
UMM ER-RASAS (JORDAN):
FROM ROMAN-BYZANTINE

TO ISLAMIC TOWN

At the beginning of the second century, the
conquest of the Eastern Mediterranean basin
put Rome into contact with territories where the
urban phenomenon had deep roots. In the
Eastern provinces, the urban planning of the
Imperial age is, in fact, inseparable from an
important urbanization movement, which uses
precise methods of subdividing the territory and
the urban organism. Moreover, the regional tra-
ditions, where they existed, were ousted by
Roman models.
Cities and villages that sprung up or were ampli-
fied because of the numerous urbanizations
that occurred during the Roman era continued
to exist, and others have continued to evolve
even today. In some Mediterranean areas,
such as Jordan, which has been chosen as a
specific case study, during the Roman
Byzantine period the territory (valley, etc.) was
completely planned in every part. Studies con-
ducted over about 106 survey sites show 40
cases of Romano-Byzantine traces.
The cities and villages that originated in this
region, divided into cities of classical foundation
(Hellenistic and Roman), the agricultural villa-
ges, created by terraced fields, and the Roman-
Byzantine villages, fortified by enclosures or
built near military establishments, are present
mainly in the steppe. Over time they have pa
tially preserved their urban and originally inhab-
ited structures, modifying themselves following
the arrival of Islam.
In fact, the Islamic religion, in its phenomenolo-
gical complexity and thousand-year cultural tra-
ditions, has morphologically mutated the social
tissues of entire populations and cultures, tran-
slating itself into urbanistic and architectural
terms (transformations already verifiable begin-
ning with the Romano-Byzantine cities). Many
of the cities and villages present in Jordan have
developed in continuity with those of Islamic ori-
gin. These urban centers are located around
pre-existing roads of the Roman-Nabatean era
along important caravan routes of the region:
Such settlements depended primarily on local
commerce with still nomadic tribes and on inter-
regional commerce with Syria and Palestine.
Between those, we find the fortified camp of
Umm er-Rasas Kastron Mayfa'ah, the object of
this analysis. Inhabited up to the beginning of
the 19th centu ry and then abandoned because
of the lack of a naturally replenished water sup-
ply, Its population then moved to the city of
Madaba.
The villaqe of Umm er-Rasas occupies a natu-
ral elevation at. the transjordanic plateau, to the
north of wadi Mujub-Arnon, 30 kilometers
south-east of Madaba, in a central position on
the Jordan steppe. The object of this study is
the Identification of the classical reality of these
structures as a necessary and sufficient condi-

tion for the operation finalizinq the typological
research towards a reconstructive hypothesis of
the Umm er-Rasas village, which has become
one of the most important archaeological parks
in Jordan. The military village is divided into two
distinct parts. The northern quarter, which has
developed around the outside of the military
camp (castrum), present to the South, where
there are traces of Roman planning visible on
the inside (a regular quadrilateral of 150 meters
contained in the thick walls, each one bordered
by seven towers) and preserved in its principle
structure. The urban fabric of this village pres-
ents the substantial transformation and radical
changes which the various arteries and single
lots have undergone, particularly on the inside
of the castrum, underlining the continual chan-
ges, according to characteristic logic, through
specific forms and features of an Islamic city.
Studying and analysing the Arab-Islamic city
means pointing out the distinctive characteri-
stics of the historical tissues in their present
shape as a result of the permanence of
methods and shapes and has proof of stratifica-
tion and historical phases, even if different. In
this way the origin and development of the
structure are pursued since the house knowled-
ge is prior to the aggregated one, and this is
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prior to the urban organism and the latter to the
global sense of space. Through very close
analysis of the urban fabric it is possible to
reconstruct the typological process that allows
the identification of all the phases of urban
history and therefore to deduce from the actual
structures the pre-existing structures of the ori-
ginal antique village settlements.
The formation process of the Roman castrum,
in which many cities have developed, corre-
sponds to an enclosure, a basic gesture of
appropriation of the space, sometimes irregular,
often adapting to the nature of the land.
The rectangular or regular square form of the
Roman castrum, as in the case of Umm er-
Rasas, was not created spontaneously, but has
attained this form over time, through a progres-
sive acquisition of geometric order. The reading
of the fabric inside the cast rum is useful to an
understanding as to whether such geometric
order, later altered and adapted following a dif-
ferent construction logic, was the conditioning
factor for the development of the entire village.
The analysis of the urban fabric, combined with
a comparison of biblical sources, data furnished
from explorers during the 1800's and also data
from archaeologists who continue digging at
this village, evidences the idea that the urban
structures of the Umm er-Basas military camp,
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defined as a "praesidium" location of the Roman
army, was transformed into a permanent urban
colonization. The structural lines characteristic
of a military base, as far as the planned archi-
tectonic design is concerned, exhibit the same
structural lines characteristic of a planned city.
Therefore, the reading of the urban tissue is
based on a starting phase of the use of the
archaeological maps representing an original
reality to the critic, even though with some mar-
gin of imperfection typical of the representation.
Primarily two maps have been used: one, part
of the territory of Umm er-Rasas in metrical
scale 1:5000, and the other in 1:2000 scale,
representing the subdivision in property of the
urban plan and therefore the images of the
urban plan and aggregate of the buildings in
their reciprocal relations.
For a precise reading the metric scale 1:500
has been used, showing the utilization of the
properties, and therefore the images of single
buildings in their typological and physical struc-
ture.
Studying an urban aggregate, structured in
time, through system formation laws and pro-
gressive changes, means understanding the
relationship between a potential structure or
intervention, and a formed structure, or prece-
ding phase. Therefore, from the archaeological
relief and the reading of the urban aggregate of
Umm er-Rasas, we can classify the elements
into two groups: the first group consisted of the
orthogonal structure with constant steps and
continuous alignment walls. The existence of
these elements presumes the presence of a
preordered system or plan belonging to the
same phase: the concentration of these in a
limited area allowed for the definition of the
perimeter where planning can be determined.
In the case of Umm er-Rasas, we clearly note
the first part of the plan in the same period and
successive Roman era, regarding the buildings
inside the castrum (indicated in fuchsia);
afterward, it becomes difficult to individualize
which ones indicate the first phases of the con-
structions inside the village, because of their
spontaneous nature. The second group of ele-
ments consists of the identification of all the aty-
pical structures of the spontaneous phases like
diagonal routes, remains of the routes or open
spaces modified successively from obstruction
building and inclined walls not justified. The dia-
gonal route reveals in the angular, starting and
crossing points other obstacles of the preceding
structure. It is therefore possible to reconstruct
from these the encumbered remains and the
position of the buildings of the preexisting
phase.
After the general analysis of the urban aggre-
gate, we analize the formation phases of the
castrum of Umm er-Rasas and its relative villa-
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