is provided by inscriptions
mentioning specific tasks of administration.
The first case is that of the involvement of
an epitropos (a term designating a procurator
or an administrator) in the construction
of the Church of ad-Dayr in Ma‘in (the
biblical Ba‘al Maon/Belemonta [Piccirillo
1989: 245]; F1G. 3). The church inscription,
dated to the 6" century, does not mention
Church officials. Instead it lists Theodore,
the most glorious illustris, and the efforts
of the epitropos (administrator) in building
the holy house from its foundations (Gatier
1986: 193-4; Di Segni 1995: 314-6; FIG.
4).> One may notice that the main donor, to

2 The inscriptions found in Arabia and Palaestina
Tertia do not mention the extension of the area laid
in mosaics offered by each donor. One may speculate
that the name order together with texts inserted in
independent small spaces may reflect not only the
prominence of the social standing but also point to
the quantity of economic investment. Insights to such
practice are provided by the Greek inscriptions of the
church discovered in ‘Uquerbat near Hama in Syria
(Jaghnoon 2019: 8-15).

* The text: ‘For the preservation and succor of
Theodore/the most glorious illustrious/This holy
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whom all honours are attributed, acts in his
private capacity, together with an admin-
istrator, who probably managed Theodore’s
private estate on the outskirts of the town.
This interpretation can be supported by an
episode mentioned by Cyril of Scythopolis
in the Life of Sabas. Following dissension
amongst his opponents in the Great Laura,
Sabas was forced to leave for Nicopolis
(Amwas), where he dwelled in seclusion
under a carob tree. The epitropos of the
site came to see him and constructed a
cell on the spot that soon developed into a
coenobium (Vita Sabae 35 in Schwartz 1939:
120-1; Baldelli et al. 2012: 262-3). The
episode may indicate that the tree grew on
an extensive private estate that required an
administrator (epitropos). The term is also
mentioned by Sozomenos in his Historia
Ecclesiastica. He relates that Calemerus, the
epitropos of an estate in Kaphar-Zechariah
near Eleutheropolis, was well disposed
towards the owner, but hard, discontented,
and unjust towards his neighbouring
peasants. However, these defects were
apparently accepted and did not prevent
Calemerus from receiving instructions to
find the tomb of Prophet Zacharias in a
garden nearby (Sozomenus 17; Walford
1855: 423-4). The term is also listed in
various contexts in the Petra Papyri (e.g., P.
Petra 6a ca. AD 573 (?); P. Petra 98 [Kaimio
and Lehtinen 2018: 203]; P. Petra 74 ca. AD
559 [Arjava and Vesterinen 2007: 95]).
Large villages, that cannot be considered
as one unique domain, may have consisted
of several stretches of privately owned land,
which required specific agents/trustees or
administrators representing the landlords. A
system that reflected in church inscriptions
with reference to the pistikos attested both
individually or collectively. According to

house was built from the foundations by the effort
of (name lost) the clarissimus epitropos in the sixth
indiction’ (after Gatier 1986: 193-4).

* Piccirillo translates pistikos as an adjective meaning
faithful.



