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AQABA

‘‘Port of Palestine
on the China Sea’’

Donald Whitcomb

el e 3 e e "
ely L b s 30le
okl Bl bl dp
“And Wayla is a city on a branch of the China Sea.
Great in prosperity with its palms and fish,
1t is the port of Palestine, the storehouse of the Hyjaz.
-- Mugaddasi, ca. 985 A.D.
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Oriental Institute, University of Chicago, January, 1988.
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Map of the modern city of Agaba, with ancient and medieval archaeological sites.
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Most of the history of Ayla is only vaguely
known. There is little direct evidence for the
Nabataean port, though the commercial
prowess and proximity of the Nabataean
capital city of Petra make such a port an
obvious possibility. The Ptolemies took Elath
from the Nabataeans and renamed it
Berenice, beginning a pattern of Egyptian
attempts to dominate this region.

The Romans constructed the via nova from
Aqgaba to Bostra in southern Syria (111-116
A.D.), and stationed the 10th Legion
Fretensis at Aqaba, which they called Ailana.
Bishops of the town are known from 325 until
the early 7th century. The Prophet
Mohammad made a treaty with the town,
represented by Yuhanna ibn Ru’ba, in 630.
This early submission greatly facilitated the
first Muslim attacks on Palestine under ‘Amr
ibn al-‘As in 634.

One must turn to the Arab geographers of
the 9th and 10th centuries for descriptions of
the development of Ayla. The commercial
prosperity of the town is reflected in the
account of Ya'qubi: “The city of Ayla is a
great city on the shore of the salt sea and in it
gather the pilgrims of Syria, Egypt, and the
Maghreb (North Africa). There are numerous
merchants and common people...”

In addition to the passages from
Muqaddasi mentioned above, this observant
geographer noted that ‘...in Wayla, there is
disagreement among the people of Syria, the
Hijaz (western Arabia), and Egypt, like in
Abbadan, but | join it to Syria because its
customs and measures are Syrian. It is the
port of Palestine, from which come its
imported goods.”
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Drawing of the monumental inscription above the excavated city gate, with parts
of the Ayat al-Kursi.

The city gate, located between towers 1 and 2 (area D),
revealed a complex history of rebuilding, mirroring the broad
outline of the town’s history. lts total excavated height is 4.5
meters; the (sweet) water table prevented the excavations from
reaching the original street level. The earliest gate (Umayyad or
Abbasid) was three meters wide, defined by a handsome round
arch. It was surmounted by a carved stone inscription in Kufic
Arabic, parts of the Qur'an verse called the Ayat al-Kurs:, an
especially appropriate verse for the protection of the city.
Later, the gate was narrowed and a series of rooms (shops?)
was placed on each side of the street, both inside and outside
the gate. As the fortunes of the town declined in the Fatimid
period, debris filled the original arch, and a secondary, pointed
arch was built for a small doorway. Gradually, this entrance
also filled with debris, and eventually only a basalt drain pipe
for waste water ran through the blocked gate.

The towers, which were divided into small rooms, were
entered from the town through a ground level door, as revealed
by the excavation of tower 2. Between the towers, the city wall
narrowed to a thinner curtain wall which accommodated
buildings on the inside. An area between towers 3 and 4 (area
E) was excavated to reveal the latest structures, a combination
of stone and mud-brick construction. Most stones, including
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The issue of the pre-Islamic town, called

Ailana for the sake of clarity, remains ISlamIC
problematic. Whatever the nature of the Urbanization

Nabataean and earlier settlements, there

must have existed a large Roman camp, at Aqaba

which accommodated the 10th Legion
Fretensis in the 4th century. One may recall
Muqaddasi’'s observation of the ruins of the
large city (the Roman camp?) beside the
smaller Islamic town. While Nabataean,
Roman and early Byzantine sherds have been
found on the site, mainly in the matrix of the
walls, no distinctive levels or concentrations
have been found. On the other hand, surface
sherding to the northwest of the site, for a
distance of about 500 meters, has produced
just such ceramic material. Though no walls
of a legionary camp are visible yet, surface
collections suggest that ruins of the earlier
town lie next to the Islamic town.

This has important implications for the
foundation of the Islamic town. One of the
characteristics of the amsar (singular, misr),
the camp towns founded during the Muslim
conquest, is that they tended to be situated

Chart of the periods
and major
comparative sites
for Ayla.
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next to older towns. Further, research into the history of
Agaba, combined with study of the earliest ceramics in deep
stratigraphic probes, suggests that the foundation of this
settlement probably occurred during the Caliphate of ‘Uthman,
about 650 A.D. The archaeological implications of this
hypothesis are that in Agaba one has pre-Umayyad (and early
Umayyad) ceramics, architecture and urban planning. This is
one of the first, clear archaeological examples of the transition
from Byzantine to Islamic urbanism, and of the earliest stages
in the development of Muslim civilization into an urban form.

The plan of the city of Ayla has both formal aspects
(Byzantine style walls, towers and street plan) and the
irregularity one might expect of what has been called the ville
spontanée. This latter impression may be partially the result of
structural changes during the later Abbasid and Fatimid
periods. That the original plan, whether pre-Umayyad or
Umayyad, may have been more elaborate is suggested in the
monumental and well-carved arched gateway, the arches of the
Pavilion Building and the foundations of the Large Enclosure.
The musr or town of early Islamic Ayla is thus a response to a
new set of concepts of what a town should be. The town is a
combination of the experience of the late Byzantine city and
the new Muslim attitudes toward urbanism. As in many
innovations, one may expect continuation of many non-
essential Byzantine features. What will be different is the
integration of elements, as well as many institutions.

This was an early attempt at realization of an Islamic city, the
fruition of which would not be identifiable until the 9th or 10th
century in the great capitals of the Eastern Caliphate. The city
is more than just a collection of buildings within massive
walls; it is, rather, a focus of social institutions made viable
through an economic system. In the absence of a strong
agricultural base, the source of this prosperity was in
commerce, mercantile arrangements linking, in this case, the
Mediterranean with the Far East. As with other aspects of
history, textual sources only hint at the structure of this trade;
fortunately, as with other cultural aspects, archaeological
artifacts provide evidence for a more complete understanding
of this system.
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Drawings of some fine bronze metalwork artifacts and a selection of metal
weights excavated at Ayla.

Steatite (technically chlorite, commonly called soapstone)
was used for only a few practical stone items -- lamps, cooking
pots and incense burners. The ability of this stone to absorb
and conduct heat led to the wide distribution of steatite
cooking pots manufactured in Yemen from the 10th to 14th
centuries.

Drawings of artifacts manufactured from steatite.
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MEDIEVAL AQABA

Preliminary Field Plan
1986, 1987 Excavations
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Plan of the site of medieval Agaba (Ayla), with excavations from the 1986 and
1987 seasons.
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