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HOW TO USE THIS CURRICULUM GUIDE

T

he Umm el-Jimal Archaeology Teachers’ Curriculum Guide is set up as a reference manual for teachers. Part I, “Background Information,” is intended to give teachers basic information necessary to prepare
the lesson plans of Part II. Because this guide’s goal is to integrate teaching archaeology with existing
fields, the lesson plans themselves are organized according to four curriculum fields already taught in Jordan’s public schools.Yet it remains a guide in order to provide teachers with a flexible platform by which
to adapt the content to their own students’ age and ability, classroom needs and pedagogy. Also, while
this manual addresses the archaeology of Umm el-Jimal, it is intended as an example and model: the lesson
plans may easily be applied to other sites in Jordan or elsewhere.
This curriculum guide is designed to be used in conjunction with the Umm el-Jimal Project’s online
home, www.ummeljimal.org—on which it is also published. The website itself forms a completely free,
standards-based and bilingual multimedia complement to the guide. It includes extensive educational
information about Umm el-Jimal, the region, and the project’s history; displays buildings and artifacts in
museum-like fashion; presents an archive of short films and video oral histories; and contains a library of
numerous publications which may be read or downloaded in PDF format. Teachers are free to integrate
these digital elements as appropriate for their classroom and will find references to related sections and
pages of the website listed in the lesson plans.
Because the guide and website both are evolving, multilingual resources, all references to website information are listed in two ways: first the section and page on which the information is found, followed
immediately by the current web address according to the language in use formatted as a hotlink. For
example, a reference to the short films in this English version of the curriculum guide would be listed
as Museum > Short Films (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/films.html). Hence, digital versions of this text
contain direct (clickable or copy-pastable) links to the website, although if users prefer to print the guide
it will still contain the full text of each web address and those already familiar with the website can simply
navigate by the site’s permanent section and page structure.
While the guide was prepared for specific use by the schools of the Ministry of Education of Jordan,
publishing this guide online is also intended to make it available and adaptable for anyone interested in
teaching the archaeology of Umm el-Jimal anywhere in the world.
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Background Information

R E C O M M E N D AT I O N S

In preparation for using the lesson plans in Part II, instructors are recommended to
explore the rich resources in this guide and online in the following ways:
1. Carefully read this Background Information section of the curriculum guide.
2. Explore the entire project website, www.ummeljimal.org, to discover its extensive multimedia
resources as well as be able to teach the students to use it as a resource. For example, watch 		
the videos located at Community > Oral Histories (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/oral.html) or
view the interactive timeline at Findings > Timeline (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/timeline.html).
3. Visit the site:
		
a. Take yourself and your students on a virtual site tour by visiting Museum > Virtual Tour
		(http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/tour.html).
		
		

b. If possible, take yourself and your students on actual site visit; for directions see
Museum > Visit the Site (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/visit.html).

4. Become familiar with the archaeology of Umm el-Jimal by studying the following sections of
the website: Overview, Fieldwork, Findings and Museum.
5. Learn more details by visiting the site’s online publications library at Archive > Library
(http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/library.html).
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Map 1: Umm el-Jimal in its modern setting, located northeast of Amman and east of Mafraq in northern
Jordan.
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HISTORICAL TIMELINE
15 million – 65,000 years ago: Geologic formation. Fissures and volcanic vents in the Jebel Druze
erupt over the Hauran Plain of northern Jordan and southern Syria, covering it with deposits of basalt up
to 300 meters thick.
350,000 – 10,000 years ago: Paleolithic hunter gatherers. A succession of Paleolithic hunter-gatherers
leave stone tools at al-Herri, on the banks of the Wadi Abu el-Ku’.
10,000 years ago – A.D. 50: Neolithic nomads. Neolithic and later nomads inhabit the region but
leave little evidence at Umm el-Jimal; many hunting kites, or large animal trapping enclosures, are built in
the surrounding desert region.
A.D. 50 – 106: Nabataean-era settlement. Local Nabataean nomads settle at Umm el-Jimal. From A.D.
90-106 it is a village under influence of Bostra, the late Nabataean capital city located just to the north.
A.D. 106 – 300: Roman-era pagan Umm el-Jimal. Romans occupy Umm el-Jimal and construct a Praetorium and reservoir on the main portion of the site. The town site continues as a village under Bostra,
which becomes capital of the Roman province of Arabia, Provincia Arabia. From the 2nd-4th centuries A.D.,
poorer local people live in the adjacent village southeast of the town, al-Herri.
Late 3rd century A.D.: Destruction sequence. Roman and local settlements are destroyed, perhaps
during the Roman suppression of Queen Zenobia’s rebellion in A.D. 275. The Praetorium, Reservoir and
Commodus Gate survived.
A.D. 300 – 375: Roman military occupation. Romans reoccupy Umm el-Jimal, building a new a fort, the
so-called “Earlier Castellum,” and a small temple.
A.D. 411 – 412: Barracks. An Early Byzantine governor constructs the ‘Barracks’ (or ‘Later Castellum’),
which at first likely houses a small cavalry garrison and is later converted to a monastery.
5th – early 7th century A.D.: Byzantine-era Christian rural town. As the Roman empire transitions to
the Byzantine era and Christianity, Umm el-Jimal grows to a significant town of about 5000 people. By A.D.
530 there are over 150 houses and 15 churches. A period of high rainfall beginning in 543 A.D. likely contributed to this growth. However, this coincides with the beginning of the bubonic plague in the region.
Umm el-Jimal becomes part of the Islamic sphere after the Battle of Yarmouk (A. D. 636).
A.D. 661 – 900: Islamic-era Umm el-Jimal. Umayyad and then Abbasid Caliphs rule the region including
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Umm el-Jimal. Both the Roman Praetorium and House XVIII are remodeled during this time. Rural town
life and agriculture continues, although from A.D. 600-750 extensive drought and plague occur throughout the area.
A.D. 749: Earthquake. A large earthquake causes major damage to Umm el-Jimal and the surrounding
region, although the site remains occupied for a time.
A.D. 750: Dynastic transition. The Islamic world transitions from Umayyad to Abbasid rulers.
9th century A.D.: Abandonment. Umm el-Jimal’s remaining residents gradually abandon the site, likely
due to a combination of factors.
A.D. 900 – 1900: Population gap. Umm el-Jimal is used sporadically by the region’s nomadic population, with no permanent settlement except for a reoccupation during the Mamluk-early Ottoman period
(13th-15th centuries).
A.D. 1905 – 1935: Druze reoccupation. Druze migrating southward from Syria reoccupy Umm el-Jimal,
roughly reconstructing many ancient structures for their own use; House XVIII and House 49 are excellent examples of this work.
Mid 1920s to Late 1930s: Barracks reoccupied. Small detachments of the French and British armies
take up temporary residence near the Barracks (or ‘Later Castellum’) and West Church, respectively.The
former is subsequently occupied by a Druze family and then members of the es-Serour family.
A.D. 1935 – 1950: Mas’eid occupation. Families from the Mas’eid tribe take up residence in the ruins.
A.D. 1960s: Main reservoir restored. A USAID project restores the main Roman reservoir, adjacent to
the Earlier Castellum.
A.D. 1972: Antiquities fence. The Department of Antiquities fences off the main Byzantine-Umayyad site.
A.D. 1950 – Present: Modern Umm el-Jimal. Umm el-Jimal grows from a few semi-nomadic families
living among the ruins and surrounding area to an incorporated town with about 4,000 residents.
For a multimedia view of major events in Umm el-Jimal and its surrounding region’s history, view the
project’s interactive timeline online at Findings > Timeline (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/timeline.html).
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Map 2: The main Byzantine – Early Islamic town is built on top of the earlier Nabataean-Roman site, just
northwest of the completely ruined Early-Late Roman village. Winter runoff water from the Jebel Druze
supplying these communities and their gardens was carried by the two wadis, which converged just south
of Umm el-Jimal.
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UMM EL-JIMAL

General History

L

ocal people, Arab nomads, settled under the umbrella of Nabataean influence from Bostra and initially established the village of Umm el-Jimal in the 1st century A.D. During Umm el-Jimal’s early history,
the village appears to have had an undisturbed and relatively prosperous rural life, with an estimated
population of 2,000-3,000 people. Evidence of this culture is found in many Nabataean and Greek inscriptions on tombstones and altars.
After the Romans turned the Nabataean Kingdom into
their Province of Arabia, Provincia Arabia, they also occupied
Umm el-Jimal. In A.D. 180, the Roman imperial authorities
constructed a wall and a gate, followed by the construction of a large reservoir and the Praetorium. During the
4th century A.D., in response to the rebellion of Zenobia
of Palmyra, Roman authorities turned Umm el-Jimal into a
military garrison with a fort where troops were stationed.
A gradual transformation from a military station to a civilian town began as Roman imperial power waned and was then replaced by the Byzantine era. From the
5th to 8th centuries, Umm el-Jimal prospered as a rural farming and trading town. During this period of
prosperity, many residents converted to Christianity, resulting in an explosion of church construction:
Fifteen churches were built in the late 5th and 6th centuries. The population of Umm el-Jimal likely grew
to between 6,000 and 8,000 people during this time. Evidence of this culture is found throughout the site
in the form of Christian symbols on houses and churches.
Umm el-Jimal’s local agricultural culture continued after the Muslim conquest and under the Umayyad
caliphs during the 7th century. Though the site decreased in size, some new construction took place. This
construction included private houses, possible conversion of several structures into mosques, and the
remodeling of the Praetorium with frescoed walls and mosaic floors. Around this time, Umm el-Jimal’s
population decreased—most significantly after an earthquake hit Umm el-Jimal in A.D. 749. The site was
gradually abandoned during the 9th century, in the Abbasid era.
For more than 1100 years the ancient city lay nearly deserted and untouched. The durability of basalt
masonry and the town’s high-quality construction enabled a remarkable state of preservation over that
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period: today over 150 structures still stand, some up to six stories high.
The site was re-occupied first by Druze fleeing settlement conflicts in the Jebel and then brought in by
the French army in their post WW I efforts to control north Jordan. During that period, virtually every
building was reused or reconstructed, making the site habitable for the Druze. The Druze abandoned the
town around 1935 when the fixing of the modern border between Jordan and Syria cut off their access to
the Jebel Druze in the north. Some Druze families returned north to the mountain, while others scattered
within Jordan—mostly to Amman.
After the Druze abandonment, the Mas’eid tribe, which had been using Umm el-Jimal for seasonal grazing
alongside the Druze, settled in the area and made the antiquities part of their community. They reused
the deserted buildings of the Druze and pitched tents in front of them, especially during the summer time.
For awhile many Mas’eid children were educated in schoolrooms adapted from the Byzantine structures.
After Jordan’s government prohibited such use of the antiquities, the Mas’eid founded and constructed
the modern town, which soon engulfed the ancient site. The Jordanian Department of Antiquities subsequently fenced off the ruins in 1972. The modern village has continued to grow since the 1950s, and now
constitutes a community of about 4,000 with its own well-run municipal government.
For more results and interpretation of Umm el-Jimal’s history, see the website’s Findings section (http://
www.ummeljimal.org/en/findings.html).

The Nabataean Period:
A.D. 50-106

ARCHITECTURE

B

uilding materials were obtained by quarrying basalt
bedrock. Bert de Vries speculates that the quarrying process consisted of forcing wood into the natural fissures
in the bedrock and then soaking the wood in water until it expanded and the bedrock cracked. The extracted
boulders were then fashioned into large but manageable
blocks. Their size was kept smaller than those found in
monumental sites like Bostra because without access to
expensive devices, most moving and lifting was done by
humans. The quarries were then waterproofed and used as the reservoirs of an elaborate water system.
See online Fieldwork > Architecture (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/architecture.html).

SOCIO-POLITICAL STRUCTURES

T

here is striking class distinction visible in the ruins of Umm el-Jimal. The presence of Nabataean remnants reused in Byzantine construction, which include well-cut stones and precisely executed decoration
and architectural features, mark out the homes of the wealthy. In contrast, the rubble of el-Herri to the
South of these ruins marks the home of the poor, those who worked for the residents of the northern
site at Umm el-Jimal.The construction materials for these
buildings are plain, roughly hewn rocks and architectural
techniques are simple.

See online Fieldwork > People (http://www.ummeljimal.
org/en/people.html).
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ECONOMY

W

ith the scarcity of preserved Nabataean remains, little can be said directly about the Nabataean
economy at Umm el-Jimal. It is possible that places like Umm el-Jimal became important for the northsouth trade carried on between Petra in the south and Bostra and Damascus in the north. However, wider
regional evidence generally shows that the Nabataean spread north from Petra to Bostra and south Syria
included a shift from a predominance of caravan trading to an agricultural economy for which the greater
rainfall and the more fertile soils of the Hauran were suitable. Likely the Nabataean administration at Bostra in the late first century encouraged the settlement of local nomads. This would explain the late first
century founding of settlements at Umm el-Jimal and the
surrounding Hauran region to the south and west of the
Jebel Druze.Therefore, it is most likely that the agricultural
field system that served Umm el-Jimal into the Byzantine
and Islamic periods was first developed in the Nabataean
period. This theory is not easy to prove through archaeological research because farm fields are difficult to date.
However, future excavation of outlying farm structures associated with these fields may help to better evaluate this
hypothesis.

ARTIFAC T S

A

s is true of all Nabataean sites north of Madaba, only a small amount of the distinctive Nabataean
Painted Fine Ware has been recovered at Umm el-Jimal. However, the evidence of Nabataean culture is
clear from the numerous inscriptions in Nabataean writing and typical Nabataean capitals, only one of
which survives in Umm el-Jimal today.
See more online:
Fieldwork > Inscriptions (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/
inscriptions.html),
Fieldwork > Objects (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/objects.html),
Museum > Artifact Exhibit (http://www.ummeljimal.org/
en/exhibit.html).

RELIGION

T

here is significant evidence that the residents of Umm
el-Jimal included Nabataean deities among the various
regional gods worshipped from the first to the fourth
centuries. Three gods are mentioned in local altar dedications: Dushara Aarra, Zeus Epikoos, and Solmos.
The worship of Dushara Aarra appears to be regional.
Both the Nabataean and Greek version of his name can
be seen inscribed on the die (middle section) of an altar
found in the western section of the ruins. The presence of
this altar name in Umm el-Jimal indicates that the worship
of Dushara Aarra was adopted by the local Arab population after Rabbel II, the last king of the Nabataeans, moved
his capital from Petra to nearby Bostra. In this transition,
Dushara, a god of Petra, was linked with Aarra, the patron god of Bostra. Evidence of the worship of this deity
throughout the Hauran and other outside areas is an indicator of the spread of Nabataean influence.
Other regional gods include Zeus Epikoos, whose name
was discovered on a small die of an altar that was found
in the courtyard of a house to the east of the Barracks.
The Greek inscription reads, “To Holy Zeus who listens
(by) K…” The epithet “who listens” is common in the
Lebanon region of Syria and is found in other areas of
the Hauran region outside of Umm el-Jimal. However, the
uses of the epithet and the name Zeus are so varied throughout the region that while the altar could be
linked to the regional god, it is possible that the altar here represents the personal devotion of “K…”
Solmos is not known elsewhere and may be a local deity, perhaps only worshipped by the people of Umm
el-Jimal and the immediately surrounding area. His name is found only once, on an altar inscription in
the main ruins of Umm el-Jimal. Because this is the only known evidence of the worship of Solmos, it is
reasonable to believe his worshippers were relatively few and localized.
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Evidence found on tombstones and many small altars scattered throughout Umm el-Jimal point to the
worship of various other deities. The tombstones have many names that are traditionally identified with
certain deities, and though the altars remain nameless, they
are similar to small altars found at other sites—which have
been linked to locally worshipped cults. It is quite possible
these gods are personal or familial gods rather than gods
worshipped communally. Examples of these names include:
Taim Yitha, Wahb-Allahi, and Abd-Allah.
A nearby shrine close to Salkhad at Si’ on the peaks of
the Jebel Druze was dedicated to the god Baal Shamin.
Pilgrims visited this shrine on sacred days, and it is possible
that residents of Umm el-Jimal were among them. Baal
Shamin was worshipped in most areas of Syria, and people
throughout the region, including the Jordanian Badia (the
desert region east of Umm el-Jimal), would make pilgrimages to Si’ and similar shrines located in sacred places like
mountain tops.
See online Findings > Religion (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/religion.html).

The Roman Period:
106-400

ARCHITECTURE

T

he Roman occupation added to the excellent and precise building techniques introduced to the Hauran
by the Nabataeans. The arches found at Umm el-Jimal serve as prime examples of the level of precise
engineering involved in Roman architecture. The distinctive vaults in the cruciform (cross-shaped) room
of the Praetorium, possibly a Roman governor’s office, serve as an excellent example of these arches.The
stones used to build the walls were not as meticulously
finished as those used for the arches because such a finish is not necessary for structural integrity and plaster
was applied to give the desired smooth appearance.
To take advantage of the strength of basalt, local Arab
masons supplemented these Roman methods with innovative techniques including corbelling, lintel relieving and interlocking courses. Corbelling is a method of
cantilevering long, finger-like stones in a wall as ledges
on which stone beams are then placed in order to create a ceiling or roof. Lintel relieving typically
consists of creating some kind of opening above the lintel, perhaps a small arch or a circular window,
which redirects the weight of the wall onto the doorposts and into the ground. Interlocking courses are
specially carved stones that fit together like puzzle pieces.
They relieve pressure at the corners of tall buildings by
preventing the stones from shifting out of place. In those inventive ways, imported Nabataean and Roman techniques
combined with local Arab building traditions to produce
the distinctive architectural styles of the basalt plain of the
Jebel Druze. Examples of all these techniques are especially
well preserved at Umm el-Jimal. (See the lesson plans on
Art and Architecture for details and more images.)
The large reservoir in the middle of the town was originally built by the Romans to store water for the
soldiers and officials stationed at Umm el-Jimal, and was located adjacent to the Earlier Castellum, or fort.
This reservoir was repaired in 1964 for use by the modern town’s residents.
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Except for the Commodus Gate, Praetorium and great reservoir, all monumental structures constructed
between A.D. 90 and 250 were destroyed in the anti-Roman uprisings involving Queen Zenobia of Palmyra. They now remain visible only in fragments built into
later Roman and Byzantine structures. In their place, the
Romans built a small fort typical of the frontier fortifications constructed throughout the empire by the Roman
emperors Diocletian and Constantine in the early 4th
century. These forts represented the hardening of Roman
military occupation in order to prevent local populations
from rebelling again and also for defense against foreign
invasions.
See online Fieldwork > Architecture (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/architecture.html).

SOCIO-POLITICAL STRUCTURES

T

he Romans governed with a policy of benign control for the first century and a half of their rule over
the Province of Arabia. The Romans built monumental
structures such as the Praetorium and the Gate of Commodus as a demonstration of their power over the local
people. The increased Roman presence in Umm el-Jimal
demanded a greater supply of water, leading to the construction of the great reservoir. It is possible that the Romans also used this water as a means to maintain power.
By controlling the area’s largest concentration of water,
the Romans could easily strengthen their control of the
region. Because the Roman occupation brought new people to Umm el-Jimal—the governing Roman bureaucrats
and their soldiers, a societal gap formed between this new
ruling class and the local Arab people concentrated outside the main town in el-Herri.
Much is known about this social divide from the numerous Roman-period inscriptions scattered among the ruins
of the later Byzantine and Umayyad periods. The Roman
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occupiers are represented by a few Latin inscriptions, which for example, identify the site as belonging
to the Roman Province of Arabia and credit the construction of the monumental western gate to the
co-regency of emperors Marcus Aurelius and Commodus (A.D. 176-180). Local persons are represented
by numerous tombstone epitaphs written in Nabataean, Greek and even Safaitic scripts/languages. The
names of these men, women and children indicate that the vast majority of Umm el-Jimal’s residents
were not Roman foreigners but local Arabs. Many of these names still sound familiar today; for example:
Másik, Wá’el, Nasr, Abdallah, Radnat, Khalda, Maksúrat and Hagar. Those few who were given fashionable
Greco-Roman names like Alexandros and Julianos nevertheless belonged to families whose members had
mostly Arab names.

ECONOMY

W

hen the Romans occupied Umm el-Jimal, the economy of the town continued to concentrate on local production of food. This was used to provide for the occupying population, and probably also those in
the capital of Bostra. Local Arab people living in the adjacent village provided labor for the monumental
construction projects, like the Praetorium, the great reservoir and the Gate of Commodus. Judging from
the very poor quality of the structures in the local village at al-Herri, this was not the best of times for
the local Arab population.

ARTIFAC T S

F

ew artifacts beside numerous potsherds survived. This
pottery was made locally in the Hauran, with some fine
wares and amphorae imported from places such as Turkey,
Cyprus and other parts of the Provincia Arabia. The most
common and interesting remnants are the numerous inscribed tombstones and some well-carved pieces; such as
column drums and capitals. These were often later incorporated into Byzantine buildings and then into monumental architectural fragments, as described above. A collection of small objects, inscribed stones and architectural
fragments can be seen in the rooms and courtyard of the site museum and visitor center located in
House 119, an Umayyad farmhouse currently being restored by the Department of Antiquities.
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RELIGION

B

ecause the Romans were fairly tolerant in their earlier occupation, the religion described in the section on the Nabataeans also fits the period from A.D. 106 to 260. However, in the wars to suppress the
Palmyrene rebellion, life was so severely disrupted that traditional pagan worship stopped. One section of
Umm el-Jimal’s monumental House 49 has been identified
as a temple. Though first believed to be Nabataean, later
excavation and interpretations have dated the structure
to the 4th century A.D. and, therefore, it is more likely
an imperial Roman temple. It is possible this temple was
constructed for use by the Roman soldiers stationed in
the fort.

The Byzantine Period:
A.D. 400-640

ARCHITECTURE

M

ost monumental Nabataean-Roman structures were destroyed in the turmoil of the third century,
except for the Praetorium, the Commodus Gate and the Great Reservoir. Even the fourth century fort,
constructed to assert tighter Roman military control, lay in ruins before the end of that century. The
Byzantine town was constructed by remodeling and recycling these ruins. This began with the Barracks,
a smaller military building constructed in A.D. 411-412 to house a cavalry unit responsible to a local
duke named Pelagius who governed the area answering to the emperor at Constantinople. But even this
smaller military building was privatized and remodeled for use as a monastery in the later fifth and sixth
centuries, when most of the still-standing houses and churches were also constructed.
The lack of a strong military presence freed local people to construct their own domestic buildings using their own traditions of practical and affordable design. This included the remodeling of many civic
structures like the Praetorium into new homes for the wealthier members of the community and the
construction of close to 150 new homes which reflect various stages of economic status. But whether
reflecting wealth or poverty, all were very simply constructed in a functional style with little overt decoration. Typically, these featured the privacy of a central courtyard as the center of household activities,
accessible only through one lockable exterior entrance. These courtyards were surrounded by animal
stables and living quarters on the ground level, with upper floors used for bedrooms and storage.
Fifteen churches were built in the fifth and sixth centuries
and are contemporary with many other ancient churches
found throughout Jordan. Churches are identified by their
apses, always facing east, and fine mosaic or plaster floors
that can still be seen in a few of the churches. One example of intact mosaic is in the Cathedral, which was cleared
by the Department of Antiquities. The Cathedral was built
in the “basilica” style; for its plan see Figure D.3.2., p. 121.
Many of these churches were built into the private sections of the various neighborhoods.
Methods such as corbelling and lintel relieving continued in Byzantine architecture, as did the construc-
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tion of fine arches in the larger rooms of houses. Byzantine house construction was simple and functional and reflected the creativity and needs of local Arab farm people
rather than that of imperial authorities. One should think
of these builders not as contracted experts following the
plans of Roman architects, but as the residents themselves
working under the direction of master builders among
them. (The modern Arabic term mu’allim buna’ is an appropriate analogue.) In these houses and churches the stones
from the earlier Nabataean and Roman-era structures were reused. This means one can find interesting
architectural shapes and numerous tombstones with Greek and Nabataean inscriptions reused without
regard for either the fancy carving or the message of the texts. Obviously, the local Byzantine-era builders
had little regard for their Nabataean-Roman architectural and funerary heritage.
This 6th century domestic architecture, much more than the monumental Roman remains, set precedents for modern Jordanian rural life. Even in Amman one can find houses reminiscent of the cozy
internal privacy characteristic of their ancient forerunners at Umm el-Jimal.

SOCIO-POLITICAL STRUCTURES

I

n Byzantine Umm el-Jimal individual houses are arranged in clusters of three or four, and various
numbers of these clusters make up the densely built neighborhoods—about five of which constitute the
entire community. Each of these neighborhoods can be entered through a spider web of crooked lanes,
which often open up on a small semi-public courtyard. Located deep inside a neighborhood, such small
open spaces remind one of traditional Jordanian villages,
where the localized activities of the neighborhood could
take place among people who had known each other for
generations and were likely also blood relatives—a mixture of close family and familiar neighbors. Such semiclosed neighborhood spaces were very different from that
created in the wide-open planned street grids of earlier
Roman cities like Jerash. They reflect the privacy of the local inhabitants and smack of rural rootedness.
Such ancient hóshes must have given a focus to life and identity of far greater importance than the
residents’ connections to the larger world. Inside such neighborhoods the Byzantine empire must have
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seemed distant and somewhat irrelevant. However, though the footprint of empire was not huge and oppressive, there were links. Rather than the army, the main vehicle for connection with the outside world
was the church, which connected local Christians to those of the eastern empire through both the monastic and patriarchal structures. The church linked Umm el-Jimal to other regional Christians, to Bostra
where the nearest Bishop sat, and ultimately to Constantinople.
In addition, Umm el-Jimal was one of dozens of similar communities spread throughout the Hauran Plain
across northern Jordan and the Jebel Hauran, also known as Jebel Druze, in southern Syria. Spaced at
distances of about 10 kilometers from each other, theses communities were in easy contact by travel on
foot and shared architectural, cultural, social and religious structures.

ECONOMY

T

hese Hauran communities also formed an integral economic network that enjoyed relative prosperity. With the shift from Roman to Byzantine occupation came a relaxing of imperial presence, allowing
the citizens of Umm el-Jimal more profit from their agriculture and animal husbandry as well as the ability to
trade with whomever they liked. This freedom permitted
an increase in trade with the nomadic tribes and allowed
Umm el-Jimal to become still more prosperous. Perhaps
aided by better annual rainfall, the 5th to 7th centuries
A.D. were a period of agricultural prosperity. Umm el-Jimal
and all these communities paid careful attention to water collection and storage for domestic consumption by
people and animals and for irrigation of crops. Despite
the arid region’s overall low annual rainfall, channels up to
five kilometers long brought the winter run-off down the
slopes of the Jebel Druze and into the town to fill all the
reservoirs with a water supply sufficient to last through
the summer. In addition, diffusion systems diverted this
winter runoff onto fields where crops of grain and produce were planted.
The impression is that these communities were not only
self-sufficient in food supply, but produced a surplus that
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generated trade both with their neighboring towns and with the outside world via Bostra and other
caravan routes—many of which still used the old Roman road system constructed in the second century.
Thus Umm el-Jimal and its neighboring towns provided the setting that became familiar to the young
Muhammad as he accompanied his uncle Abu Talib on the caravan route from Mecca to Bostra late in the
6th century.

ARTIFAC T S

I

n general most of the material remains of the Byzantine period are architectural, and the visible material remains of Umm el-Jimal are the stones of the buildings. The most common artifacts visible on the
site are the numerous potsherds one would associate with cooking and eating. Because the earthquake
collapse crushed any fragile objects, almost no whole Byzantine pots survived. Like the late Roman pots, Byzantine
cooking pots were ribbed; however, the Roman and Byzantine pots had different colors. Some were pinkish-beige,
but the most distinctive color was dark grey.
Basalt wheat grinding stones that were used to produce
flour for bread-baking are scattered throughout the ruins,
but most of these have disappeared in the last thirty years.
Some of these consisted of the traditional flat double disks. Others consisted of a cone-shaped bottom
on which a mating top was rotated to grind the wheat. One large Byzantine bread-oven (a circular taboun),
likely part of a commercial bakery, was found in an abandoned military barracks room of the Roman Fort
located to the west of the great reservoir. Such tabouns are still used in Jordanian villages, although more
rarely as bread bakeries have become common throughout the country.

RELIGION

E

vidence of Christianity was found throughout the site in the form of many Christian symbols. Fifteen
Byzantine churches were identified scattered throughout the site. During the Late Byzantine period a doctrinal shift separated the clergy from the laity (parishioners), as evidenced by the altar screen additions to
some of these churches. Altar screens consisted of limestone panels slid into place between two notched
pillars. Only clergy (priests and deacons) were allowed to pass by the screen and approach the altar to
officiate at the Eucharist. Behind the altar, an apse pointed toward the east—the traditional direction of
Christ’s return. A semi-circular bench, called synthronon, provided seating for the clergy during transitions
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in the liturgy. The basilica-style church, which included a
nave and two side aisles and hence formed a cross-shaped
floor plan, can still be found in the modern churches of
Amman and throughout the world. Umm el-Jimal also had
several simple hall churches made up of a single room with
an apse in the east end of the building.
Crosses and other Christian symbols decorate most
churches and are also found on several house lintels. There
is evidence that the Later Castellum, or Barracks, was converted into a monastery during the Byzantine period. This transition included the addition of an attached
chapel to the main building and construction of two towers. Among the many Greek Christian inscriptions on the south tower are the names of the four archangels of Christian tradition: Gabriel, Michael,
Uriel and Raphael. These were located on the covers over the upper windows and represent God’s protection from potential danger coming from all four directions. These towers and their symbols give the
impression that these successful farmers and traders relied more directly on their God–to whom they
felt close–than on an emperor who seemed far away.

The Umayyad/Abbasid
(Islamic) Period:
A.D. 640-900

ARCHITECTURE

I

n the Umayyad period, Umm el-Jimal’s architectural style and building uses of the Byzantine period
continued without interruption. At the same time came the remodeling of many of the Byzantine structures in the city. For reasons that are unclear, early in the
Umayyad period a major cleanup of the Byzantine site
took place; as a result several ash dumps were deposited
outside the perimeter, for instance outside the Southwest
Gate. At this time the floors and walls of many structures
were redone with new cobblestone underlayment for
plaster or mosaic floors. This relaying of floors is especially evident in House XVIII and the Praetorium, both of
which were excavated by the Umm el-Jimal Project.
The Praetorium itself was remodeled one more time
during the Umayyad period and transformed into a wellappointed structure, somewhat like the early Islamic desert castles not far to the south. Evidence of this remodeling is seen in remnants of mosaics, plastering and frescoes
found in the cruciform room and also in the structure’s
back rooms.
House 119, a domestic structure which is now adapted
for the site museum and visitor center, was constructed
entirely in the Umayyad period. Although a new 7th century construction, House 119’s use of mangers and corbel
roofing shows that the Umayyad architecture continues to
use typical Byzantine construction techniques.
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In spite of this energetic building activity the size of the
Umayyad community was diminishing. For example, by this
period several rooms next to the tower in the southern
section of the Barracks had collapsed and Umayyad-era
inhabitants were “squatting” (camping) in the debris. The
region-wide famous earthquake of A.D. 749 resulted in significant collapse of the Umayyad town; nevertheless, some
occupants continued living there into the Abbasid Period
until Umm el-Jimal’s total abandonment some time in the
9th century.

SOCIO-POLITICAL STRUCTURES

T

he same social-political structures continued from the
Byzantine to the Umayyad periods. One interesting thing
to note is that the remodeling of the Praetorium may be
indicative of the shift of orientation from east-west linkage
with the coast and Constantinople to north-south linkage
of Damascus with Mecca-Medina. Umm el-Jimal is located
on a direct route from Damascus to Bostra, Hallabat, Kharana and eventually Aqaba and the Hejaz, and may have
played a role in communication and transport between
the Caliphate capital of Damascus and the holy sites of the Hejaz, Mecca and Medina. It therefore may
have had a role in the imperial traffic. One can certainly imagine couriers from Damascus following a
route with stops at Bostra, Umm el-Jimal, Qasr Hallabat and Qasr Kharana on their way south.

ECONOMY

D

uring the Islamic period the main role of Umm elJimal and the Hauran continued to be agricultural. The
decreasing size of these communities may be the result
of increased draught and also the recurrence of bubonic
plague, as reported by Islamic historians like at-Tabari.This
gradual decline in productivity continued until Umm elJimal was abandoned early in the Abbasid period.

Trade continued as usual, though north-south movement of goods may have become more prominent.
However, after the arrival of the plague, the large decrease in population also resulted in a significant decrease in trade. As the Abbasid caliphs shifted the imperial center to Baghdad instead of Damascus, goods
moved on routes both further north across Syria and further south across Arabia, so that the Umm elJimal region lost its economic attractiveness.

ARTIFAC T S

P

ottery with red paint on white wash began in and continued after the Umayyad period. White painted
wares continued through the 8th century but were gradually supplemented with a cream ware in the
9th century A.D. While these white wares are found often
at Umm el-Jimal, the cream-colored potsherds are significantly more rare. Dark wares continued into 9th century
as well but with less frequency. One outstanding example
of Umayyad workmanship from this period is the greenglazed lamp on display at the Department of Antiquities
office in Mafraq and available to view in the Umm el-Jimal
Project’s virtual museum online at Museum > Artifact Exhibit (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/artifacts.html).

RELIGION

A

s happened elsewhere (the most famous example is the Umayyad capital, Damascus itself) it is likely
that part of the community continued as Christian, while another part converted to Islam. However,
most likely a large segment of the population converted to Islam. Scholars have discussed over the possibility that local residents may have remodeled at least
one Byzantine church into a mosque. For example, one
possible candidate is the Numerianos Church: there the
apse eventually was blocked off, which shifted the focus of
the structure’s space to the south toward Mecca. Other
secular buildings may have also been converted during this
period, such as House 53. Archaeologists at Umm el-Jimal
have noted that a small tower on the exterior of its west
face—added after the building’s original construction—
could indicate that a minaret was attached after the Islamic
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conquest; also, a hole in the center of the structure’s southern wall could be evidence of an added qiblah may have
been added around the same period.
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Map 3: Detailed plan of Byzantine and Early Islamic Umm el-Jimal’s main site, with clearly visible groups
of domestic clusters forming the town’s neighborhoods.

Map 4: Schematic plan of Byzantine and Early Islamic Umm el-Jimal with identification of its major
structures.

Modern Period:
A.D. 1900-Present

ARCHITECTURE

E

vidence of the Druze occupation from 1905 to 1935 is apparent in the rebuilding of Byzantine
architecture. Their work was inherited by the Mas’eid tribe, who continued to use the ruins until the
Jordanian Department of Antiquities fenced off the site in 1972. From their life among similar sites in
the Jebel Druze during the 19th century, the Druze had become adept at reconstructing ancient buildings by adapting earlier Roman and Byzantine building techniques. In some cases, like at nearby Umm
el-Quttein, they quarried the ancient buildings for entirely new construction of their own—with the
predictable result that today the ancient buildings survive only at ground level. At others, like Umm es-Surrab
west to Umm el-Jimal, the newcomers simply moved into
relatively well-preserved Byzantine houses and repaired
them. This is also the case at Umm el-Jimal, and this fact
explains the remarkable preservation of the site: only
a few buildings, including the Numerianos Church and
many outlying chamber tombs, were dismantled in the
20th century for construction elsewhere.
Because building blocks were readily found among the collapsed debris of Umm el-Jimal’s millenniumlong dormant phase, the Druze did not need to create newly dressed stones. Instead, they worked with
what was already available on the ground. This meant that most of the stones were not made precisely
for their new purpose; long basalt beams, used to span rooms in constructing ceilings and roofing, were
especially scarce. Druze construction is therefore rougher than the Roman/Byzantine work they were
copying and the two are easily distinguishable. It is not as easy, however, to distinguish Druze work from
later changes made by the Mas’eid inhabitants who moved in still later.
The walls added by Umm el-Jimal’s new inhabitants were thinner, less sturdy, and butted against earlier
walls or formed rough patches where they filled gaps in existing ancient walls. When building arches the
Romans and their successors used precisely cut voussoirs–or angled blocks–the joints of which all met
at a center point; however, the Druze used regular square stones which did not fit precisely into the
circular form of a true arch. And while the ancient Roman and Byzantine builders may have had access
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to wooden forms to set the arches, the Druze did not. They built heavy supporting walls to hold the
blocks of the arches during construction. These supporting walls were removed after the keystone was
placed and the arch was completed. Also, while earlier arches were flush on either side, the Druze found
stones of approximately the same length, aligned them on the visible side, but let the various lengths stick
out on the back side. These more basic techniques resulted in a rough and nearly unfinished appearance.
Nevertheless these arches served their purpose. They supported corbels to hold rough cut roof beams,
the other ends of which rested on surviving Byzantine rows of corbels. Most surviving complete roofs at
Umm el-Jimal—and indeed throughout the Hauran—are Druze, not Roman or Byzantine construction.
Both the Druze and Msa’eid coated the interiors of the rebuilt rooms with a mixture of mud and straw,
in place of its ancient inhabitants’ plaster.
The Druze and Mas’eid also cleaned the 1500 year old
water reservoirs and restored the water channels inside
and outside the town in order to ensure an ample water
supply year round. In 1964 USAID re-plastered the largest Roman reservoir and constructed a sediment-catching
system at the intake to serve the needs of both the growing community and their herds grazing in the surrounding
landscape. The Jordanian Department of Antiquities’ first
fencing of the site left space for access to the reservoir by
tanker trucks.
While the Druze were house-dwellers, the accompanying
Arab Ma’eid were herders of a more nomadic, tent-dwelling tradition. While they continued to use the buildings after the Druze departure, they were inclined to pitch their
tents in the ruins, usually set in the eastward shelter of a
stone structure for protection against the west winds.The
Mas’eid tended to use the buildings themselves to shelter
their flocks and also for quasi-public functions like schoolrooms. So far the Umm el-Jimal Project has documented
59 such tent sites within the Byzantine ruins.
See online Community > Among the Ruins (http://www.
ummeljimal.org/en/ruins.html).
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SOCIO-POLITICAL STRUCTURES

T

he Druze and the Mas’eid had a relationship of mutual benefit. The Druze constructed living spaces
and gardened, while the Mas’eid herded their livestock. The two tribes moved between the mountain
(Jebel Druze) in summer, where there was spring water, and Umm el-Jimal in the winter, where there was
grazing for the herds and runoff rainwater collected in the ancient reservoirs.
British and French troops camped at Umm el-Jimal between World War I and 1932. Evidence of French
tent sites can still be seen in and around the Barracks, whereas the British were camped around the West
Church.
By the time the permanent Jordan-Syria border was set north of Umm el-Jimal in 1932, based on a final
interpretation of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, most of the Druze had already returned to the Jebel Druze
in Syria. Meanwhile, the Mas’eid remained in Umm el-Jimal and became the community we see today. In
the 1970s, the Mas’eid were excluded from the site after the Department of Antiquities fenced it off.
However, they used the adjacent land to make the transition from mobile tents to mud-brick and eventually the concrete and cinderblock houses of the present.
Today the modern community of Umm el-Jimal is mostly
sedentary, although many of the nomadic customs are still
practiced and considered to be a key marker of Jordanian
cultural identity. The population of Umm el-Jimal numbers
close to 4,000 persons and is organized as a well-run municipality, with two high schools, several mosques and a
town library.
For more on modern Umm el-Jimal’s history and people, see the website’s Community section (http://
www.ummeljimal.org/en/community.html) and Archive > Library (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/library.
html).
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RELIGION

T

he Druze religion emerged in Cairo around A.D. 1010. Despite outside pressures, the Druze have
remained deeply secretive about their faith and its practices. Though the Druze occupied Umm el-Jimal,
little evidence for their religious practices has been discovered among the ruins. The Mas’eid are Muslim,
and in the current religious revival three mosques have been built at Umm el-Jimal.

A C I T Y O F B A S A LT

Geology

B

etween 1 and 25 million years ago the Hauran Plain of northern Jordan and southern Syria was gradually covered by layers of basalt stone that cooled from magma erupting from the Jebel Druze, through fissures and other small volcanic vents and cones in the region. These eruptions created basalt deposits up
to 300 meters thick, which rest on an even older bed of limestone. Because the basalt layers have vertical
cracks, rainwater falling on the Jebel Druze eventually trickles through the basalt deep into the earth to
form an aquifer on top of the limestone layer. In northern Jordan, this aquifer forms an underground river
flowing south under Umm el-Jimal until it surfaces at the Azraq oasis to the southeast. Modern technology has made it possible to drill deep wells and pump this water up to the surface. Around 1990, this new
water supply triggered irrigation-driven agricultural businesses in the region of Umm el-Jimal: Large tracts
of olive, grape and fruit orchards along with seasonal crops like watermelons and cucumbers are under
continual cultivation today. As a result, the southern Hauran once again enjoys agricultural prosperity as
it had done in the Byzantine-Umayyad period.
The builders of Umm-el-Jimal chose to use basalt because
it was plentiful in the area. Basalt is hard and difficult to
shape; however, it is very strong and more resistant to
erosion than other common building materials, such as
limestone. Because of its high tensile strength it is possible to use cantilevering techniques by projecting corbels
for roofing and stairway treads from the walls. Such techniques could not be used with the much softer limestone,
the standard building material in most of Jordan since time
immemorial.
Both limestone and chert were used at Umm-el-Jimal,
though neither is available at the site and had to be imported from quarries more than 20 kilometers away.
Limestone was used to make altar screens in the Byzantine churches; it was also used to produce plaster to cover
the interior walls and point the exterior facades of some of the buildings during various historical periods.
Marble fragments surviving from the monumental Nabataean and Roman buildings are also scattered
throughout the site.
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The residents of Umm el-Jimal also imported chert to fashion various tools, typically used for cutting. In
fact, such flint tools are the only evidence of the first human occupation at Umm el-Jimal—a 50,000 year
old Paleolithic settlement on the wadi 300 meters south of the main Byzantine ruins.
See online Findings > Environment (http://www.ummeljimal.org/environment.html).

A RURAL ECONOMY

Agriculture

U

mm el-Jimal’s earliest settlers relied heavily on agriculture for their survival and chose this particular
location specifically for this purpose. Though rain-fed crops were the initial mainstay for its early inhabitants, Umm el-Jimal was eventually fitted with a series of vast channels–some of which extended five
kilometers in the hinterland north of the site–that allowed for irrigation and new crops.
Today the site contains extensive remnants of these channels and reservoirs, which were used throughout the site’s history to capture, direct, and store runoff water from rains on the Jebel Druze. Both
the channels and reservoirs were constructed and repaired at various points, beginning in the Nabataean period and especially in Umm el-Jimal’s Byzantine and Umayyad era of prosperity. There are many
communal pools as well as private reservoirs found near
churches and the homes of wealthy citizens. The largest
and most easily recognized reservoir was built by the Romans and was probably first intended for the troops and
imperial officials stationed at Umm el-Jimal. Called the
Great Reservoir, it is typical of large rectangular Roman
pools throughout the country, such as the one at Ziziya,
which lies just west of the highway south of the Queen
Alia Airport. Many of these reservoirs were restored in
the 1960s by a USAID development project which aimed
to supply water for grazing animals throughout Jordan.
Though the early reservoirs were simply waterproofed quarries, the later private installations became
significantly more sophisticated, many of them being covered to prevent contamination. Small man-made
channels tapped into the wadis and larger channels running southward down from the mountaintops
and around Umm el-Jimal, which fed the reservoirs. The construction of these channels and reservoirs
allowed this small desert town to drink, bathe, cook, clean, garden and water their livestock. The countryside was also fitted with a series of channels and diffusion dams to supply the fields. The sophistication, resources, and immense amount of effort to create this system all indicate the importance of local
agriculture and animal husbandry to residents of Umm el-Jimal and other sites along the Hauran Plain.
Another distinctive feature is the many pens and mangers found in and around the Byzantine and Umayyad houses. Animals appear to have held great importance with the community throughout its ancient
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history. Most pens were attached to the houses, and almost every house had one or more stables; some
were equipped with mangers at the first floor level. Many courtyards also had built-in mangers for the
feeding of animals. Other enclosures have been identified as house gardens.
Thus these Byzantine-Umayyad houses have to be understood as farmsteads. The houses themselves
served animals as well as people, and the open spaces in the town were used for gardens and animal pens.
Each of the resident families would also have had fields in the hinterland outside the town for vegetable
produce and wheat crops. These were grown seasonally based on the relatively high winter rainfall and
the clever diffusion of runoff water across the fields.
Though agriculture was vitally important to the ancient residents of Umm el-Jimal, it is not the focus of
the modern village. The new farms, which rely on pumping deep well-water, are worked by imported
laborers and are owned and operated by large land holders, most of whom do not live in the area.
Therefore, unlike the ancient residents, most modern residents of Umm el-Jimal are excluded from this
agricultural economy and make their living in more typically urban occupations or in various branches
of the police and military sectors of Jordan. Nevertheless, people still have gardens and orchards around
their houses with which they supplement their food needs; however, the staple food of the household has
to be ‘imported’ from stores and markets located outside the community along the main highway or in
the nearby town of Mafraq.
See online Archive > Library (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/library.html), as well as the website’s Findings and Community sections.

Lesson 1

Buildings of Umm el-Jimal

B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

A

rchitectural evidence of each period of influence in Umm el-Jimal is visible in varying degrees, however, evidence of early periods has been largely masked by later reconstruction. The Nabataean and Early
Roman structures were mostly destroyed during Queen Zenobia’s uprising against Rome. Fragments of
these structures were reused in the buildings constructed from the Late Roman period on. For more
information on the architecture specific to each period of influence, reference the respective periods of
Part I, Background Information.
See online Fieldwork > Architecture (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/architecture.html),
Fieldwork > Objects (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/objects.html),
Museum > Virtual Tour (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/tour.html),
and Museum > Artifact Exhibit (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/exhibit.html).

OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Analyze selected buildings at Umm el-Jimal.
Examine the architecture of selected buildings.
Study the history and usage of selected buildings.
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S T R AT E G Y 1 : B A R R A C K S

D

isplay the following images and plan of the Barracks (Later Castellum).

Image A.1.1: The Barracks, or Later Castellum, viewed here from the east, was constructed as an Early Byzantine fort in the fifth century A.D. The chapel in left foreground and the two towers (left corner and middle) were
added to the simple rectangular structure during its sixth-century conversion to a monastery.
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Figure A.1.1: Architectural Plan of the Barracks (Later Castellum). Labels A.1 through A.7 are the excavation
trenches dug by the Umm el-Jimal Project during its 1977 field season.
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Image A.1.2: Barracks entrance, showing the single small doorway with a machicolation directly above.
Ask the students to discuss possible uses of this structure. Note the open central courtyard with surrounding rooms, a recurring planning feature in the structures of Umm el-Jimal. Similarly, as with most
local buildings, access is gained through a single entrance on the eastern wall. However, there is also a tiny
postern gate (back door) in the Barracks which accessed the castellum’s reservoir and also functioned
as an escape route for the Roman garrison if they were attacked. Note the machicolation–a defensive
window covering that allowed soldiers to defend the doorway without exposing themselves–over the
main entrance.
Lecture on the history, architecture and significance of the structure.
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S T R AT E G Y 2 : H O U S E X V I I I

D

isplay the following image and plan of House XVIII.

Image A.1.3: The east façade of House XVIII contains a second-story double arched window. In the lower right
of the photograph, a back doorway with a functioning stone door grants access to the covered water reservoir
located at the bottom of the structure’s wall. Along with House XVIII’s large size, these features indicate relative
luxury among the otherwise plain and simply functional homes of Umm el-Jimal.
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Figure A.1.2: As shown in this floor plan of House XVII-XVIII, domestic structures at Umm el-Jimal typically
consist of rooms opening onto a central courtyard. The courtyard and rooms are reached from the outside through
a single lockable entrance, which here is on the south side, at the bottom of the plan. The special back door made
of stone which gave access to the water reservoir is on the northeast side.
Lecture on the history, architecture, and significance of the structure.
•
•
•

Explain the central role of the courtyard as private living space. This courtyard is the central living
space for the people and their animals.
Upper levels are accessed from the courtyard, not inside the individual rooms.
Notice from the general town plan (p. 32) that House XVIII is itself attached to a cluster of four
houses.

Ask students to discuss what seems significant about the structure.
• What would it be like to live in a house like this?
• Would it be easy or difficult to know your neighbors? Strangers?
• How does this house compare to the one they live in now?
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S T R AT E G Y 3 : P R A E T O R I U M

D

isplay the following image and plan of the Praetorium.

Image A.1.4: The Roman Praetorium’s south façade contains external stairs to the roof along with three entry
doors. The high section on the left is the surviving corner of a high-ceilinged room also entered via the large southwest room (see the plan, below). The wood scaffolding is a modern site preservation measure to prevent the wall
around the central doorway from collapsing.
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Figure A.1.3: This architectural plan of the Praetorium illustrates the building’s three main rooms: Starting
from the left, the south row of rooms includes a court room (basilica), the central atrium, and a cruciform (crossshaped) room. The secondary rooms in the structure’s rear were most likely offices and an upper level cloak room.
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Image A.1.5: An upward view of the Praetorium’s cruciform room at eye level illustrates the fine workmanship
of the structure’s interior arches and corbels, as well as remains of plaster on the walls.
•
•
•

Lecture on the history, architecture, and significance of the Praetorium.
Ask the students to list possible uses for the building.
Have the students discuss with a partner or two which building they are most interested in and why.

•

Ask for volunteers to share their response with the whole class.

Evaluation:
Assign a purpose for a building and a historical period to each student. Based on their assigned purpose
and period, have them sketch designs for their own buildings. Conclude with the students sharing their
sketches with the class and making connections between their buildings and the antiquities.
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Lesson 2

Building Methods at Umm el-Jimal
B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

I

n ancient villages people commonly built their houses with mostly sun-dried mud brick, especially in
places like the Jordan Valley where clay soils are readily available. However, when mud brick buildings are
neglected, their walls erode and eventually collapse to form a layer of soil. In this way, mud brick sites
like Tell Deir Alla could become a 30-meter high mound (tell, in Arabic) from the repeated construction
and collapse of mud brick villages over many centuries. Wood has been scarce ever since the Neolithic
Period, and good hardwood lumber had to be imported from Lebanon or even further away; therefore,
it was used sparingly. In mud brick houses there could be wood or stone doorposts and lintels, and mud
roofs were laid over a framework of rough-hewn beams, palm trunks or bamboo matting. Mud brick
houses were still built regularly in Jordan as recently as 1970, but today very few are left. Cheap and
durable concrete subsequently became available throughout the nation—most recently in the form of
locally-made cinder blocks.
Stone is the traditional building material of Jordan—especially limestone, which is available throughout
the country and fairly easy to work. Because stone is so much more durable than mud or wood, ancient
stone architecture is significantly better preserved and archaeologists have excavated still-standing walls
from the Neolithic Period up to 8000 years old at villages like ‘Ayn Ghazal in Amman and Beidha and
Basta near Petra. From the Nabataean period on, when the region was ruled by strong central governments with good purchasing power, construction with stone became much more prominent, especially
for monumental public buildings like forts, temples, palaces, churches and mosques. Today most new
buildings, both houses and public buildings, are constructed of poured concrete or its cheaper alternative,
cinder blocks. However, regional fondness for traditional cut limestone is reflected in the practice of facing poured concrete walls with a beautiful thin layer of cut limestone, textured in imaginative ways. This
layer, or veneer, does not support the building as the stone blocks of earlier structures did, but is glued
against the concrete with a cement mortar.
At Umm el-Jimal, the most readily available building material is basalt, the black or steel blue volcanic
rock formed when lava flows coming from the Jebel Druze cooled and solidified ages ago to form a 200300 meter deep deposit on top of the earlier limestone formations. (For reference, see Part 1, Section
I, “Geology.”) As a result, for access to easily-quarried surface limestone local residents would have to
travel more than ten kilometers to regions like Hallabat and Mafraq. As this relative local scarcity is true
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for the entire Hauran Plain, its residents have instead used the area’s plentiful basalt to construct buildings for at least three thousand years. Hence the building methods described in this lesson are a product of combining these ancient local traditions with techniques introduced by Nabataeans, Romans and
other outsiders—such as Arab settlers coming from Yemen. This combination of techniques resulted in
the development of unique regional building methods, which form an integral part of Jordan’s indigenous
cultural heritage. It is especially worth noting that the relatively simple, sturdy buildings at Umm el-Jimal
were most likely constructed by local master builders, or even the owners themselves in case of homes,
not by architects brought in from elsewhere.
Basalt is much harder than limestone; as such it is more difficult to quarry and dress than limestone, and is
therefore more expensive. However, it is correspondingly much more durable: unlike limestone, it decays
very little from exposure to sun, rain and temperature changes. Its unusual strength also allowed builders
to use fairly thin beams, up to three meters long, for roof coverings and upper level flooring at Umm elJimal. Similar stone roofs and ceilings could not be constructed with much softer sedimentary stones like
limestone and sandstone, where wood or bamboo was required to support the roof. At Umm el-Jimal
only very large meeting rooms, including the west room of the Praetorium and several basilica church
roofs, required use of sloped wooden trusses covered with clay roof tiles. All other buildings, including
hall-type churches such as the Julianos Church, utilized flat stone roofs constructed from these basalt
beams.
Basalt’s physical properties also correspondingly influenced the size and shape of Umm el-Jimal’s common
building structure and layout. Its compressive strength allowed builders to create walls and structures
of significant height: many buildings at Umm el-Jimal were two or three stories tall, while the Barracks’
largest tower rises six stories over the surrounding desert plains. Yet basalt’s great density meant that
unsupported roof beams longer than about three meters in length would likely crack in half under their
own weight. Hence the rooms of most everyday structures are no more than this width, or are bisected
by interior arches to support the basalt beams.
See online Fieldwork > Architecture (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/architecture.html).
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OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Understand the relationship between building materials and construction methods.
Discuss the long regional tradition of building in stone and mud brick.
Describe the construction methods used at Umm el-Jimal.

S T R AT E G Y 1 : B Y Z A N T I N E A R C H I T E C T U R E

D

isplay the following image of House XVIII.

Image A.2.1: House XVIII was an extensive home constructed during Umm el-Jimal’s Byzantine era.
Explain that most houses and churches found in the ruins of Umm el-Jimal date to the Byzantine period,
but that some were built during the Umayyad era. Many of Umm el-Jimal’s ancient structures were remodeled by Druze and Mas’eid families upon their reoccupation of Umm el-Jimal in the 20th century.
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Show students pictures of corbelling.
• Ask students what they think the purpose of corbelling is.
• Explain the technique and its practical uses.

Image A.2.2: House XVIII’s entryway contains a double row of ceiling corbels. This close up view was taken
from adult eye level just inside the arched main entrance to the ancient home.
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Image A.2.3: Corbels were often built into a structure’s walls at multiple levels. In this interior wall at House
XVIII, the lower row of corbelling over an interior doorway provided support for the ceiling of the home’s first
story—and simultaneously the flooring of the second story—while the upper row of corbels once supported the
home’s roof.
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Figure A.2.1: Corbels could take many forms, shapes and sizes. The above field drawings, created by archaeologists directly from various structures at Umm el-Jimal, illustrate the variety of ways in which the town’s ancient
denizens put this crucial technique to use.
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Show the students a picture of a row of arches supporting the roof of a reservoir. Arches were used in
combination with corbels to make large rooms and cover reservoirs by Nabataean, Roman, Byzantine
and Druze period builders.

Image A.2.4: Arches spanned the interior of this reservoir, allowing it to be covered completely and thus its
water kept safe from contamination. Arches were used in combination with corbelling to create wider rooms than
were possible with a single basalt beam.
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Figure A.2.2: This example drawing illustrates how corbeled ceilings and arched partitions could be combined
to create very large, relatively open interior spaces.
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Show the students a picture of interlocking courses of stone.
• Ask them what they think the purpose of it is.
• Explain the technique and its practical purposes.

Image A.2.5: Basalt blocks were often dressed, or cut, into interlocking courses of stones, much like puzzle
pieces, that kept stones from being pushed away from each other under the weight of the blocks above.This close
up illustrates the base of a corner tower at House XVII, where the interlocking courses reinforce the corner to
prevent it from collapsing outward under the immense weight of the tower’s many rows of basalt.
Show the students pictures of lintel relieving.
• Ask them what they think the purpose of it is.
• Explain the technique and its practical purposes.
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Image A.2.6 and Figure A.2.3: A small gap over the lintel—or upper horizontal beam—of a typical doorway at Umm el-Jimal relieves the downward pressure of the blocks above, keeping the relatively thin lintel from
cracking by transferring the force of the blocks’ weight outward onto the posts—or vertical beams—on either side
of the door.

Figure A.2.3: This archaeological illustration shows several types of lintel relief found in Umm el-Jimal’s stonework. Not using such relieving structures meant lintels were likely to crack over time—which often led to a structure’s entire wall collapsing as there was nothing under the lintel to support it.
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Show students a picture of a cantilevered stairway.

Image A.2.7: Cantilevered stairways, like this example in the courtyard of House XVIII, used the same principle
as corbelling: the weight of the wall above anchored one end of the beam to keep it from falling down. Stairways
were often built into the exterior walls, like in this courtyard, because space inside rooms was limited.
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Figure A.2.4: A drawing of the same courtyard stairway at House XVIII, emphasizing the precise joinery and
finish typical of Byzantine-era construction at Umm el-Jimal.
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STR ATEGY 2: IDENTIF YING DRUZ E RE MODELING

Image A.2.8: Instead of the usual solid row of single or double corbels, here the corbels are spaced so that a
beam can be laid on them parallel to the walls. This was a shortcut by which the Druze could create ceilings with
fewer stones. After that they started crisscrossing the open space with beams of whatever length they could find
in the ruins in a kind of spider-web pattern.
Explain that evidence of the Druze occupation from 1905 to the 1930s is seen in the rebuilding of Byzantine architecture. Point out the corbelling. Ask the students if they see a difference between Druze
corbelling (above) and Byzantine corbelling (across).
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Image A.2.9: In this case we see a central Byzantine arch and fine Byzantine corbels on the outside wall of the
room.The Byzantine builders would have laid a flat row of ceiling beams from the corbels across to the arch. The
Druze, because they could not find such long beams in the ruins, had begun to lay another row of rather crude
corbels to begin their ‘spider-web’ ceiling pattern.
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Image A.2.10: Despite the basalt stonework’s weathering, the difference is clear between the relatively fine
finish of the ancient, Byzantine-era portion of this wall on the left and the rough, unfinished look of the Druze addition in the right side of the frame.
Explain that the Druze mimicked Byzantine techniques, but since they reused whatever stones they could
find in the ruins their results were not as neat.
Compare the following drawings of two arches in adjoining rooms of House 35, one Byzantine and the
other Druze construction. The Byzantine one is about 1500 years old, the Druze one about 80. Both
remain standing today.
• Ask the students if they can see how the Byzantine builders cut the stones specifically for this purpose, but the Druze used whatever stones they could find.
• Discuss with the students how workers might build such arches, and what keeps them from collapsing.
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Figure A.2.5: Drawing of a standing Byzantine arch inside House 35.

Figure A.2.6: Drawing of a standing Druze arch inside House 35.
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Evaluation:
In reviewing these building methods, consider how clever Umm el-Jimal’s local people were in developing and using these various methods for making very strong and useful buildings. Reflect on what the
modern Druze and Mas’eid people inherited from the ancient Arabs who lived at Umm el-Jimal during
the Byzantine period.
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Lesson 3

Pottery from Umm el-Jimal
B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

P

ottery was a necessity to the inhabitants of Umm el-Jimal. Pots and vessels made from fired clay were
used for a variety of essential everyday purposes, such as food preparation, cooking, service and water
storage. Pottery was made in two principal ways: wet clay was shaped by hand, such as was common in
the Mamluk period, while Roman, Byzantine and Early Islamic pottery was thrown on a turning wheel.
The methods could also be combined. In the Umayyad period, for example, you often find finger impressions on the back of large grey basins/bowls, while the front is smooth and the rims were typically neatly
finished on the wheel. Handmade pots are identifiable because of those fingerprints and because the pot
will often vary greatly in thickness and not be as perfectly round or straight as it could be. Wheel-made
pots are much more precisely shaped, the thickness of their walls is better controlled and there are often
regular grooves or faint lines visible on the exterior, made while the pot was being turned.
Pottery is important to archaeologists because it does not decay and the materials used, shapes formed,
and decorations applied by its creators all changed over time. Hence, careful examination of different
pottery fragments, called sherds, found in the soil layers at an archaeological site enables researchers to
date different periods of a site’s occupation. Experts in the study of pottery, known as ceramicists, draw
these pots in order to show the styles characteristic of different time periods.
The pottery recovered at Umm el-Jimal during recent excavations gives evidence of continuous occupation from the 1st century B.C. to the 9th century A.D. It also suggests some form of settlement during
the Ayyubid/Mamluk period and other intermittent occupation from the 9th century up until the reoccupation of the site by the Druze and Mas’eid in the early 1900s.
See online Fieldwork > Ceramics (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/ceramics.html).
Pottery sherds excavated at Umm el-Jimal have been classified into groups based on the time periods in
which they were created:
Early Roman (mid 1st century B.C. – early 2nd century A.D.)
• Every excavated area contained some ER pottery mixed with later material.
• The large quantity of ER pottery recovered suggests that Umm el-Jimal was already occupied by the
1st century B.C., during the Nabataean period.
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Late Roman (mid 2nd century A.D. – early 4th century A.D.)
• Pottery from this period is generally wheel-made fine ware of good firing. Many pots had brown or
orange slips and no paint or glaze. Incising is rare except on cooking pot lids and seems typical of
ancient Jordan.
• Hauran pottery in dark red and sometimes orange clay is abundant during this and the ER period,
but disappears early in the 4th century. Some of this dark red pottery is unique, with shiny burnished
lines and attractive hand-made decorative elements, most often pinching under or along the rim. This
is the period in which locally made pottery appears in very high quantities.
Early Byzantine (4th century A.D. – 5th century A.D.)
• Some of the EB pottery found consists of closed cooking pots with simple rounded rims, lids for an
open-cooking casserole, jars and jugs of dark gray ware, and various bowls.
• Some of the abundant grey wares were made in the Hauran, while others came from outside the
region. There was still regional pottery production, but gradually more wares were being brought in
primarily from the Decapolis region.
Late Byzantine (6th century A.D. – early 7th century A.D.)
• White paint on a dark, ribbed body sherd represents a common type of surface decoration during
the LB era.
• Incised water jars in light-colored wares become popular during this period and continue into the
Umayyad period.
• “Jerash lamps” with distinctive decoration, often animalistic, begin in this period and continue into
the early Umayyad era.
Early Islamic (Umayyad and Abbasid, mid 7th century A.D. – 9th century A.D.)
• Early Islamic pottery is most often characterized by finely polished, well-fired soft clay—most
•
•

frequently pink, cream or white.
Various kinds of incising and painting are common decorative techniques. Red or dark paint on whiteslipped clay is common.
Glaze is entirely absent from this period, which suggests that the site was abandoned by the 9th century A.D. since glaze is typical of later Islamic pottery.

Middle Islamic (Late Ayyubid and Mamluk, mid 14th century A.D. – early 16th century A.D.)
• Varieties types of handmade pottery from these centuries have been found at Umm el-Jimal, mainly
in Houses 17 and 18.
• Coarse cooking and storage vessels are typically thick-walled and undecorated.
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•

•

Jars and jugs are often slipped and painted in geometric designs on the exterior, while bowls and cups
are often decorated on the interior as well. The paint colors vary, as do the surface colors of the
pottery.
A small number of glazed sherds from this period were found.

Late Ottoman and British Mandate (19th – early 20th c.)
• Most pottery is hand-made, poorly fired, of very coarse gritty ware, and in relatively thick forms.
• Paint, especially black, and combing are common surface treatments.
• Glaze is rare.

Image A.3.1: A small selection of the wide variety of pottery found at Umm el-Jimal.
Top row from left to right: Early Roman, Late Roman, Early Byzantine.
Bottom row from left to right: Late Byzantine, Early Islamic, Middle Islamic.
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OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Identify key elements of the pottery found at Umm el-Jimal.
Differentiate between the pottery from the different periods of occupation.
Analyze the importance and usage of pottery for the inhabitants of Umm el-Jimal.
Describe the process involved in making a clay pot.

S T R AT E G Y

A

sk students why they think pottery was important for the early inhabitants of Umm el-Jimal, and
what uses pottery may have had.
Ask the students how to differentiate between hand-shaped and wheel-made pots.
Lecture on the pottery found at Umm el-Jimal in the different time periods.
Cover tables with newspaper and hand out clay, which students can use to make a pot.
Use the following instructions to help students with the process:
• Place a ball of clay on the desk and flatten the clay to about 1/2” thick to make the base of a pot.
• Create coils by rolling small balls of clay on the table.
• Use the coils to build up the sides of the pot. Smooth the coils together inside and outside of the pot.
• Roll two short coils together and press the ends of the coils into the pot until the clay sticks and
forms handles.
• Using a toothpick or pencil, carve designs into the surface of the clay.
• Let the pot dry overnight.
• Paint designs on the pot or create designs with markers.
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Figure A.3.1: This is a page of published drawings Umm el-Jimal potsherds from the Umayyad and Abbasid
periods.  Numbers 44-46 are rims, with the black on the right a cross section, and lines on the left showing the
rim as it looks. No. 47 is a base; 48-50 cross sections of handles, and 51-55 body sherds. Numbers 51-53 have
the wavy bands of red paint on crème like those in the photograph on p. 29. The particular ship and surface
decoration of these “indicators,” rims, bases, handles and body sherds, are typical of Umayyad and Abbasid pottery.

Evaluation:
Assign a time period to each student. Have the students draw a pot with some of the characteristics of
pottery from that period. Have the students display their pots. Have students use their knowledge of
period characteristics to identify their peers’ pots.
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Lesson 1

Who Lived at Umm el-Jimal?
Relations between Local and
Foreign People
B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

T

he earliest occupants of Umm el-Jimal were local nomadic (Bedouin) people, known from the Safaitic
inscriptions found at Umm el-Jimal and all over the badiya to the east. When the Nabataeans moved their
capital to Bostra and agricultural production increased, it became attractive for some of these nomads to
settle in nearby villages such as Umm el-Jimal. Local nomads remained at the site, first under Nabataean
and then Roman influence, until it was destroyed after the rebellion of Queen Zenobia of Palmyra. Based
on inscriptions at the site, some residents of the early village at Umm el-Jimal were even citizens of Bostra and members of the Bostra City Council.
In the 4th century A.D. the site became a Roman military outpost, and very likely the local population
returned to nomadic life. However, as Roman power declined in the following century local Arab people
resettled at Umm el-Jimal and began to build the large houses characteristic of the Byzantine town,
many of which are still standing today. By this time most residents also had converted to Christianity and
over time built fifteen churches as a reflection of their faith. This later community of local people stayed
through the Umayyad and early Abbasid period. After the coming of Islam at least some became Muslims
and there may have been several mosques built in converted church and rooms of private houses. By the
end of the 9th century the site was abandoned.
From 1905 to the present a group of Druze from Syria and Lebanon resettled at Umm el-Jimal along
with the Mas’eid, a Hauran Arab tribe who herded both their own and the Druze’s animals. When the
Druze left Umm el-Jimal the Mas’eid settled in their place and grew into the current community of close
to 4,000 modern Jordanians.
See online Findings > History (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/history.html),
Findings > People (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/people.html),
Findings > Timeline (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/findings.html)
Findings > Religion (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/religion.html), and the project website’s
Community section (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/community.html).
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OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
• Explain how Umm el-Jimal was settled by the local Arab residents.
• Describe how different imperial occupations affected Umm el-Jimal.
• Understand how archaeologists interpret evidence of the imperial transitions at Umm el-Jimal.

STRATEGY 1: HISTORY OF LOCAL-FOREIGN RELATIONS

L
•
•

ecture on the Nabataean period:
Explain that the first inhabitants of Umm el-Jimal came for agricultural purposes.
Discuss early population.
The people initially made up no more than a small village.
The village probably grew under the final two Nabataean kings, when the capital moved to Bostra,
just north of Umm el-Jimal. However, it still remained relatively small.

Lecture on the Roman period:
• Talk about the Roman annexation of the Nabataean kingdom in A.D. 106 and the subsequent occupation of Umm el-Jimal.
• Discuss effects of Roman influence on the local population.
The town became heavily Romanized.
Nabataean cultural influence decreased gradually and was entirely gone after the revolt led by
Queen Zenobia of Palmyra.
Likely destruction of earlier structures during the rebellion, after which the Romans increased
their military presence at Umm el-Jimal.
• Discuss the end of paganism and introduction of Christianity, which became common in the 5th and
6th centuries A.D.
Lecture on the Byzantine period:
• Explain the transition from Roman to Byzantine.
• Discuss how this influenced Umm el-Jimal.
• Talk about the shift to domestic-focused building and the growth of population.
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Lecture on the Umayyad/Abbasid period:
• Discuss the relatively peaceful transition to the Umayyad Empire and Islam.
The Byzantine Empire had been retracting their power, and the Umayyad Empire was able to take
control with little effort.
The Umayyad authorities were tolerant of Christianity.
• Talk about the gradual conversion to Islam.
Evaluation:
Ask the students to think about their own background. Have them write about the history of their family
as far back as they know. Have them compare their family history with the history of the people of Umm
el-Jimal.
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Lesson 2

How Did People Live?
Learning How People Lived from
the Traces They Left Behind

B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

A

rchaeologists use the construction of ancient buildings to determine how the people who once inhabited them lived. By examining architecture archaeologists are able to understand the familial structure,
animal husbandry and livelihood of the previous occupants.
See online Findings > People (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/people.html) and Fieldwork > Architecture
(http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/architecture.html).

OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Identify key architectural elements that indicate how people lived.
Formulate questions that will allow them to look beyond the buildings and artifacts found at Umm
el-Jimal to the people who used them and why.

S T R AT E G Y 1 : H O U S E X V I I -X V I I I

A
•
•
•

sk the class to think about what their families prize and value the most.
Have the students think about traditions and how their own traditions and values are reflected in the
building of their home and their city.
Have them think of movies and reflect upon how houses in these movies reflect the value of those
people’s cultures.
Hand out a contemporary example of a house design familiar to the students and explain the significance of certain features that reflect the values of the students’ culture. One possible example is
modern houses in Jordan, which leave room for a second floor addition when the family becomes
more affluent or larger in size.
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Make the connection from contemporary to historic for the students. Apply their reflection to archaeology and how people in ancient history also had values, beliefs, and traditions as well and that they built
their houses and towns based upon these factors.
Show students the following architectural plan of House XVII-XVIII (the Byzantine house complex also
discussed in previous lesson plans). This complex is nicknamed “Beit Sheikh” by locals, which means
“Home of the Sheikh.”

Figure B.2.1: House XVII-XVIII is a classic example of Umm el-Jimal’s unique regional architecture. A large
domestic complex for a relatively wealthy ancient family, this house was a two/three-story structure centered on
two large courtyards with a private reservoir under the eastern wall, as well as cantilevered interior stairways
which led to the building’s upper rooms and roof. Courtyard XVII had a number of built-in mangers and some of
its main-floor rooms were stables.
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Ask what is significant or unique about the design of the house.
• The students should be able to note (if not, point out) that there is only one entrance to the complex.
The only other door, leading to the home’s private water reservoir, is made of stone and could be
securely locked.
• Point out the courtyard and explain why it is the center of the home.
Note that all of the rooms are vastly smaller than the courtyard. Show the students that all of the
doors to and from these rooms connect to the courtyard, rarely with each other, and never outside the walls of the house.
Point out that all of the stairs are built into the walls on the courtyard side; they are all accessed
and used from the courtyard not the inside of the rooms. (The stairs extend all the way to the
roof).
Note that the stairs lead to two upper floors.

Image B.2.1: East wall of the courtyard of House XVIII, showing stairway and two floor levels.
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Ask the students what they can interpret from their observations of House XVII-XVIII. What can they
discover about how these people lived? What might have been their values, traditions and culture?
• Explain that the few entrances to the building indicate that both protection and privacy were important to the people who once occupied the house.
• Discuss the size and centrality of the courtyard and how it signifies that it was important to the members of the household. It is likely that much of the work involved in running the house was done here.
• Explain that having many rooms in one house, in comparison to the other smaller houses at Umm
el-Jimal, is indicative of a large family living in the house simultaneously.
• House XVIII is one of the only domestic structures at Umm el-Jimal equipped with its own private
water reservoir. Ask the students to think about what this implies, especially in a relatively arid region
like the Hauran Plain.
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Show the following plan and photograph of House 119, an Umayyad homestead.

Figure B.2.2: House 119 is an Umayyad domestic structure. It consisted of a large open courtyard with
rooms only on its south and west sides, and was walled on its north and east sides. Access was gained through an
entry hall in the middle of the home’s southern wall, similar to that of House XVIII. The southeast corner of the
farmstead has two large stables with central rows of mangers; each of these two rooms also opens into a walled
exterior animal enclosure.
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Image B.2.2: Ruins of a row of mangers inside stable A of House 119.
Ask the students what is significant/unique about House 119? What did the people who lived here value?
Go over some observations with students:
• They have a courtyard like the other house, and rooms are only accessed through this courtyard.
• There is only one gate, though on its north and east sides the courtyard is only closed off by a low
fence.
• Most of the rooms have no exterior-side windows looking out beyond the outer walls of the house.
• The home’s two stables each contain a row of mangers, both of which are somewhat high off the
ground. What size animal would be able to eat from them? (See picture.)
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Apply the students’ observations. What do we know about House 119’s residents from what we have
observed?
• Explain that the courtyard indicates that a large amount of domestic activity took place in this space,
and that much of life was lived outdoors.
• Discuss how the lack of defensive elements in both this house and House XVIII suggest that the
people in Umm el-Jimal enjoyed peaceful lives during the Byzantine and Umayyad eras.
• Explain how even though there was no need for protection, the people who lived in this structure still
didn’t build windows in the structure’s exterior walls. Aside from the main entrance and the stables,
all doors and windows face the courtyard. This reinforces the suggestion that the lack of exterior
windows and doors in Umm el-Jimal’s homes was for privacy.
• Point out the stables as evidence that the occupants of House 119 kept many animals in close quarters. In fact, many of Umm el-Jimal’s ancient citizens likely slept above their animals on a second level
of the original home. In many homes, remains of second story rooms suggest they were designed
so that those occupying them could keep watch over the animals below. People and animals lived
together—which isn’t surprising given that in ancient times rural people were in part dependent on
their animals to survive.

Show the following large aerial photograph of the main Byzantine and Umayyad town site with homes and
other structures mapped out on it.
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Image B.2.3: A high-resolution satellite photograph of the area taken in 2004, overlaid with a map of the main
settlement area at Umm el-Jimal, illustrates the high number and density of domestic structures during the town’s
Byzantine height.
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Ask the students what this larger map says about how Umm el-Jimal’s residents lived as a whole.
• Point out that the town is entirely walled, but that the wall itself was not very high—basically just high
enough to keep animals out or in.
• Explain that once residents quarried the basalt rock they used to build their houses, the quarries were
sealed and used as reservoirs for collecting water.
• Ask where residents would have done their farming. Inside the town boundaries or outside? There
doesn’t seem to be space in the town, but the modern orchards in the northwest and southeast edges
of the satellite image provide a clue.
• Find some of the site’s 15 churches, and think about where they are located. Ask the students: How
important was religion to the people?
Ask the students what these observations indicate about the people who lived in this town.
• Explain that it makes sense that the people who lived in this town enjoyed their privacy as a town as
well as within their houses.
• Point out that a good system for moving water to the reservoirs when it rained shows the importance of collecting water for the people’s survival. Construction and maintenance of the water channels and reservoirs also required a high degree of cooperation among the local residents.
• Give the students evidence that most farming took place outside of the town. Farmers would walk to
their outlying fields, but spend nights at home in the town, where they also kept their animals.
Explain that during the Byzantine period of occupation, the town was very religious and seems to have
been centered on the family.
• Describe how the 15 churches are mostly placed among homes in the neighborhoods. Some of these
were built by local people contributing from their accumulated wealth, in the same way that neighborhood mosques can be built with waqf contributions.
• Explain that later, at least one of these churches was possibly transformed into a mosque. For example, show students the following picture of the blocked of apse in the Numerianos Church.
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Image B.2.4: The apse—or semi-circular focal point of a church, which usually contained an altar—of Umm
el-Jimal’s Numerianos Church was eventually walled off with basalt sometime in the Umayyad period. Apses most
often pointed east, since in the Christian tradition east was the direction from which Christ would return. Some
scholars think that this apse was blocked in order to switch the focus of the structure from east to south (i.e. toward
Mecca), which subsequently changed the function of the building from church to mosque.
Evaluation:
Have the students draw a layout of their homes. The students can then take the layout and explain in a
small paragraph paper how their own family’s values and culture is reflected in the design of their home.
The students should use the methods introduced during the lecture to explain their family values.
Optional extension: Have the students pass around their layouts and use them to make conjectures about
their values and proximity to neighbors or other families.
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Lesson 3

Trade and Spheres of
Influence at Umm el-Jimal

B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

T

rade routes

In the Nabataean and Roman periods important regional caravan centers were Petra in southern Jordan
and Palmyra in the Syrian desert. Other Jordanian sites like Roman Jerash and Amman (then called Gerasa
and Philadelphia) also benefitted greatly from regional trade. Umm el-Jimal, however, was primarily an
agricultural site on the edge of the desert, supplying the needs of its own population, those of the nomads
to the east, and also of nearby urban centers like Bostra. The area’s main highway, called the Via Nova
and built by the Romans between Bostra and Amman, bypassed Umm el-Jimal six kilometers to the west.
Umm el-Jimal was a satellite village of Bostra, one of many throughout the southern Hauran for which the
primary economic activity was agriculture and animal husbandry. Archaeologists base this conclusion on
the extensive field systems along the wadis surrounding Umm el-Jimal, which extend more than five kilometers in all directions around the site. Evidence of animal husbandry is especially clear in the Byzantine
period, when Umm el-Jimal’s local Arab residents built stables and mangers for sheep, goats, and larger
animals like horses directly into their houses. Surplus produce and animal products would have been sold
to larger population centers like Bostra and Suweida, which were connected to Umm el-Jimal by roads.
Because Umm el-Jimal sits on the edge of the badiya, or basalt desert, it is reasonable to infer that there
was exchange of goods with surrounding nomadic peoples to the east and south. This assertion is supported by the presence of several Safaitic inscriptions at Umm el-Jimal; Safaitic was the writing used by
Arab nomads living in the badiya from the first to fourth centuries A.D.
Hence local agriculture and trade, rather than long-distance caravans, were the main reason for the
existence of rural towns like Umm el-Jimal. However, caravan trade could still have been an important
supplement to this local economy.
It is possible that in the Nabataean period caravans moved goods from Petra to Damascus via an eastern
route through the Wadi Sirhan and Azraq. Such caravans would have passed through towns like Umm el-
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Jimal and Umm el-Quttein on their way to Bostra and Damascus. Umm el-Jimal is also located on a line
from Damascus and Bostra in the north to Amman, Mecca and Yemen in the south. Especially at the time
of Muhammad and the Umayyad period, caravans carrying goods from Yemen and Mecca to Syria would
have passed through the region. It is even possible that the open spaces in the village could have been
used to house the camels and tents of the caravaneers.
In the Umayyad period Umm el-Jimal also benefitted from its location between Damascus and the desert
castles. In fact, about the time of the desert castles’ construction the Praetorium was remodeled into a
domestic structure with mosaic floors and fresco painted walls; the renovated Praetorium would have
looked a lot like one of these castles.
See online Archive > Library (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/library.html),
Archive > GIS (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/gis.html), and
Museum > Black Desert (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/desert.html).

T

raded objects found at Umm el-Jimal

The most common objects found at Umm el-Jimal are the cut stones for buildings, tombs and tombstones,
which consist of local basalt available in quarries inside the site. Because the stones were cut at the site,
in one sense these building blocks and memorial stones are themselves locally-made artifacts. However,
in studying the objects in the following photograph, all of which were uncovered during archaeological
excavations at Umm el-Jimal, it becomes clear that almost all of these small objects were imported from
elsewhere. The fact that these, largely household items, were all transported from other places and then
procured by Umm el-Jimal’s citizens means that Umm el-Jimal had significant contact with the outside
world. Though a rural community, it had significant regional connections.
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Image B.3.1: This photograph displays a collection of artifacts from archaeological excavations at Umm elJimal that were kept by the Department of Antiquities for museum display. Most, if not all, of these objects were not
made at Umm el-Jimal. Bedouin beads like the ones on the bottom right were probably passed on within families,
but the pair of gold earrings and the little cross pendant were likely made in regional jewelry shops in larger cities like Bostra to the north or Jerash to the west. While local pottery could have been made at Umm el-Jimal, the
green glazed lamp fragments and two lamp fragments on the left were likely made in a more specialized regional
ceramic workshop. Architectural pieces like the limestone egg-and-dart moldings and the white marble fragment
with an incised cross were usually made in regional masonry shops, from which they would be ordered and transported to the building site on pack animals. The plaster disc with five glass-lined depressions—possibly a makeup
palette or mirror—and the bone eye-liner applicator, both front and center, could easily have been purchased
during a family shopping trip to Bostra.

OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Explain with whom the citizens Umm el-Jimal may have traded.
Describe the rise and fall of trade over time.
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S T R AT E G Y

S

how a map of the area influencing Umm el-Jimal (include the Roman empire, Persian empire, Nabataean kingdom, Decapolis and Egypt).
•
•
•

First show the students Bostra on the map and point out how close it is to Umm el-Jimal.
Discuss the surrounding empires that could have influenced Umm el-Jimal.
Stress the idea that many different groups had the potential to trade with and affect Umm el-Jimal’s
economy.

Show a map of the Hauran region.
• Remind the students again how close Bostra is to Umm el-Jimal.
• Show the many satellite towns surrounding the city of Bostra, and explain how Umm el-Jimal was
the largest and best preserved town among a network of settlements where agriculture and animal
husbandry were the primary economic activities.
• Point out that caravans between Azraq and Bostra could have gone through Umm el-Quttein and Suweida as well as through Umm el-Jimal. That route was more direct and connecting roads have been
found in archaeological surveys.
Discuss trade during the Nabataean/Roman period.
• Explain that the population of Umm el-Jimal was relatively small compared to later periods.
• Tell the students that Umm el-Jimal was a secondary market—Bostra was the primary marketplace.
Bostra was the provincial capital and a chartered polis. Umm el-Jimal was off the grid, but this served
it well in some ways.
• Explain that none of the imperial powers or large cities took advantage of smaller towns like Umm
el-Jimal. For the most part trade appears to have been fair; the rural towns were not simply a means
to feed the people in the city.
Discuss trade during the Byzantine period.
• Explain to the students that archaeological evidence suggests a dual-economy of agriculture and animal husbandry.
• Explain that the fading of the imperial power of Rome caused the region’s larger cities (such as
Gerasa, Philadelphia, and Bostra) to become poorer as their trade slowed and economies declined,
whereas towns like Umm el-Jimal were able to grow in size, population, and affluence due to their
increasing independence.
• Show how Byzantine building activity concentrated on private homes rather than on public monu-
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•

•

•

mental structures like the Praetorium. Most of these homes were elaborate enough to indicate that relative
to their day and age their residents were generally successful and prosperous.
Say that many other towns in the Hauran also prospered and established trade relations with Umm el-Jimal.
Similar prosperity could be found at other rural sites like Umm er-Rassas (near Madaba) and north Syrian
towns like Qala’at Sima’an.
Explain that the building of churches and the growth of Christianity both unified and severed relationships
in the community. Though religious beliefs brought people together, many local bishops vied for power and
argued over theological differences.
Tell the students that nomads were another source of trade. The citizens of Umm el-Jimal were able to trade
their domestic animals for the animals herded by the nomadic tribes in the badiya.

Trade under Umayyad dynasty.
• Explain that Umayyad trade was similar to that in the Byzantine period, but the axis of movement of goods
was more clearly on the north-south line between Damascus and Mecca/Medina.
• An important new element in this north-south movement of goods was the establishment of the annual
pilgrimage, in which the route from Damascus to Mecca figured very prominently. Huge caravans of people
moved south along the old Roman Via Nova, selling goods and buying services as they still do today, but now
in buses following the modern highways from Damascus through Jordan.
• Say that increased incidence of bubonic plague, which began in the Roman era, started to significantly interrupt trade.
• Explain that after the capital moved from Damascus to Baghdad, Umm el-Jimal and the entire area gradually
diminished in population and became more or less abandoned until the 19th century. A major earthquake
in A.D. 749 greatly reduced both population size and commercial activity in the entire Hauran region. This
quake was most likely a major trigger for Umm el-Jimal’s demographic shift, which caused significant damage
to the town’s buildings.
Note that when Umm el-Jimal was left alone it was generally more prosperous than when great powers like
Rome dominated. While it was good to trade with larger entities, times of low outside control and minimal taxes
proved the most advantageous for the local population because they were able to reinvest their profits into
their own community. This was especially the case in the sixth and seventh centuries when the Byzantine and
Umayyad empires asserted less political and economic pressure on local communities than the Romans had in
earlier centuries.
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Evaluation:
Hand out copies of a map of the Hauran region to students. Ask the students to mark major trade routes on
their maps.

Lesson 1

Igneous and Metamorphic Rocks
B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

A

n igneous rock forms when molten rock (magma) cools and solidifies. If the rock solidifies within
the earth’s crust it is known as intrusive or plutonic. If the rock is erupted due to volcanic activity and
solidifies at the surface, the rock is known as extrusive or volcanic.
Basalt is a dark, hard, and fine-grained extrusive igneous rock. Basalt is primarily comprised of iron and
magnesium along with the minerals olivine, hornblende and augite.
Granite is a coarse grained intrusive, igneous rock. Granite contains minerals such as quartz (grey or
clear), feldspar (white or pink), and mica (black).
A metamorphic rock is formed when igneous and sedimentary rocks are subjected to extreme heat and
pressure within the Earth’s crust.
Marble is a metamorphic rock formed when limestone undergoes changes due to high heat and pressure.
It is a somewhat soft, fine to medium-grained rock that comes in various colors.
For more information on geology and Umm el-Jimal see Part 1, Section I, “Geology” and online at Findings > Environment (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/environment.html).
Also reference Jarir Maani’s Field Guide to Jordan (Amman, Jordan: Maani.us, 2008), from which the above
definitions have been paraphrased.

OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Define and identify key properties of, and give examples of intrusive and extrusive igneous
rocks and metamorphic rocks.
Explain how these types of rocks were used in Umm el-Jimal and in the architecture of other
ancient sites.
Explain why basalt in particular was used at Umm el-Jimal.
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S T R AT E G Y

B
•
•

egin by lecturing on igneous and metamorphic rocks.
Include the general definition of igneous and metamorphic rocks.
Include the definition of intrusive (plutonic) and extrusive (volcanic) igneous rocks.

Ask the students to split into groups of 3 to 4 and give each group a worksheet and a sample (or picture)
of a rock.
Ask the students to describe the rock which is given to them. Ask the students to identify the rocks.
Rotate the samples among the groups until each group has worked with each sample.
End the group work and begin lecturing about the geologic history of the Hauran Plain and basalt desert.
Be sure to work in the definitions of volcano and lava flow.
End the lesson by lecturing about the reasons for the use of basalt at Umm el-Jimal.
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Image C.1.1: A small fragment of basalt from Umm el-Jimal is almost black in color and contains a dense,
fine-grained mineral structure. Although it is tough to work, its hardness and strength make it ideally suited for the
construction of all kinds of durable structures. Note that the mottled appearance of much of Umm el-Jimal’s basalt
is due to extreme weathering, lichen, dust and other natural results of its millennia-long exposure. (The scale stick
next to the stone is divided into one centimeter segments.)
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Image C.1.2: A marble column lies where it fell inside the ancient site of Pella, in northwestern Jordan. Note
the metamorphic rock’s layered look originates from sedimentary limestone permanently changed under extreme heat and pressure.
Image C.1.3: Segments of a granite column still stand at the monumental city of Jerash (the ancient Decapolis city of Gerasa). Its coarse, igneous grain consists of white, pink, and black components made up of the
minerals quartz, feldspar, and mica, respectively.

Evaluation:
Collect the students’ worksheets and grade them for correctness.

99

Lesson 2

Sedimentary Rocks
B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

S

ediments are small particles made up of mineral or organic matter that has been broken down by either physical or chemical erosion.
A sedimentary rock is formed when sediments accumulate and harden into solid rock due to high pressure, mineral cementation or precipitation.
Limestone is a sedimentary rock formed from sediments created by ocean life (such as excretions from
corals and sea shells). Limestone’s primary chemical composition is calcium carbonate (CCO3). Limestone often contains various fossils.
Chert is made up of microcrystalline particles of quartz. The grain size is so fine that individual crystals
cannot be seen with the naked eye, giving it a glassy texture and luster. It is commonly found with limestone. The main chemical composition of chert is silicon dioxide (SiO2).
Types of landforms and features:
• Sinkholes are depressions in the ground caused by the collapse of the ceiling of underground cavities.
These underground cavities are formed when water gradually dissolves the rocks beneath the earth’s
surface.
• Scree slopes (or talus slopes) are piles of loose rocks at the base of a cliff. Scree slopes are formed
when rocks from the cliff loosen and fall due to erosive processes and gravity.
• Fracture caves are formed when low lying rock layers dissolve causing the rock above them to collapse.
This creates a large empty space within the rock that may form a cave. Fracture caves are common
in limestone hillsides.
• Natural bridges are formed when water seeps into and erodes low-lying levels of a rock. The upper,
well-supported levels remain in suspension above the ground. These are short lived geological features that only last about 20,000 years.
• Hoodoos are formed when the lower layers of a rock erode more quickly than the upper rock layers.
The result is a rock that looks like a mushroom.
• Folds are bends in ground layers of rock due to pressure. They are often easily identified in sedimentary formations.
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•
•

Uplift is a geological process by which the earth’s crust is forced upwards, increasing the elevation.
Carst topography is terrain made up of limestone landforms and processes including sinkholes, hoodoos and caves.

For more information on geology and Umm el-Jimal see Part 1, Section I, “Geology” and online at
Findings > Environment (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/environment.html).
Also reference Jarir Maani’s Field Guide to Jordan (Amman, Jordan: Maani.us, 2008), from which the above
definitions have been paraphrased.

OUTCOMES

S
•
•
•
•
•

tudents will be able to:
Define and state the properties of sedimentary rocks.
Identify the various landscapes and landforms associated with sedimentation.
Identify some of the basic land forms caused by erosion.
Discuss some other geologic formations and processes, such as an uplift and fold.
List the uses of chert and limestone at Umm el-Jimal and other archaeological sites.
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S T R AT E G Y

L

ecture on the definition, composition, and properties of sedimentary rocks.

Ask the students to split into groups of three to four and hand out the rock samples or pictures.
Ask the students to describe and identify the rock; then supply the correct identities of the rocks to
the students.
Lecture on how limestone and chert were used at Umm-el-Jimal and at other archaeological sites
within Jordan. Mention the process of erosion as well.
Lecture on the various landforms, features, and landscapes of Jordan.

Image C.2.1: A small fragment of chert found at Umm el-Jimal appears striped due successive layers of sediment hardened into rock. The highly smooth, almost glassy surface results from the ultrafine crystalline structure,
too small for an unaided eye to see. Contrast with the basalt and granite examples of Lesson 1. (The scale stick
next to the stone is divided into one centimeter segments.)
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Image C.2.2: A fragment of limestone from Umm el-Jimal appears slightly wavy in texture from the sedimentary layers of which it consists. Note the near-white color of the stone, which results from its dominant mineral
component, calcium carbonate. (The scale stick next to the stone is divided into one centimeter segments.)

Evaluation:
Divide the class into teams. Lay out pictures of land forms and rocks studied in the period. Call out the
name of one rock or landform and have one representative from each team come to the pictures. The
first person to slap the correct picture gets a point.
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Lesson 1

General History of Umm el-Jimal
B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

A

rab nomads settled Umm el-Jimal in the 1st century A.D. Since its establishment the town has
undergone several periods of influence largely due to the various empires that have occupied the area.
These periods are Nabataean, Roman, Byzantine, Umayyad, Abbasid, Mamluk and Druze/Mas’eid. Evidence
for these occupations is seen throughout the site in inscriptions, artifacts and shifts in architectural style.
For more information on Umm el-Jimal’s general history and these periods see Part 1, Background Information, Sections C-H as well as Findings > History (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/history.html) and
Archive > Library (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/library.html).

OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Know the history of Umm el-Jimal.
Explain the stages in the historical development of Umm el-Jimal.
Enhance observation skills through visual and non-visual sources.
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S T R AT E G Y

A

sk the students what they already know about the history of Umm el-Jimal.

Give some background information about the early history of Umm el-Jimal, the Nabataeans, and the
Romans.
• Divide the students into groups of four or five.
• Pass out or display the following image of an early inscription.
• Ask the groups to discuss the image.

Image D.1.1: The following tombstone inscription, carved into
a basalt beam, reads “Neón, son of Ka’amm, soldier in the Third
Cyrenaica [Legion]. His age was 30.” During the Roman era, the
Cyrenaica Legion was camped at Bostra, only 25 kilometers north of
Umm el-Jimal. That an Umm el-Jimal resident could have enlisted in
a locally stationed Roman legion went against imperial policy—and
indicates the weakening of Roman ability to recruit soldiers from far
away. Note that the soldier, Neón, had taken a Greek name, while
his father’s name, Ka’amm, reflects the family’s Arab identity. Most
likely, this inscription dates to the third century A.D.

Tell the students that the next phase of Umm el-Jimal’s history involved the Romans.
• Give some background information about the Romans and how they gained control of Umm el-Jimal.
• Pass out or show images of the Barracks.
• Have the students discuss the image within their groups.

Image D.1.2: The Barracks, or Later Castellum, was constructed in A.D. 411 and replaced the Earlier Castellum—a larger Roman fort, which survives in a badly ruined condition east of the Roman reservoir (areas 133
and134 on Map 4, p. 33). The Barracks was designed to house a small unit of Roman (and subsequently Byzantine) soldiers, probably cavalry. In the sixth century the Byzantine emperor Justinian demobilized the frontiers of
his empire (circa A.D. 530), and around this time the Barracks was converted to a small monastery. In this sense,
the Barracks symbolizes both Roman military and political control of the province of Arabia, as well as the gradual
decline of first Rome’s, then Constantinople’s, hegemony over the Hauran Plain.
Inform the students that a gradual transformation from a military station to a civilian (Byzantine) town
began as Roman imperial power began to diminish.
• Ask the groups to discuss possible reasons for the decreased Roman power in the region.
• Tell the students that many Christian churches were constructed during this era.
• Pass out or show the following image of the West Church.
• Ask the students to discuss in their groups the similarities and differences between the church in the
image and the place where they worship.
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Image D.1.3: The West Church is located outside the wall of Umm el-Jimal’s main Byzantine settlement area.
The monumental surviving arches represent the partition between the nave (central auditorium) and south side
aisle. This church was built later in the sixth century and has part of its compound butting up against the outside
of the town’s west wall. This relatively isolated location, along with the fact that it has an adjacent tomb and its
own reservoir, suggest that it may have been used by monks rather than Umm el-Jimal’s everyday citizens. The
West Church’s size and basilica floor plan is representative of the Byzantine era’s gradually increasing emphasis
on Christianity and religious life even as political and economic authority continued to recede from its height during the Roman era.
Introduce the next phase of history by describing the Muslim conquest.
• Explain the origins of the Muslim conquest.
• Describe how the relaxation of Byzantine control gave way to an easy transition to the Umayyad
period, without much interruption to daily life.
• For reference, review information and images about House 119, an Umayyad domestic farmstead, in
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•

Part 2, Section B, Lesson 2 “How Did People Live?” Ask the students how this home would reflect a
peaceful, relatively prosperous existence.
Show students on a map where the location of the Battle of Yarmouk is in relation to Umm el-Jimal.

Explain the modern history of Umm el-Jimal.
• Tell the students that, in the century after the earthquake of A.D. 749, the town of Umm el-Jimal was
gradually abandoned, being occupied in the Mamluk period and then only occasionally visited by local
Arab nomads.
• Give background information on Umm el-Jimal’s reoccupation and growth into a modern Jordanian
community.
Describe how the Druze took up residence in the early 20th century.
Explain the Mas’eid occupation and the transition from the ruins to the modern municipality of
Umm el-Jimal.
Evaluation:
As the students are working in small groups, the teacher should walk among them, observing the conversations. At the end the two group work sessions the teacher should have the students report on their
discussions to the whole class.
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Lesson 2

Differentiating between
Civilizations at Umm el-Jimal
B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

A

rchaeologists date sites by examining the layers of soil and artifacts, like potsherds, at the site under
study. After close inspection of these artifacts and other remains, archaeologists can associate them to
the surrounding structures and get a rough estimate of when they were built and occupied.
See subsections on architecture in Part 1, Sections D-H as well as the website’s Fieldwork section (http://
www.ummeljimal.org/en/fieldwork.html), Museum > Artifact Exhibit (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/exhibit.html), and Findings > Timeline (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/findings.html).

OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Identify the time period of a structure’s construction.
Identify imperial influence on a structure.
Identify the time periods of artifacts and writing styles.
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S T R AT E G Y
Show the following photograph and figure of two Nabataean period inscriptions.
•

Explain that little is known about the time when local Arab nomads settled Umm el-Jimal under
Nabataean influence. Historians do understand that the last two kings of the Nabataean kingdom,
Malichus II and Rabell II, used Bostra as their capital, which was only 25 kilometers north of Umm
el-Jimal.

Describe the textual evidence that remains at Umm el-Jimal, mostly in the form of inscriptions originally
used as tombstones outside the city, written in Nabataean (similar to Aramaic writing and other regional
scripts) and Greek (indicating connection to Hellenistic world). Show the Gadihma inscription photograph and drawing as an example.

112

Image D.2.1 and Figure D.2.1: The inscriptions depicted above are in Nabataean (upper image) and
Greek (lower rendering), respectively, but they say the same thing. Researchers call matching texts such as this
set bilingual, to indicate that the writers used two languages and scripts at the same time. Both inscriptions read:
“This stone commemorates Fihr, the son of Sullai, who was the teacher of Gadhima, the king of the Tanoukh.”   
The Tanoukh were an Arab tribal federation allied with the Roman army against the famous rebel Queen Zenobia
of Palmyra.
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Tell the students that all of these written forms are contemporary with each other at Umm El-Jimal; all
date to the time of the Nabataean kingdom. Show the students the example of the Dushara Aarra altar
die, which is a bilingual dedication to a regional god, illustrating the overlap between Nabataean and
Greek influence in Umm el-Jimal.

Image D.2.2 and Image D.2.3: This altar found at Umm el-Jimal contains another bilingual, or duallanguage, dedication inscription. The image on the left shows the Greek version, while the image on the right shows
the Nabataean text. Both inscriptions read:  “This stone Masikh dedicates to his god Dushara Aarra.”
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Explain that during the late Byzantine and Druze periods inhabitants reused many of these inscribed
stones as building blocks in their houses without paying attention to what was written in them. Show the
following two photographs to illustrate this point.

Image D.2.4: A weathered basalt block containing a Nabataean inscription was placed upside down in the
upper corner of an exterior wall of House 54, a Byzantine home. After more than two hundred years since the
last Nabataean inscription, people of the Byzantine era no longer knew how to read this script, and were not
interested in its message. To them this stone was merely a good building block for their house.
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Image D.2.5: This Nabataean tombstone was reused in a ceiling reconstructed by Druze occupants of Umm
el-Jimal’s House VI. The tombstone was installed about 75 years ago.
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Show pictures of Roman architecture at Umm El-Jimal.

Image D.2.6: The Praetorium’s cruciform room arches and finely finished corbelling are excellent examples of
the precision of Roman construction.
Explain that the Cruciform Room in the Praetorium is a fine example of the precision of the Roman
structures. Point out the fact that the walls are not nearly as finely finished as the arches.
• Ask the students why there might be a difference between the finish quality of the walls and arches.
• Explain the Roman use of plaster as a finishing tool, which helped insulate the buildings to keep them
warm in the winter and cool in the summer. Plaster required a somewhat rough surface to adhere
properly, and it was unnecessary to finish walls that would be covered up anyway. Load bearing arches,
however, required a precise fit to maintain stability and strength.

117

Point out the hole in the roof of the cruciform room.
• Ask the students why they think this hole is there.
• Explain that it is likely that this was covered by well-made basalt roof beams. The beams in this photograph are modern, left over from a Druze reroofing attempt.
Evaluation:
Have students reflect on the relationship between written scripts and culture by applying the difference
between Nabataean and Greek writing to the differences between Arab and European writing. Explain to
them that the Arabic script evolved from Aramaic and Nabataean, but the Greek eventually was replaced
by the Latin alphabet, which formed the foundation for many of Europe’s written languages. Could the
same happen to modern scripts?
Do a similar exercise with building styles. Discuss whether modern buildings still have any similarities with
the ancient ones at archaeological sites such as Umm el-Jimal, Petra and Jerash.
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Lesson 3

The Succession of Religions
at Umm el-Jimal

B A C K G R O U N D I N F O R M AT I O N

T

his lesson discusses three major religions that were practiced at Umm el-Jimal, and how they were
integral parts of the societies of those times.
For information on evidence for pre-Christian and pre-Islamic pagan religion at Umm el-Jimal see Bert
de Vries, “Between the Cults of Syria and Arabia: Traces of Pagan Religion at Umm el-Jimal,” available online at Archive > Library (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/library.html). For a larger, regional context see
works on Nabataean, Roman and Arab (pre-Islamic) religions.
See subsections on religion in Part 1, Sections D-H for the history of the religious transitions at Umm
el-Jimal, as well as Findings > Religion (http://www.ummeljimal.org/en/religion.html).

OUTCOMES

S

tudents will be able to:
Recite and describe the three major religions practiced in Umm el-Jimal.
Analyze the cultures and societies to which they apply.
Explain how religion affected architecture during the region’s different cultural eras.
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S T R AT E G Y

B

egin class by asking students what they know about Paganism, Christianity and Islam and how they
have been practiced in Jordan.
Give the students a short lecture that includes:
• An overview of the three major religions practiced at Umm el-Jimal.
• An overview of the cultural eras in which these religions were practiced.
• Show the class the following drawings and images of a temple, church and possible mosques at Umm
el-Jimal:

Figure D.3.1: This floor plan of a small 4th century A.D. temple at Umm le-Jimal was drawn in 1905 by H. C.
Butler, the first modern archaeologist to survey Umm el-Jimal as part of the Princeton University Expedition to
Southern Syria. The temple’s interior is only eight meters wide; worshippers—possibly Roman soldiers—remained
outside and made their sacrifices in front of the building. See p. 21 for a photograph of the front wall with the three
doorways of this building, which was remodeled as part of a house in the Byzantine and again in the Druze periods.
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Figure D.3.2: H.C. Butler nicknamed this 6th century Byzantine church the Cathedral. Note that the church
is much larger than the 4th century temple. Instead of individual devotees, the church served a congregation of
Byzantine residents who went inside for worship. Churchgoers were led by their priests who officiated at the altar
which was located in front of the semi-circular apse.
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Image D.3.1: Some scholars interpret this blocking wall across the curved apse of the Numerianos Church
as part of a remodeling for converting the church into a mosque during the Umayyad period. The archaeological
evidence, however, is not entirely clear. (See Part 2, Section B, Lesson 2 for more about this image.)
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Image D.3.2: It is possible that the thin tower on the southwest corner of House 53--which was added after
the initial construction of the house in the Byzantine era–is a minaret. Umm el-Jimal Project archaeologist Muaffaq Hazza has suggested that if so, the room immediately behind wall may have been used by Muslim residents
of this neighborhood as a mosque for their prayers during the Umayyad period. One possibility is that part of the
population remained Christian and continued to use Umm el-Jimal’s churches, while others converted to Islam.
This growing Muslim community then possibly remodeled two Byzantine homes as well as two earlier churches
into mosques.
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Break the class into three small groups. Assign each group a religion and ask the students to:
• Discuss how they think different religions determined how buildings were designed.
• Draw a sketch of a building highlighting some of the elements of the religious architecture of the
period.
Bring the students back to the large group and ask each group to share their discussion and sketch with
the class. After each presentation spend some time lecturing about the architectural indicators for each
religion.

Evaluation:
End the class with a question and answer session to determine the students’ understanding of the material. As deemed appropriate, include in the discussion how people of one religion can better understand
the practice of other religions through the history and archaeology of these religions.
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