Recent Excavations on the Citadel of Amman

( A Preliminary Report )

by

Fawzi Zayadine

The Citadel of Amman, called Djebel
el-Qal‘a, is a natural rocky hill which, in
its present state, stretches like an articu-
lated arm in three sections; the first one
extending north-south, while the two
others are oriented east-west ( see plan :
Fig. 1). The highest terrace (or acropolis)

is limited to the north by the well pre-

served Roman wall, reinforced by square
towers. This side of the Citadel is stra-
tegically the weakest point because it is
easily accessible from neighboring Djebel
el-Hussein, which is today the best way
to approach the ruins. Here, on the north
side, are to be expected the strongest
fortifications to resist any military at-
tack. The city wall runs along the western
edge of the hill where a gateway exists,
facing the Arab Palace, and turns down-
wards to protect the southern side of
the middle terrace and part of the lower
terrace. A gateway is still visible between
the middle and the lower terrace, from
which a stairway descended to the colon-
naded street. It is apparent that the sou-
thern section of the wall was restored
in either the Byzantine or the Arab
period, for it includes many Roman ar-
chitectural fragments, and the tower close
to the Heracles Temple was -certainly
built with stones and moulded cornices

robbed from that magnificent monument
erected in the time of Marcus Aurelius.
The restored Roman city wall has been

(1) C.R. Condor, Survey of Eastern Palestine,
(1889), p. 19-65.
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extended with rough uncut stones where
it stopped in the lower terrace. (Pl. XI, 2)
Some Roman architectural fragments
were reused in the wall. On the south-
eastern corner of the Citadel there are
several city walls; the outer one is to be
dated to the Iron II period for it is
covered with Iron II sherds, while the
two inner ones belong to the Early and
Late Hellenistic periods, as demonstrated
by the 1973 campaign. Along the north
side of the lower terrace, a section of a
city wall, built with Ilarge wundressed
boulders, may belong to the Iron Age.
No walls are visible along the eastern
slope of the upper terrace; modern roads
and building operations have had much
too destructive an effect on that side.

Though many explorers visited Amman
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, the
first survey of the ruins was published
by Condor in 1889,1 when the ancient
monuments were still undisturbed by
modern building activities. This was fol-
lowed in 1904 by a much more com-
prehensive account published by H.C.
Butler.2 Thus, for a good description of
the ruins, excavations were badly needed.

The first excavations to be conducted
on the Citadel were sponsored by the

Italian Archaeological Mission which star-
ted its first campaign in 1927 under the
direction of G. Guidi. Work was carried

(2) H.C. Butler, Ancient Architecture in Syria,
Div. IT (1919) p. 34-62.
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out on the upper terrace, inside the Roman
precinct decorated with niches, and the
Arab Palace. A Byzantine church was
excavated to the North.

Guidi was succeeded by R. Bartoccini
who directed many campaigns between
1928 and 1938 when he was interrupted
by World war II. Bartoccini continued
the excavations in the Roman precinct
and the Arab Palace and moved to the
so-called Heracles Temple, built in the
second - century A.D. and dedicated to
Marcus Aurelius. Unfortunately, the final
report on these excavations was never
published and only some short notes are
available.3 The Italian scholar was fasci-
nated by the discovery inside the cella of
the Heracles Temple of a protruding rock,
smoothed at its top, which he identified
with the “Sacred Rock” of the Ammon-
ites.4 This rock shows no special features
to identify it as a high place, similar to
the well known high place of Petra. The
surface of the rock was probaly smoothed
down by the Romans when the Heracles
Temple was built. There is no visible
sacrificial place, as claimed by Bartoccini.
At any rate, it is clear that the Romans
cleared out all previous structures before
building the temple on bedrock.

In 1949, before the erection of the
Jordanian Archaeological Museum, G.L.
Harding,5 as Director of the De-
partment of Antiquities of Jordan, un-
dertook a sounding on the site which
provided mainly an Umayyad house but
also Byzantine, Roman and Hellenistic

material. In October of the same year,
a group of Ammonite sculpturesé was

(3) Short reports on the digs are available in

the files of the Registration Center at the De-
partment of Antiquities.

(4) See “La Roccia degli Ammoniti,” in “Atti
del IV Congresso Nazionale di Studi Romani”
Vol. I (1938) p. 103-108.

(5) ADAJ, 1 (1951) p. 7-61.

(6) ADAJ, (1951) p. 34-36. :

(7) In November 1973 the author was able
to examine the inscription with Father Starcky.

19

discovered to the north-west of the upper
terrace, outside the Roman city wall. One
of these sculptures was the famous statue
of Yerah-‘azar, probably a king of Am-
mon.7

G.L. Harding was also responsible for
the discovery of the Adoni-Nur tomb,8
on the southern slope of the Citadel,
opposite the Roman theater. This burial,
which belonged to a servant or minister
of Amminadab, is considered as a land-
mark in the archaeological history of
Rabbat Ammon and the pottery collected
from the tomb forms the most valuable
group for any comparative study of Am-
monite ceramics in the Iron II period.

Two Middle Bronze tombs were ex-
cavated by the Department of Antiquities
in 1957, and 1958, the first one near the
Arab Palace and the second close to the
south-eastern corner of the Museum. Only
the scarabs discovered in the two burials
have been published by Dr. Ward,9 while
the important collection of pottery, now
exhibited in the Archaeological Museum,
is still unpublished.

To obtain a better view of the Roman
city wall on the northern arm of the
Citadel, the Department of Antiquities
cleared away the accumulated dump agai-
nst its outer face. Important Iron Age
and earlier structures were uncovered
during the process of clearance. This led
Dr. R. Dornemannl0 of the A.C.O.R. to
start stratigraphic digs in that area. His
work, though made difficult by later distur-
bance of the archaeological strata, has
greatly contributed to our knowledge of
ancient Rabbat Ammon.

It appeared that the last name is to be read :
SNB; This is the name of an Ammonite King
metioned in the Assyrian Annals in 733. Thus,
two new kings are to be added to the Ammonite
dynasty: Yerah‘azar, son of Zakir son of Shanib.
See my article in Syria (forthcoming).

(8) APEF, VI (1953) p. 48-72.

(9) ADAJ, XI (1966) p. 5-18.

(10) See his wunpublished dissertation The
Cultural and Archaeological History of the
Transjordan in the Bronze and Iron Ages, Vol. I,
Chicago (1970) p. 49fF.



Dr. Dornemann uncovered in Area III
a layer of sterile huwwar which he iden-
tified as a Middle Bronze glacis, similar
to the one discovered in 1953 at Tell
Safut, and the sherds collected corrobo-
rate this dating. Two walls (E and F)
come up against the glacis. These two
walls intersect at an angle which sug-
gests to Dr. Dornemann a gateway, a
fort, or the junction of a city wall with
a citadel. The latter solution seems the
most probable, because, as I mentioned
above, this point of the tell is the weakest
and would probably have been strongly
fortified.

This new discovery is crucial when
one remembers N. Glueck’s theory about
the unsettled life in Transjordan during the
Middle and Late Bronze periods. At least
in the Amman area there was continuous
settlement, even if the evidence for it is
still scanty. The Late Bronze temple ex-
cavated by B. Hennessy at Amman Air-
port is further evidence to challenge N.
Glueck’s statement.

Below the Middle Bronze levels, R.
Dornemann found Early Bronze sherds
but no architecture related to that period.11
Iron Age walls which once formed part
of the fortification system were uncovered
in many places outside the Roman wall;
and a cave, cut in the rock, was also
explored.

Excavations on the lower terrace
( 1968, 1972-73 )

In 1968 the Amman Municipality pro-
posed to convert the lower terrace of the
Citadel into a national park. The project
was not approved by the Department of
Antiquities and a sounding at the site
was undertaken to demonstrate its ar-
chaeological importance. This sounding
was entrusted to the author who started
work on May 8, 1968 with a force of 15
laborers, including two technical men.
Drawing was executed by Ismail Hazzaz

(11) 1Ibid. p. 50.
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and ‘Ata ‘Uleiwat, and the author acted
as photographer. The work was inter-
rupted from July 15th to August 30th
to allow the author to participate in the
Hesban dig and was resumed from October
Ist to October 30th. A report of this first
campaign was presented at the 9th Con-
gress of Classical Archaeology held in
Damascus in 1969.12

Excavations were started again in 1972
in the same area (A) from October 11th
to December 7th, with 20 laborers, in-
cluding one technical man. Mr. Kurt
Langer acted as draftsman and surveyor
and produced a grid of the lower terrace.
In 1973, work continued in Area A from
the first to the 30th of October and a
new area (B) was excavated on the south-
eastern corner of the terrace. The report
on this new area will be published in
a forthcoming issue of the Annual.

The area selected for the first cam-
paing was almost in the middle of the
lower terrace, inside the city wall and
about 70 meters east of the end of the
Roman wall. Originally, two squares
( 1 and 2 ) were plotted, each 5 m. by
5 m. with a one meter balk in between.
The area was extended by two other
squares to the north ( 3 and 4 ). The
balks were removed later to allow a better
understanding of the architectural re-
mains. In 1972, no new squares were
dug, and work was concentrated on
checking the previous stratigraphy. Five
strata have now been determined:

Stratum X

A thick layer of accumulated debris
( loc. 1-3 ) covered the whole excavated
area (see section A’-A: Fig. 2), probably
washed down from the middle terrace. It
contained large quantities of mixed pot-
tery sherds and, in some places ( mainly
locus 2 ), wall plaster, painted with red
or blue. Since this plaster was found
east of wall 31, it probably came from
the destruction of that wall.

(12) AAS, XXI (1971) p. 152.
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Many coins found in the accumulated
debris prove that this layer was deposited
between the 4th and the 9th centuries
A.D., the latest coin being an Abbasid
fils struck in Damascus in 162 H.

\ When Square 1 was extended south-

ward to reach wall 33, it appeared that
loci 1-7 had been cut through and part
of wall 31 robbed. A rubble layer sloped
down from wall 31 to wall 33 { see section
_A-A; Fig. 2). It is not easy to provide
a good explanation of this phenomenon;
one may imagine that it is the result of
previous excavations, though the fill is full
of potsherds. Another possible interpreta-
tion is that the dump was cut down at
a width of 2 meters, in search of stones
to build wall 33. When loci 1-7 had been
cut through, the builders started to dig
the foundation trench proper, which is
1 m. to 1,50 wide. This foundation trench
was excavated down to 2,50 m. and bed-
rock was not reached. Large boulders were
put in the bottom of the foundation
trench to provide a solid base for the
wall.

The wall itself (Fig. 3 and Pl. XTI, 1)
was originally about 4 m. thick, built
with undressed stones chinked with smal-
ler ones. To give better solidity to this
curtain wall, the lower courses were 20
cm. thicker than the upper ones, a tech-
nique which has been noticed at medieval
Hesban.13

Wall 33 was part of the fortification
system of the Citadel, but most probably
of later date than the Roman wall. As
stated above, Roman architectural frag-
ments are included into it and locus 2
of Square 1 which was probably cut by
the builders of the wall contained an
Abbasid coin. The other layers date back
to Byzantine, Roman, Hellenistic and
Iron periods. Thus it could be assumed
that the wall was built sometime in the

(13) Andrews University Seminary Studies,
XI ( Jan. 1973 ), No. 1, p. 91.
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9th century A.D. Arab historical sources
mention no building activity in the area
and Mugaddisil4 ( 9th century A.D. )
refers to the Palace of Goliath ( probably
the Roman temple )as dominating the
city. It is not probable that the lower
terrace was of any strategic importance
in the Crusader period since no medieval
Arabic pottery was found in the area
excavated. Unfortunately, the sherds col-
lected from the foundation trench of wall
33 are not conclusive, for it is obvious
that the builders refilled that trench with
the debris they had removed.

To conclude, wall 33 was probably
built in the Arab period, probably in the
9th century A.D., but its existence is pro-
blematic for no architecture or floors
occur in relation to it in the area ex-
cavated. Future excavations will certainly
provide more information about its ori-
ginal use.

Stratum II (Late Roman period)

Though coins of Byzantine period were
collected, mostly from Square 2, locus 3,
there are no structures related to that
period in the area excavated. In the
3rd century A.D. the whole area was
reused as a cemetery.

The first burial to be discovered was
locus 27 ( Fig. 3 and Pl. XII, 1 ) between
Squares 1 and 2. It is a rectangular
structure, oriented north-south and mea-
suring 1,10 m. by 3,17 m. The side walls,
built with small and medium undressed
stones, are about 0,50 m. thick and their
height is about 1,40 m. in several places.
When the dump was removed, it appeared
that a hole had been dug in the south-
western corner of the burial and that
later fill had penetrated into it. When
the fill was removed, human bones, most
of them disturbed by ancient robbers,
were uncovered but no skull was present.
It is possible that most of the bones

(14) Ahsan at-Tagasim, translated by Miquel,
Institut Francais de Damas, (1963) p. 205.
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disintegrated due to the action of in-
filtrating water. The thick ashy layer in
which the bones were found suggests that
the corpse was put into a wooden coffin. An
iron handle (Pl XII, 2; No. 51) and many
nails were found in the same layer. The
funeral deposit consisted of a lamp (No 40)
which was lying in the northeastern
corner of the burial and two glass bottles
found in the southwestern side (Pl. XIIT,
1, XIV, 1, Nos 39-40).

A channel, about 30 cm. wide and 40
cm. deep, comes cut of the southern wall
of the burial and runs southwards; it was
originally covered with flagstones and its
sides lined with rubble covered by a hard
cement. Like the channel, locus 20 (see
below), thig one was cut by the founda-
tion trench of wall 33.

Traces of plaster were found on the
western side of the burial, and a shallow
hole in the ground near the south-western
corner suggests that there was water
filtering through the burial, and was run-
ning out through the channel already
mentioned. In this case, it is clear that
locus 27 was originally a drain, collecting
water from superimposed houses which
belong to Stratum IV ( Hellenistic pe-
riod ). When the drain was removed in
1973, an inscribed Rhodian jar-handle,
dated to 150-100 B.C. (PlL. XIV, 2) was
discovered in the western wall. It ap-
peared also that the whole structure was
built through walls 28 and 28a of the Iron
pericd ( see below ) which were robbed
down to floor 13. The floor itself which
was covered with an ashy layer was
undisturbed.

Locus 27 is comparable to another
burial of the same period, locus 25 ( Fig.
3 and Pl. XV, 1 ). In the north-western
corner of Square 3, another burial was
excavated in 1968. This is a rectangular
chamber of 0,80 m. by 2,50 m. ( inside
measurement ) covered by a barrel vault
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1,60 m. high. The side walls of the cham-
ber were built with roughly squared
boulders, while the vault is of well-dressed
limestone, smoothed inside with a boss
and draft outside. A channel ( locus 20 )
runs through the chamber and continues
eastwards, covered by flagstones except
inside the chamber.

The vault was entered from the eas-
tern side, which was blocked with slabs,
and the dump accumulated inside it
was not very thick. No bones were found
for they hade disintegrated by the action
of infiltrated water through the channel,
though both western and eastern mouths
were blocked with stones and thick mortar
when the chamber was used for the
burial. Four unguentaria and a lamp ( No
44 ) were found in the chamber ( PL
XL, %2 )

Like locus 27, locus 25 was originally
a drain, and the vault was added when
it was reused as a tomb in the Roman
period. The barrel vault is slightly dis-
torted because the chamber is not exactly
rectangular and was not originally built
to support a vault.

Pottery objects from tombs (loci 25
and 27) indicate a date in the early 3rd
century A.D., while the drains and chan-

nels belong to Stratum IV ( Hellenistic
period ).

About one meter east of locus 25,
the channel is cut through by a pit ex-
tending north-south and filled with rubble
stones (loccus 40: Fig. 3) 1 m. wide
and 0,50 m. deep. The purpose of this
trench is quite mysterious. One may sup-
pose that it was prepared to be a channel,
running into locus 25, but was never
completed. When the Romans reused the
burial locus 25, they refilled the trench
with rubble stones, for many sherds dated
to the 3rd. century A.D. were found in the
fill.



