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Abstract

Tlie m ajor impact o f  archaeoloffcal cxploraiion in Jordan on the history and development o f  
Biblical studies is not always fully appreciated. Il is shown here that several important innovations 
and developments in the field  o f  Biblical studies are directly to be linked to such archaeological 
discoveries. Moreover, contrary to the more easily accessible and religiously more significant 
Cisjordan, certain regions in Transjordan have remained virtually untouched until a few  yvars ago. 
Consequently, they can presently be explored by means o f  the most advanced sunvy and excavation 
techniques. The current interest in the social, cultural and economical as/tects o f  society in Biblical 
times has been ser% ed significantly by modem socio-anthropolocical based archaeological research 
in the more isolated regions o f  Jordan.

L IN T R O D U C T IO N

Since its incep tion  as d iscipline Biblical A rchaeology was intim ately concerned with 
d iscoveries m ade in th e  T ran s jo rd an  area . Som e m ajo r incen tives in its field  are 
directly  to be linked to p rojects th a t w ere, and still are, carried  ou t in that territory, 
such as the curren t archaeological explorations in the D hiban a rea  w here the famous 
stele o f king M esha was found by Rev. F.A. Klein in 1868 (H orn , 1983:497), and the 
still ongoing excavations at the D ecapolis city o f Jerash  already discovered in 1806 by 
U lrich Jasp er Seetzen (H adidi, 1986:26). It is therefore  necessary to take briefly into 
account the relative short history of archaeological discoveries in T ransjordan (Olivier, 
1988:80), and subsequently  to p resen t some argum ents substantiating the claim  of the 
above-m en tioned  hypothesis, nam ely that they have im portan t b earan ce  on Biblical 
studies.

* The financial assistance of llic Centre for Science Development towards the publication of this 
work is hereby acknowledged. Opinions expressed in this publication and conclusions arrived at, 
arc those of the author and are not ncccssarily to  be attribu ted  to the C entre for Scicnce 
Development.
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2. T E R M IN O L O G Y

For the sake of conceptual clarity a few prelim inary rem arks are perhaps needed. The 
term  Biblical Archaeology  is only used for lack o f a  b e tte r one. serving to describe the 
specific a rea  and period that we are  in terested  in (Burger, 1990:4). By T ransjordan is 
m eant that pa rt o f the H ashem ite  Kingdom  of Jo rd an  which constitutes the habitable 
and relatively fertile strip of land stretching for about 220 kilom etres from the Yarm uk 
R iver sou thw ards to th e  e l-K erak  p la teau , im m ediately  eas t o f th e  D ead  Sea, and 
beyond w here it becom es very narrow  indeed. The average p recip ita tion  varies con­
siderably betw een the northern  region and that of the southern part (H arlan , 1982:71). 
A ltitudes also differ dram atically, e.g. from the level o f the el-Lisan to Kerak (18 kilo­
m etres) the d ifference in a ltitude is 1300 m etres. It is also hereby p resum ed that the 
h isto rical con tinuum  in its to ta lity , that is to say. the whole com plex o f events and 
forces operative  w ithin such sphere  o f tim e and space, should be taken into account 
when assessing influences or som ething called impact. T here  are many salient aspects 
which featu re  in historical descrip tions, but there  a re  far m ore factors involved than 
those that have been recorded or even contem plated. So let us be m odest when speak­
ing about impact. Finally, certain  inferences here depend upon the assum ption that no 
dram atic environm ental changes have taken place in the whole o f this territory and its 
adjacent areas in the past twenty centuries or so. This would hold true o f especially the 
iso lated  and ra th e r  sparsely popu la ted  e l-K erak p la teau  w here p a rticu la r m odes of 
existence and living conditions seem  to have been kept intact for many centuries until 
the developm ent and resettlem en t program m es of the past two decades. A m ajor ad ­
vantage th e reo f is that the  fa r m ore technologically  advanced and m ethodologically  
sound archaeological research procedures could have been applied here, the results of 
w hich serve to  h y p o th etica lly  re co n stru c t the  ways and m eans o f ex is tence in the 
territo ry  of C isjordan at any given period. T hese results can then  be co rre la ted  with 
th e  desc rip tio n s o f living cond itions in the  n in e teen th  and early  tw en tie th -cen tu ry  
travelogues by those daring  and courageous explorers of such rem ote  and dangerous 
parts of the O ttom an Em pire. So let us begin with a brief historical overview.

3. H ISTO R IC A L  O V ER V IEW

T h e  n in e te en th -ce n tu ry  sp irit o f ex p lo ra tio n  w hich co in c id ed  w ith the  search  for 
unknow n p laces and foreign  cu ltu res  is now here  b e tte r  a tte s ted  th an  in the  trave l 
reports of two students of G ottingen’s fam ous geographer, professor B lum enthal, who 
both travelled, independently  and in disguise, extensively in the M iddle East (Olivier,
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1991:00). Seetzen’s initial reports did not engender much interest for T ransjordania in 
E urope and were, in fact, not published before 1854. In his m onthly correspondence 
he did. however, m anage to draw sufficient a tten tion  to the well preserved D ecapolis 
city of Jerash, the ruins of which contain splendid exam ples o f H ellenistic, R om an and 
Byzantine influence in this region, and on account of which many rom antically inclined 
explorers set foot in this region. In the wake of the Enlightenment and in concordance 
with the spirit o f R ationalism  and N aturalism  travellers for a change got in terested  in 
m ore than m ere pilgrimages to holy sites.

Jean  Louis B urckhardt, on the o ther hand, captivated his sponsors’ enthusiasm . They 
were British and eager to expand Britain’s colonies and interests everywhere. He was, 
incidentally, em ployed by the A ssociation for Prom oting the Discovery of the Interior 
Parts o f Africa. His discovery o f Petra  on August 22nd, 1812 signified extraordinary  
perseverance and acum en (B urckhardt, 1822:418-430). T he publication of his travel­
ogue ten  years la te r set in m otion in E urope a  com pletely new and extrem ely fashion­
able thing to do  for those who had courage and money, namely: destination Petra. In 
o rder to reach P etra  the alm ost im penetrable territory  of the hostile Majali tribe had 
to be crossed. Substantial paym ents and frequently  also ransom  w ere exacted from 
these notoriously naive E uropean  travellers by the sheik living a t Kerak. T h ere  they 
al.so encountered C hristian families who had faithfully adhered  to the teachings of the 
G reek  O rthodox C hurch. U nlike the  situation  in the C isjordan territo ry  the  Kerak 
p lateau was for m ost o f the n ineteen th  century not under any form  of control by the 
Sublime Porte in Istanbul. It would seem  that even under such adverse circum stances 
the interest in Petra had never abated. D estination P etra  also succeeded in furthering 
a general interest in all sorts of enterprises of exploratory nature within the confines of 
the m uch safer and m ore 'civilised’ C isjordan. A lthough one can literally  see Kerak 
from H ebron, crossing the G hor to Kerak en route to Petra was perceived an achieve­
ment com parable to reaching a destiny of im m easurable distance, only to be traversed 
by th e  m ost d a rin g . T hus, in stead  o f fo ste rin g  fu r th e r  a tte m p ts  to  e x p lo re  the  
(so u thern ) T ransjo rdan  territo ry  the a tten tion  and resources o f the  parties involved 
were prim arily d irec ted  at the exploration  of W estern Palestine, the m ost im portant 
ach ievem ent o f  which was E dw ard R ob inson’s Biblical Researches o f  Palestine, and 
subsequently , the  beginning of large-scale tourism  to the various holy places in the 
Holy Land (Polkehn, 1986:70).

The fam ous Sihan w arrior stele was the first object of real historical and artistic value 
to be discovered in T ransjordan a t R edjom  el-A abed on January  17th, 1851 (Tufnell, 
1953:161; W arm enbol, 1983:63). Its discovery by the flam boyant L ouis-Felic ien  de 
Saulcy caused a great deal o f excitem ent in France and elsew here. He claim ed it to be
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a M oab ite  scu lp tu re  (1853:347). A ccording to  P ie rre  A m iet (1980:347) it re flects 
crea tiveness and  vigour o f superio r na tu re  in com parison to o th er objets d ’art of the 
Levant. T his discovery also coincided with o th er exhilarating d iscoveries in M esopo­
tam ia and Egypt, and at the tim e when European powers com peted against each o ther 
to acqu ire  for th e ir  newly founded national m useum s as m any ancient objects o f art 
th a t their agents could lay their hands upon. Any such discovery as that o f De Saulcy 
w ould have p re c ip ita te d  yet a n o th e r  wave o f trea su re  hun ters to  the  Holy Land in 
search  for this new  type o f re lic  that could be displayed in the g rea t and prestigious 
m useums of E urope.

4. T H E  D ISC O V E R Y  O F  T H E  M ESHA STELE

T he in ternational re la tion  betw een France, Britain and G erm any  becam e very tense 
indeed  w hen one of the m ost fam ous m onum ents o f antiquity  was discovered at the 
T ran s jo rd a n ia n  tow n of D h iban , nam ely the Stele o f  M eslia, king of the  M oabites 
(G raham , 1989:49). T he u tte r  opportunistic  and selfish way in which this unfortunate 
ep isode had been  conducted  by the respective governm ents, resulted not only in the 
destruction  of the stele  but also caused m ore suspicion, strife, and enm ity am ong the 
local A rab tribes against fu rther explorations of this kind (H orn, 1983:498). They were 
puzzled  by the E u ro p e a n ’s in te res t in these  seem ingly w orth less stones. T he only 
reason they could think of was that these relics contained wonderful treasures within. 
The reac tion  o f the  genera l public  in L ondon or Paris was o f a com pletely different 
n a tu re . U n su rp assed  ex c item en t in the  po ss ib ilities  o f B iblical A rchaeo logy  was 
effec tu a ted  by the  pub lication  of the transla tion  of the  M esha Stele in The Times of 
January  17th, 1870. "The d ram atic  p roof o f the historical accuracy o f the Bible soon 
becam e popu lar subject o f conversation in draw ing room s, d inner parties, and garden 
receptions th roughout England," according to Silberm an (1982:109). It also provided 
fo r a raison d ’être  in acq u irin g  th e  n ecessa ry  fu n d s an d  p u b lic  in v o lv em en t fo r 
in teresting  parties, such as the Palestine E xploration Fund that was founded only five 
years earlier. For over one hundred years now the M esha Stele has rem ained not only 
the longest but also the most im portant and informative docum ent o f Biblical times. It 
has b een  stu d ied  by every scho lar o f B iblical history, geography  and toponym y; of 
H ebrew  philology, ep igraphy, lexicography and lite ra tu re , and  o f  Syro-P alestin ian  
social an th ropo logy  and re lig ion  (D earm an , 1989:155). It is a lm o st im possib le  to 
com prehend  the  full im pact o f the M esha Stele on Biblical studies in general and on 
the history of Palestine in the  ninth century B.C. in p a rticu lar (T im m , 1982:157). Its 
su b jec t-m atte r  covers as d iverse  topics as ancien t technology, road  system s, fo rtifi­
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cations, Israelite  religion, royal propaganda, in ternational politics, etc. (Tushingham , 
1990:187).

5. THE SHAPIRA AFFAIR

In the  wake of the discovery of the  M esha Stele it is conceivable th a t the territo ry  of 
T ransjo rdan  acquired new status am ong those who had deem ed it their calling to  find 
scientific p roof of the reliability  of the Bible, and consequently , also am ong fortune 
hunters, adventurers and m issionaries. O ne such an opportun ist was M oses Shapira, 
an antique d ealer in Jerusa lem , who had allegedly acquired  in the M oabite  territory  
w h a t was ev en tu a lly  te rm e d  the  ‘W o rld ’s O ld est B ib le ’ (O liv ie r, 1988:85). T he 
willingness o f Q ueen  V ictoria to guaran tee  the purchase price o f one m illion pounds 
sterling for these scrolls contributed considerably to the electric a tm osphere o f elation 
in L ondon in A ugust 1883. U n fo rtunate ly  for S hap ira, C lerm o n t-G an n eau  proved 
them  to be forgeries. During the five years of the so-called Shapira affair (1878-1883) 
many fortune seekers visited T ransjordan in search for m ore such original scrolls.

6. THE DISCOVERY OF THE MADEBA MAP

A num ber of pilgrim s seem ed to be obsessed with the idea to  perceive the Holy Land 
from  the sum m it o f M ount Nebo as did Moses. No one succeeded, however, in disco­
vering anything of real value. Only a  few kilom eters to the  sou th-east o f M t N ebo a 
new church was erected  at the place w here a m osaic floor was discovered by a G reek  
m onk in 1884. In January 1897 the archaeological world was stunned by the notes and 
sketches o f fa th e r C leopas, lib rarian  of the  G reek  P a tria rch a te  (D o n n er, 1965:43). 
They con tained  the invaluable inform ation regarding the ancien t m osaic floor o f the 
Byzantine church of M adeba from about 600 A.D. (Libbey & Hoskins, 1905:267). The 
m osaic floor com prised a m ap of the Holy Land as the Byzantine comm unity believed 
M oses would have seen it. T he m ap m easured 40 feet by 60 feet (9,6 by 6,06m), and 
included all places of im portance from  the  Nile D elta  to  Sardis in Asia M inor (and 
p e rh ap s also  C o n stan tinop le). R oads, n a tu ra l (fauna  and flo ra) and topograph ical 
featu res w ere artistically decorated  (K eel et al., 1984:430), though its intended design 
was obviously to  illustrate  biblical history. The o rien tation  of the m ap shows it to be 
drawn from  east to west, the centre point of which was occupied by M adeba (now lost) 
ranking sym bolically with R om e and C onstantinople (D onner, 1982:174). As a m ajor 
source for toponym ic studies it also contains a rem arkable m ap of Je rusa lem  (B ahat, 
1990:76), on account o f which certain  excavation projects were successfully conducted
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in re ce n t years. T h e  sad th ing  ab o u t th is m ap is th a t a  su b stan tia l p a rt o f it was 
dehberately  destroyed by the builder o f the church of 1896 who wished to build on the 
exact fo u n d a tio n s o f the  early  church. In his address a t the annual m eeting  of the 
Palestine Exploration Fund in 1899 Wilson rem arked: "Even in its fragm entary state  it 
is o f the m ost valuable geographical discoveries o f recent years in Palestine" (W ilson, 
1899:316). T he M adeba m ap is an indispensible source for reconstructing the history 
o f R om an-B yzan tine  P a lestine , especially  the history o f the  early  church (C anova, 
1953:lxiii).

7. E X PL O R A TIO N S

The discovery of the M adeba m ap occurred only a few years after the first a ttem pts to 
survey T ran sjo rd an  had failed. W hile the te rr ito rie s  of the C isjo rdan  w ere a lready 
surveyed and m apped  from  tim es as early  as N ap o leo n ’s unsuccessful expedition  in 
1799, T ransjordan rem ained virtually untouched in this regard. The a ttem pt sponsored 
by the A m erican  P alestine  E xploration  Society was a huge fa ilu re  com pared  to  the 
highly com peten t and efficient explorations and survey of the Sinai by British officers 
like W ilson, C o n d e r and  K itch en er. C o n d e r was la te r  ap p o in ted  to survey those 
regions a b an d o n ed  by th e  A m ericans bu t was s topped  in 1882 by the  increasingly  
suspicious O ttom an  au tho rities (O livier, 1988:84). Southern T ransjordan  was then a 
region not to traverse due to the lack of any sort of protection. The change in situation 
coincided with the  discovery o f the M adeba m ap when the  T urkish  governm ent dis­
patched  2000 troops to police the K erak d istrict for the first tim e since Suleim an the 
M agnificent. For a b rief period  (1894-1905) the region was inun d ated  by travellers 
who had left behind valuable records perta in ing to alm ost anything one can think of, 
am ong them  the excellent research  work of B riinnow and D om aszew ski (1904) and 
Alois Musil (1907-1908). T he im portance of their observations on the ways and m eans 
of existence o f the local people in an environm ent very sim ilar to  that o f Biblical times 
a fte r 500 years o f alm ost com plete isolation, cannot be easily overestim ated. W ith its 
em p h asis on social an th ro p o lo g ica l con cern s the  so -ca lled  ‘N ew ’ A rch aeo lo g y  is 
increasingly dependent upon this kind of inform ation which serves as a paradigm  from 
which certain  inferences can be made.

8 . EX C A V A TIO N S

W ith the exception of som e brief soundings a t A dir in 1924 by Albright and at Baluah 
in 1930 by Reginald H ead, and some follow-up work there  in 1932 solely on account of
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the discovery of the now fam ous Baluah Stele, the scene of T ransjo rdan’s exploration 
was com pletely dom inated  for the next th ree  decades by the A m erican  archaeologist 
Nelson Glueck. His four volumes, Explorations in Eastern Palestine (1934-1951), "soon 
becam e, and w ould rem ain  for the next ha lf century, the  s tan d ard  au tho rity  on the 
an tiq u itie s  o f M oab and Edom " (M iller, 1989:146). Only in m ost recen t years new 
survey p ro jects of such ex ten t and accuracy w ere again being conducted  in Jo rdan . 
G lueck’s w ork m ade a trem endous im pact in especially the field o f B iblical studies. 
The scarcity and alm ost com plete absence of evidence pertaining to large-scale Middle 
and L ate  Bronze Age se ttlem en ts  sen t m any B ible h isto rian s back to the  draw ing 
board. In fact, it was largely responsible for the acceptance of the m uch later date of 
the Exodus (M attingly , 1983:245; M iller, 1989:149). F u rth e r and m ore specialised 
research  in the  w hole o f T ransjo rdan  follow ed by G lu eck ’s colleagues and studen ts 
upon whom  he had exerted  a  profound  influence. Since these  te rrito rie s  and their 
inhabitants are frequently being m entioned in the Bible, Biblical scholars got m ore and 
m ore in terested  in participating  in and supporting excavation p ro jects there , a  prim e 
exam ple o f which is the  excavations by the A ndrews University at H esban. G lueck’s 
surveys s tim u la ted  a new  tren d  in the  field  o f B ib lical A rchaeo logy , nam ely  the 
em phasis on the living conditions of people within the rural regions and not so much 
on the  m o n u m en ta l ach iev em en ts  o f the  u rb an  p o p u la tio n s. In o th e r  w ords, the 
absence of large tells in the_regions o f so u thern  Jo rd an  (G lueck , 1970:27), and the 
con tem porary  existence stra teg ies o f th e ir in h ab itan ts  led G lueck  and som e of his 
followers to  reconsider the generally accepted a.ssumptions as to the living patterns in 
B ib lical tim es. It was m uch m ore d iverse . T h e  sam e ap p lie s  fo r th e  h isto rica l 
reconstructions in regard to the relationships betw een Israel and her neighbours on the 
o th e r side o f the  Jo rd an  during the so-called B iblical period  (L aB ianca, 1988:369). 
T he su b seq u en t in crease  in survey p ro jec ts o f sim ila r n a tu re  in b o th  th e  Cis- and 
T ransjordan territories has been quite rem arkable.

A part from the abundance of m aterial rem ains that testify to som e particu lar m ode of 
ex is tence , the  discovery  of the  Siran bottle  inscription  a t the  U niversity  o f Jo rd an  
cam pus in 1972 provides for an im portan t add itional source which un d ersco res the 
hypothesis o f a basic agrarian  life style (Smit, 1989:108). It m entions the existence of 
v ineyards, gardens, troughs and c isterns which facilitate  a joyous and happy way of 
living (A hlstrom , 1984:14). T he archaeo log ical excavations and survey expeditions 
have since uncovered am ong the m any ruins of T ransjordan  m ore and m ore evidence 
th a t unquestionably  would substan tia te  this w ritten  text o f 2600 years ago. T he text, 
incidentally, also serves to reconstruct the chronology of the A m m onite kings (H err, 
1985:171).
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O f totally different nature  but of the utm ost im portance for any study dealing with the 
topic of prophecy was the discovery o f fragm ents o f p laster texts at D eir Allah in the 
Jo rd an  valley in 1967. T hese texts which da te  roughly from  circa 700 B.C., contain  
fa sc in a tin g  in fo rm a tio n  re g a rd in g  a se e r n am ed  B a laam  so n  o f B eo r (H a c k e tt,  
1986:220). It is undoubted ly  to be re la ted  to the Biblical ch arac te r Balaam . T hese 
texts also cast invaluable light on the processes of docum entation in ancient times.

O f the large num ber o f sites in Jordan  that are currently being excavated that of Umm  
er-Resas is perhaps the most fascinating. The mosaic floors in the two churches provide 
us with new evidence of T ransjordan in the Byzantine tim es (Piccirillo, 1988:209). The 
m osaics con tain  the  nam es of eight cities in the C isjordan territo ry , and of seven in 
T ran s jo rd an , am ong w hich K astron  M efaa is m ost likely to be id en tified  with and 
localised at Um m  er-R esas. The m osaics depict specific features of the buildings and 
fortifications of the respective cities, their topography and surroundings. Though the 
re lev an t im p o rtan ce  o f K astron  M efaa(t) seem s to be ov ersta ted , its position  on a 
rou te  leading from  D am ascus in a southerly  d irection  coincides well w ith the hypo­
thesis that a whole netw ork of roads existed in T ransjordan in Rom an-Byzantine times, 
e n h an c in g  th e  s itu a tio n  of p ro sp e rity  th a t did exist th en . T h e  m osa ics p rov ide  
in te res tin g  ev idence in favour o f the iden tification  o f the Biblical toponym s Jahaz, 
O edem oth  and M ephaat (Jos. 13:18) with Jizeh(?), Saliyeh and Um m  er-R esas respec­
tively. Finally, the motifs on the centre piece of the mosaics entail som e highly stylised 
and  scem atic  landscapes, p lace nam es and a rtis tic  re p re se n ta tio n s  o f an im als and 
plants, som e of which reflect decidedly not a T ransjordan ian  background, bu t ra th e r 
that of the Nile delta. It would seem  that art motifs were probably selected from  a sort 
of catalogue for various reasons, e.g. fashion and propaganda. T he m osaics o f Um m  
er-R esas certainly contribute to our understanding of the ecclesiastical, cultural, econo­
mical and political situation  in the g reater M edite rranean  region a t the beginning of 
the Christian e ra  (D e Vries, 1988:221).

9. SU R V EY S

Presently, a substan tia l num ber o f surveys are  in the final process o f com pletion. It 
does not lie within the scope of this paper to re itera te  the nam es and regions o f all the 
respective surveys that have been skilfully published by D enise H om es-Fredericq and 
o thers (H om es-F redericq  & Hennessy, 1989). The Ain G hazal survey by Z.A. Kafafi, 
the A qaba-M ain  survey by W.J. Jobling, the B aq’ah valley survey by P.E. M cG overn, 
the W adi e l-H asa  survey by B. M cD onald, and especially  the K erak survey by J.M .
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M iller are  am ong those which prove to be of considerable interest to Biblical studies; 
in particular to assess different m odes of existence in ancient times. The results gained 
are  based  on the  la test techno log ical skills and p ractices, such as rem o te  sensing, 
palynology, neutron activation, etc. M oreover, during the past couple of years several 
new large-scale a rchaeological p ro jects have been  in itia ted  with specific aim s. T he 
M adeba plains project for exam ple, is d irected  at reconstructing  the  total scenario  of 
hum an occupation w ithin that given territory (LaB ianca & Lacelle, 1986; Ibach, 1987; 
L aB ianca, 1990). T he L im es A rahicus  p ro jec t, on the  o th e r  hand , is d e s tin ed  to 
establish all evidence pertaining to the involvement o f the R om an legions betw een the 
sed en ta rised  regions and the G re a t Syrian-A rabian  d ese rt in T ran sjo rd an  (P arker, 
1991:117).

10. CONCLUSIONS

It would seem  that T ransjo rdan’s impressive record of archaeological discoveries has 
m ade a profound im pact on Biblical studies. T he M esha S te le ’s contribution  to the 
respective fields of epigraphy, lexicography and Northwest Sem itic philology can never 
be overestim ated (D rinkard , 1989:131). Equally im portant in this regard are discover­
ies such as the D eir-A llah  texts and the Siran B ottle  inscrip tion . All ex tra-B iblical 
w ritten  docum ents are , however, mostly evaluated  in term s of w hat light they cast in 
the dark corners of o u r ignorance. C oupled with the latest evidence on the ways of 
existence th a t w ere m ain tained  in the  m ore rem ote  regions o f T ransjo rdan , a m ore 
balanced  p ictu re  o f the living conditions of people in Biblical tim es can be a tta ined . 
T h e  ex p lo ra tio n s , surveys and excavations in Jo rd a n  will c o n tin u e  to  be o f vital 
im portance for historical reconstructions of all spheres of hum an existence and conduct 
(G e ra ty  & W illis, 1986:3). T he fact th a t so m any em inen t scho lars are  p resen tly  
engaged in so many projects related  to the whole spectrum  of Biblical Studies is indeed 
an encouraging sign.
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