ABBASID POTTERY FROM EL-MUWAQQAR

by

Mohammad Najjar

Between March 6th and April 13th
1989 a short season of excavations was
conducted by the Department of Anti-
quities at el-Muwaqqar.!

El-Muwaqqar is situated approximate-
ly 30 km to the southeast of Amman. The
site is recorded by Yaqut el-Hamawi in
Mu‘jam al-Buldan®. During the last cen-
tury and the beginning of this century the
site. was visited by many explorers and
plans were made of the Palace.?

During the 1970s-80s the site was
revisited by various scholars,* who men-
tioned the Palace at el-Muwaqqar within
the wide framework of Umayyad Palaces
in Jordan.

The main goal of the excavations was
to check the state of preservation of the
site in order to study the possibility of
carrying out conservation work at the
Palace.

A grid was set up at the site, with the
main vertical and horizontal axes dividing
it into four areas, designated by Roman
numerals. Each area was then subdivided
into 5 x 5 m squares. Seven squares in
different areas were completely or partially
excavated.

A. ARCHITECTURE
Area I

Sq. D5, D6 (Fig. 1)

One wall (W.11: exposed length 5 m,
width 1.3 m, height 0.70 m) was unco-
vered. It had been founded on bedrock.
The upper section of its inner face was
coated with plaster which was decorated
with dark red paint. A cement floor, 15 cm
thick, is associated with this wall, which is
probably the southern wall of the Palace.

Sq. A2, B2, C2 (Fig. 2)

Some walls were uncovered in these
squares, but due to the limited area of the
excavations it is difficult to explain the
function of these walls at this stage. The
most characteristic feature is a flagstone
pavement, associated with the first occupa-
tional phase (Umayyad).

Area II
Sq. D3 (Fig. 3)

A large wall was found in this square
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(W.15: exposed length 4 m, width 1.1 m,
height 1.6 m). It was built with two parallel
rows of ashlars filled with small cobbles
fixed by mortar in between. Thin layers of
fine plaster were used to bind the stones
(average thickness 3 cm). The wall was

coated on the interior with two rough inner.

coats and one fine outer coat of plaster. A
flagstone pavement is associated with this
wall, which could be the northern wall of
the Palace.

Area IV
Sq. H14 (Fig. 4).

This square is located outside the
Palace. Two small walls (W.18 and W.19)
were found associated with a beaten earth
floor. The most striking pottery finds came
from this square.

B. POTTERY

Fifty six potsherds and four complete
vessels, excavated mainly in two squares,
H14 and C2, are published here.

The pottery from Sq. H 14 will be, in my
opinion, the key for understanding and
distinguishing the Abbasid pottery from
~ el-Muwaqgqar.

Unfortunately the dating of the pot-
tery is not based on coins, but on compara-
tive architectural and typological evidence.
Beside the differences in shape and decora-
tion we were fortunate enough to find
some datable material in stratified deposits
(small glazed jar and typical Abbasid
lamps).

Architecturally the walls in Sq. H14
and the beatean earth floor are quite
different from the Umayyad walls and
floors of the Palace and they could not
have been built against the front of the
Umayyad Palace while it was still in use as
a palace. These walls should be contem-
porary with the second phase of occupation
in the Palace itself.

Twenty eight potsherds were chosen
from Sq. C2 inside the Palace in order to
show the correlation between the pottery
inside and outside the Palace.
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Concluding Remarks

1. It has been thought for a long time that
the Palace at el-Muwaqqar is complete-
ly destroyed. The excavations showed
that a large part of the building is still in
situ (especially the northern part, where
the wall is still standing to a height of
1.6 m and probably higher in the north-
eastern corner). The flagstone pave-
ments of the Palace were found in
almost all the squares. In this case the
plan of the Palace could be -easily
reconstructed if excavations were con-
tinued for around three more seasons.

A large part of the Palace could be
exposed and conserved and more de-
tailed studies of the decorations and
stucco in the Palace, which were pro-
tected for a long time by the destruction
layer, could be undertaken. Besides,
ten vaults of the basement are still in a
relatively good condition and need only
be cleaned.

To the west of the Palace the
outline of a niche or tower is still visible
at the surface, and a mosaic floor was
found there. (See Arabic section in this
volume, Pl. 5, p. 30).

A second architectural phase and
occupation was excavated in the Palace.
It is obvious from Sq. D5 (W.12), A2
(W.4) and oven (tannur) loc.4, D3
(W.16, 17) and H 14 (W.18, 19) that all
these walls belong to a second phase of
occupation. It seems that after a partial
destruction of the Palace by the earth-
quake of A.D. 747, the remains of the
Palace were used by the local popula-
tion. The destruction layer was cleared
(the walls of the second phase were
built directly above the flagstone pave-
ment of the Umayyad Palace) and the
Palace and its surrounding area (Sq.
H14) were reoccupied.

After one century and probably
slightly later the Palace was abandoned
after another destruction (earthquake?)
later in the 9th century (during this
period Jordan was struck by earth-
quakes three times in 847, 853-54,
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. Early Abbasid pottery is clearly distinct
both from the preceding Umayyad pot-
tery and from the succeeding late Abba-
sid pottery, but of course there are
some characteristics which presented
the continuity in the material culture.
As in the Umayyad period, Abbasid
pottery was mainly wheelmade, but
handmade pots such as basins are
attested. Some forms (lamps) are

mouldmade. Combined hand/wheel-
made techniques are found (pithoi,
where the body is handmade, while the
rim is wheelmade). The clay is well-
levigated and the inclusions are small to
medium-sized lime, chert and sand
grits. The firing ranges from good to
excellent (black or grey cores are rare),
and the light colours predominate
(white, pink) with some grey colours.

Various types of decorations are

5. Yousef Ghawanmeh, ‘Earthquakes Effects on

Belad el-Sham Settlements’, paper submitted to
the Fourth Conference on the History and
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Archaeology of Jordan, Lyon 30 May - 4 June
1989.



ADAJ XXXIIT (1989)

found: painting (red paint on white
slip), moulding (floral and geometrical
designs on lamps), combing/incising and
thumb-impressing on basins and pithoi,
ribbing especially on cooking pots and
necks of jars. Some burnishing on cook-
ing pots with ledge handles and some
glazing can also be found.

The most characteristic forms are
open straight-sided bowls, channel
lamps, bag-shaped jars, and cooking
pots with horizontally attached handles.

What is characteristic of our
assemblage from el-Muwaqqar is the
total absense (so far) of the white paint
decoration. The latest white paint de-
coration was attested at Pella and
Jerash at the second quarter of the 9th
century, and there is no white paint
decoration from the Amman Citadel
from the destruction layer attributed to
the A.D. 747 earthquake. At the same
time no Samarran pottery (836-892) was
found at el-Muwaqqar. Accordingly our
pottery cannot be earlier than ca. A.D.
730 or later than ca. A.D. 840. Beside
that we have some additional indica-
tors: lamp F.10.60, which probably
dates from the 9th century, and the
cooking pot F.10.58, with ledge hand-

les, which most probably belongs to the
same century.

. It was widely believed by archaeologists

that almost all Umayyad sites in Jordan
were abandoned shortly after the col-
lapse of the Umayyad Caliphate and the
transfer of the capital to Iraq.® This is
an example of the use of political
history to explain and interpret scarcity
of archaeological data and to see a
reflection of the historical and political
facts in the material culture.

The flourishing of Jordan in all
periods (not only the Abbasid) was the
outcome of its strategic position, en-
vironment and cultural relations with
neighbouring countries. The abandon-
ment (if there was any) should be
explained by other motives (mainly
socio-economical), but not by political
events alone. Beside that we now have
strong evidence for the continuity of
occupation from the Umayyad to the
Abbasid period in northern,” central,®
and southern® Jordan. El-Muwaqqar
provides additional evidence in central
Jordan.

It was supposed for many years
that there is no Abbasid pottery and
accordingly no Abbasid occupation in

. For further information see A. Walmsley, ‘Fihl
(Pella) and cities of North Jordan During the
Umayyad and Abbasid Periods’, paper submit-
ted to the Fourth Conference on the History and
Archaeology of Jordan, Lyon 30 May - 4 June
1989.
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