MAHESH WARE:
EVIDENCE OF EARLY ABBASID OCCUPATION
FROM SOUTHERN JORDAN

by

Donald Whitcomb

The proper dating of artifacts for the
first three centuries after the Islamic con-
quest holds a special significance as a body
of evidence which may provide clarifica-
‘tion for this relatively poorly documented
period in Islamic history. The excellent
stratigraphy preserved at the site of Agaba
(medieval Ayla) is hardly unique for this
purpose; nevertheless, the recent excava-
tions have produced a corpus of artifacts
which may lead to reassessments of data
from other Islamic sites. The assemblage of
ceramic forms under discussion here, cal-
led Mahesh ware,! follows ceramics of late
Byzantine style and precedes and presum-
ably overlaps the earliest Islamic glazed
wares. This corpus is characterized by
cream wares and comb incising (Figs. 2-5)
and occurs in layers datable to 750-800
A.D. or later at Aqaba. Mahesh ware may
be shown to be a regional variation of an
early Abbasid ceramic tradition, only re-
cently being defined in other archaeologic-
al sites. Implications of the Mahesh corpus
are manifold: primarily, that it is possible
to isolate a distinct beginning of the Abba-
sid tradition, antecedent to the advent of

typical (but often rare) glazed ceramics;
further, that early Abbasid period sites
have been unrecognized in surveys and
older excavations and reanalysis would
yield a more accurate view of early mediev-
al settlement patterns.

This study of Mahesh ware comple-
ments the data and develops hypotheses
explained in two previous articles, “Evi-
dence of the Umayyad Period” and “Cop-
tic Glazed Ware” (Whitcomb 1989a,
1989b). The first of these papers outlines
the earliest assemblages from excavated
contexts in the 1987 season. The 1988
excavations confirmed these results,
adding a few more types (and eliminating
others, here transferred to the Mahesh
corpus). For reasons explained in that
paper, the earliest ceramic phase is late
Byzantine in style and datable in the
context of Aqaba from ca. 650 A.D. to at
least 700 A.D. or on into the early 8th
century. This first phase of the early
Islamic 1 period may have further subdivi-
sions, more properly the subject of statis-
tical analyses of gradual stylistic change.?

The second paper, on Coptic glazed

1. This name is taken from an inscription found on
a juglet of this ware (Fig. 5a). This is an
Aramaic execration text, written in Hebrew
letters, which reads:

“(As for) Mahi§ (‘Troublemaker’), this de-

mon, and any (demon) that is angry at me --

overturn!”

I am endebted to Mark J. Geller, University
College, London, for the translation of this text;
responsibility for further invocation as a pottery
label is solely the author’s.

This inscribed vessel may belong to a larger
corpus of juglets with painted inscriptions, often
in Arabic. A particularly close parallel was
found at Susa, in Iran, on a vessel with comb
decoration and dated to the 9th century (Koech-
lin 1928, 36, P1. 5, 41A). Likewise from Iran are
two cream ware juglets from Qasr-i Abu Nasr,
old Shiraz (Whitcomb 1985, 54, Fig. 19a,b).
Further parallels with the more famous Arabic
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incantation bowls may be noted. The prelimin-
ary identification in Khouri and Whitcomb
(1988, 26) should be amended with the above
information.

Most archaeologists divide the Islamic archaeol-
ogy of Jordan into periods using the chronolo-
gical dates of the ruling dynasty. Because not
one of these dynasties was directly centered in
Jordan, this obscurs regional cultural changes
and confounds cultural change with political
changes, which are rarely synchronous. Period
designations in arbitrary centuries are adopted
here; thus:

Early Islamic 1 = 600-800 A.D. = Umayyad
Early Islamic 2 = 800-1000 A.D. = Abbasid
Middle Islamic 1 = 1000-1200 A.D. = Fatimid

Since this is descriptively awkward, dynastic
labels are retained but with a chronological
caveat that the subject is archaeological not
historical periods.
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ware, investigates the earliest Islamic
glazed ceramics appearing in the Aqaba
excavations. Based on the results of ex-
cavations in Alexandria, these earliest
glazed ceramics appear to form a tight
stylistic corpus of late Byzantine forms
with the addition of lead glazes, often
painted in designs reminiscent of Coptic
painted wares. The probability of an ori-
ginal manufacture in Egypt suggests the
term “Coptic”. Distribution seems con-
fined to the Nile valley (as far as Upper
Egypt) and to Palestine, especially the
coast. Part of the problem in identifying
this ceramic type is the descriptive similar-
ity to later lead-glazed traditions; once
isolated at Alexandria, Aqaba and else-
where, Coptic glazed ware appears to
belong to the 8th century, probably the
latter half. At Aqaba this glazed ware
occurs after the first phase tradition de-
scribed above and before the introduction
of the Classic Samarran and other Abbasid
ceramics. This glazed ware has an art
historical interest but constitutes less than
1% of the contemporary ceramic inven-
tory; rather, it is the contemporary and
antecedent ceramics, the Mahesh ware,
which will prove the more important
archaeological data.

Contexts in Aqaba

The excavations at the Islamic city of
Ayla, located in the center of the modern
city of Aqaba, have completed three sea-
sons (Fig. 1). The first of these investiga-
tions was a very fortunate series of sound-
ings in 1986 (Whitcomb 1987). The excava-
tions in 1987 were very extensive, uncover-
ing the north half of the city wall, the
Egyptian (NW) city gate, the Central
Pavilion and other structures (partially
reported in Whitcomb 1987, 1988a). The

third season was more limited in scope,
concentrating on the eastern portion of the
site on land belonging to the Royal Yacht
Club.? This most recent season produced
two more gates, the Sea (SW) gate and the
Hijaz (SE) gate, and several other struc-
tures in this quadrant of the city.
Preliminary assessment of the stratig-
raphic information has been presented in
the above mentioned reports, though a
comprehensive treatment must await the
final publications. The information pre-
sented in this paper is intended to indicate
the character of the depositions used for
the ceramic sequences. While the Mahesh
corpus should not be taken as necessarily
complete or free from misattributions, the
consistency of this assemblage over this site
indicates an important advance in ceramic
sequencing for southern Jordan and Pales-
tine, with broader implications for early
Islamic archaeology. Seven stratigraphic
columns in Table 1 (numbered in the
following section to key with the site plan,
Fig. 1) are presented to illustrate the
relative position of Mahesh ware in these
excavations. These are not, of course, the
only loci with Mahesh sherds but the
clearest instances of a discrete ceramic
phase.
1. A section of the southeast wall, north of
the Hijaz gate, was investigated in 1988
(area G).* In addition to several rooms
located immediately within the city
wall, one of the towers (tower 12) was
partially excavated. This was only a
small portion of the tower, most of
which had been destroyed by an under-
ground bunker of the Coast Guard
camp. Directly beneath surface debris
was a stratum of multiple fill layers,
H14d-4...9. The Mahesh ware sherds in
locus 6 were particularly varied.
Area J seems to be part of a residential

3. We are endebted to the officials of the Royal
Yacht Club, particularly Mr. Hassan Aweidah,
and to Mr. Mohammad Balqar of the Aqaba
Region Authority for assistance in this season.
As in previous seasons, we are grateful for the
cooperation and participation of Dr. Ghazi
Bisheh and Dr. Khairieh ‘Amr of the Depart-
ment of Antiquities and Dr. Bert de Vries of the
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American Center of Oriental Research.

4. Area G was excavated in 1988 under the
supervision of Khairieh ‘Amr. The loci discus-
sed here were 1.1-2.4 m below the sloping
surface of the tower. Depths below surface are
presented as a relative indication of depositional
character; absolute heights from sea level will be
presented in the final reports.
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unit, similar to the Pavilion building
(area A). Due to dissection of the
immediate area, by the wadi on the
north and by the sand-filled cut to the
south, there appeared little hope of
horizontal expansion for a general
architectural plan. Rather, certain
rooms were excavated for a maximum
depth to give a stratigraphic continuity
of artifacts in architectural context. Loci
J10d-48...53 contained Mahesh wares;

loci 48, 49, 50 produced very clear
assemblages, while the lower loci, 51,
52, 53 had significant admixture of
earlier “Umayyad” wares (as defined in
Whitcomb 1989a). Two loci were floors
(J10d-49 and 52), each with a make-up
fill below and further deposits above.’

3. The deep probe on the southeast ex-

terior wall of the Pavilion building (area
Aj; Whitcomb 1987, 252-4; 1989a, 167)
was briefly discussed concerning the

5. The Mahesh level in Area J was excavated in

1988 under the supervision of Robin Brown.
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Each of these tripartite sequences was about 60
cm, from 2.0-3.2 m below surface.
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Table 1: Loci with Mahesh ware

Coptic glazed wares. The probe, Hl1a,
continued yard levels excavated in 1987
as Alb. As noted in the 1987 report,
H11a-9 occurs directly beneath the ear-
liest glazed wares on a thick plaster
floor, 2.3-2.7m below surface. Sherds of
this locus were then described as “tran-
sitional cream ware types” (Whitcomb
1989b, n.3), now identified as the Mah-
esh corpus.

. The lowest level of the 1986 trench in
area C was part of another large resi-
dence (1987, 257-9). This locus, Cla-10,
was characterized as sand and midden,
2.6-3.0 m below surface; there was
some suggestion that a floor lay im-
mediately beneath this locus. Further
explorations of this building in 1987
failed to reach layers containing Mah-
esh ware.

. Along the northwest wall (area E; 1987,
260), another 1986 probe encountered
Mahesh wares in its lowest layer, D1a-
10. This locus was a dark brown silt and
brick detritus, about 1.8-2.2 m below
surface.

. Deeper trenches along this northwest
wall were located in the vicinity of the
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Egyptian gate (area D; 1989a, 168). The
only locus to produce a clear Mahesh
component was E8d-21, a dark brown
fill beneath a brick pavement, 2.5-2.75
m below surface.

7. The stratigraphic sequence within tower

2 is located opposite the previous
trench, on the outside of the city wall.
This tower held a long series of fill
layers with glazed ceramics (Whitcomb
1989a, 168; 1989b). Beneath this fill was
a dark brown deposit on a brick pave-
ment, E8b-18. The Mahesh wares in
this locus were about 3.2-3.4 m below
surface.

Though it is premature to draw
generalizing implications from this stra-
tigraphy, some suggestions might be
offered. The depth of occupation bear-
ing Mahesh wares is usually between
2.5-3.0 m below archaeological deposits
on the surface. If a uniform rate of
deposition were posited for the site as a
whole, one might suggest a late 8th or
early 9th century date. Perhaps more
interesting (and rational) is the observa-
tion of new floors laid in conjunction
with Mahesh ceramics. The clustering
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of innovations (here only ceramics and
architecture and based on too few ex-
amples) is a pattern which may be
sought in other artifacts and then used
for a more significant cultural bound-
ary, here possibly between the early
Islamic 1 and 2 periods.

Mahesh ware and its Relatives

The pottery identified as Mahesh ware
at Aqaba finds parallels elsewhere. The
primary characteristics of Mahesh ware are
the prevalence of cream-colored fabric
(often bordering on a greenish grey), comb
incising, and specific vessel forms. The
relevant forms are:

Fig. 2: Large basins and bowls. These
vessels form a type with gradual variations,
ranging from a flattened, vertical rim to
ones more triangular in section. No bases
have been associated with these apparently
deep vessels. Comb-incised basins form
part of the Umayyad tradition in north
Jordan, though the latter have differing
rims and are usually in grey ware. The
flattened, vertical rims (Fig. 2a-d) are not
found in Jordan but have close parallels at
Samarra, as do other bowls in this series.®

Fig. 3: Bowls. These bowls are char-
acterized by comb-incising and triangular
section or overhanging rims. In addition to
numerous parallels from north Jordan, one
might note the occurrence on sites of the
same period in the Hijaz and southwest
Arabia.”

Fig. 4: Bowls, bases and lids. These
bowl forms, especially with an inner bevel
on the rim, recall the painted bowls of
early Abbasid tradition in Palestine and

north Jordan (so-called “palace ware”, see
A.J. Amr 1986). These are associated with
small painted cups (4i-k) and fine hard-
ware cups with horizontal burnishing (4e-
h). Bases seem usually to be flat. Lids with
a raised and solid handle are present.
Slip burnished cups (and other forms)
comprise a style which has often been
considered Byzantine (Gichon 1974). The
association of this ware with Abbasid
materials has been recognized at Abu
Gosh and other sites and, more recently,
securely placed in the Abbasid stratum at
Pella (Walmsley 1988). Occurrence of this
ware at Aqaba is likewise in layers with
Mabhesh and later wares. The ware defined
by Gichon must be reviewed in order to
separate Islamic from Byzantine and Naba-
tacan components. Another example of
ceramic recidivism has recently been noted
for cream wares (Kh. ‘Amr n.d.), where a
range of Nabataean forms is segregated
from Islamic ceramics of very similar ware.
Fig. 5: Juglets and jars. Large jars,
so-called ‘bag-shaped’ amphorae, with two
loop handles are typical of numerous sites
in Palestine and north Jordan. Smaller
loop-handled jars have an indented base
more typical of Umayyad tradition. Many

-of these jars have a turned-out vertical rim

(5b, g, h). Each of these forms may be seen
in Pella for the late Umayyad period
(Walmsley 1988, 9.1-3). Smaller solid-
footed vessels (Se-f) recall piriform un-
guentaria of much earlier traditions.®

Redefining Abbasid Ceramics

Ports such as Aqaba are marginal by
definition, not usually locations of pottery

6. The results of recent work at Samarra are only
beginning to be available. See Northedge and
Falkner (1987), [2a = 11.39; 2c = 10.38; 2e =
10.36].

7. The kilns at Jerash may have produced much of
the ceramics found on north Jordanian sites
(Walmsley 1988, 153). Parallels may be found in
a number of reports, especially Gawlikowski
1986, P1. XII; Schaefer and Falkner 1986, Fig.
10-14; Walmsley 1986a, Fig. 1. [3b = 10.2; 3d =
1.2; 3f = 1.1, 10.10; 3h = 10.3; 3i = 10.5;
31=10.9; 3m=1.3; 4b=~1.4, 11.10, XII; 4k=XII;
4o=XII; 4s=14.16; 4v=13.3; 4w=13.5;
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51=13.7,9].

Sites in the Hijaz include Ma‘abiyat (Parr et
al. 1968-69, 3.7), and those found by Hamed
(1988) and Zarins (1979). From Aden and the
Hadhramaut are the sites of Jebelain and HDR
48 (Whitcomb 1988c, 1b, f, g, 3b).

8. These ‘‘unguentaria” have parallels from
Ma‘abiyat (Parr et al. 1968-9, 3.16), Abu Gosh
(de Vaux and Steve 1950, C9), and Samarra
(Traq 1940, 15.9). The out-turned vertical rims
find parallels at Samarra (Northedge and Falk-
ner 1987, 11.46, and Falkner, pers. com.).



