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ABSTRACT Biographies of urban sites have been 
written for centuries, often following one overarch-
ing linear narrative of rise and decline. This contri-
bution investigates the urban biography of Gerasa/
Jerash, one of the famous Decapolis cities located 
in what is modern northern Jordan. It does so from 
a variety of perspectives in order to lay open the 
ways in which bringing together several and diverse 
perspectives might give converging, conflicting, 
or simply more nuanced views on the biography 
of a city. It is asked in what ways we might bring 
together such diverging narratives and correlate 
archaeological and historical narratives, which is 
one of the challenges that archaeologists and histo-
rians have to tackle. Here, the perspective brought 
by high-definition archaeology might also bring to 
the forefront new ways of tackling such biographies, 
giving visibility to the invisible, for example, by 
bringing in soil sciences.

KEYWORDS Gerasa/Jerash; urban biographies and 
history; high-definition archaeology; perspectives on 
biographies.

Biographies of a Place  
— Narrating Urban History

A biography is the written account of a life, and usu-
ally it is also a narrative which outlines a develop-
ment and lends meaning to the narrative, or at least 
aims at interpreting it. Biographies are by definition 
written for living or once living entities and usually 
for individuals.1 Places, however, can also have their 
biographies written.2 The life of the city of Antioch 
on the Chrysorrhoas, formerly called Gerasa and 
later Jerash was earlier summarized as what can be 
termed an archaeological and historical biography 
based on the state of the art knowledge of the early 
twentieth century about the site (Kraeling 1938a).3 

	 1	 For early examples of premodern biographies, see for example 
Nep., Excellentium imperatorum vitae; Suet., De vita Caesarum. 
The work of James Boswell is often considered the first modern 
attempt at writing a biography (The Life of Samuel Johnson, 1791), 
covering all aspects and periods of Johnson’s life.

	 2	 The recent publications of Stig Sørensen and Viejo-Rose (2015) 
and Viejo-Rose (2011) are examples of an edited volume as well 
as monograph which deal with places, cities, and countries. 
These contributions all revolve around places and the effect that 
war and crisis had on them, and most biographies of places are 
thus written with a theme in mind, not merely as an account 
of the site itself. Another way of tackling histories of sites is for 
example the recent book by DeGeorgi (2016) which accounts 
for the evidence that we have about the city of Antioch over a 
stretch of several centuries. Such accounts, like the one edited by 
Kraeling (1938a) on Gerasa most often accounts for the archaeo
logy and history of a site based on the archaeological and written 
sources available. Often such biographies are narratives based 
on chronology and evolutionary outlines of the histories of the 
cities and sites with which they deal.

	 3	 Also see Lichtenberger and Raja 2018a for a collection of articles 
treating the newest archaeological research undertaken at Gerasa 
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Figure 10.1. Map of Gerasa. Map by the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.
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For a long time, this account has stood as the most comprehen-
sive biography of this important city in the Decapolis (Fig. 10.1).

Gerasa/Jerash was and is a city in the Middle East, now in mod-
ern Jordan, and its history stretches back deep into historic as well 
as prehistoric times. Gerasa was, according to the historical sources, 
founded in the Hellenistic period, and it prospered during Roman, 
Byzantine, and early Islamic times.4 However, we also know that 
the site was inhabited much earlier and already in Neolithic times 
was a so-called mega-site (al-Nahar 2005; 2018). After a heavy earth-
quake, which shook the Levant on 18 January ad 749, the city fell 
into decay, and resettlement only took place during the medieval, 
Ayyubid-Mamluk, period.5 In the late nineteenth century, the site 
was resettled by Circassians, who came from the Caucasus.6 Today, 
it is a medium-sized city with a population of about fifty thousand 
inhabitants and the second-most visited tourist site in Jordan due 
to the impressive ruins mostly dating to the Roman period.7

Biographies can, however, be written from different perspec-
tives. In the following, we investigate Gerasa/Jerash from several 
perspectives, archaeological as well as historical, in particular in 
the light of the research done within the framework of the Danish-
German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project since 2011 — a project 
which has investigated the highest area within the walled city.8 
We look at sources that, one way or the other, can be said to be 
biographical, such as the public monuments or the coinage of the 
city. Such biographical material was to a high degree consciously 
created by the citizens, groups or individuals, of the ancient city 
and would have been important to their civic identity, its forma-
tion, and shaping. However, apart from looking at these obvious 
sources, it is also crucial to take into consideration sources which 
can be used for a more indirect or multifaceted biographical sketch 
of the city, such as the landscape around the city and in particu-
lar the river that transected the settlement and supplied it and the 

within the last decades. The articles deal with the archaeology of different parts and 
monuments at the site and in this way also construct biographies of various areas of 
the city.

	 4	 See Lichtenberger 2003, 6–20 for sources relating to the Hellenistic and Roman 
periods as well as Kraeling 1938b, which is the chapter that deals with the history of 
the site. Also see Lichtenberger and Raja 2015c; 2018a; 2018g; 2019a.

	 5	 See Lichtenberger and Raja 2019b for the ad 749 earthquake; Lichtenberger and 
Raja 2016b for new evidence belonging to the middle Islamic period; Lichtenberger 
and Raja 2018d for a compilation of contributions that deal with the middle Islamic 
period in Jerash and at a few other sites in northern Jordan. Also see Peterson 2017.

	 6	 See Walker 1894; Shami 1992; 2009; Al-Soub, Haddad, and Afiyat 2015.
	 7	 See Stott and others 2018 for a recent contribution on the city and its development 

over time. This article also holds information on the current pace of urbanization in 
Jordan in general and the explosive growth of the population, which has taken place 
over the last few decades.

	 8	 Lichtenberger and Raja 2015c; 2017a. The latter is a collection of short articles on the 
research undertaken within the project since its beginning in 2011. In that volume, 
see Lichtenberger and Raja 2017c for a contribution using urban archaeology to 
approach the biographical narrative of a site. See preliminary reports of the project: 
Kalaitzoglou and others 2012; forthcoming; Kalaitzoglou, Lichtenberger, and Raja 
2013; 2014; 2015; Lichtenberger and Raja 2012; Lichtenberger, Raja, and Sørensen 
2013; 2014; 2015. Also see the webpage of the project <https://projects.au.dk/
internationaljerashexcavation> [accessed 10 June 2020] and a project bibliography 
on figshare <https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.12116286>.

FIGURE 10.1 LEGEND
1	 Extramural arch (‘Hadrian’s Arch’)
2	 Church of Bishop Marianos
3	 Hippodrome
4	 Sanctuary of Zeus Olympios
5	 South Gate
6	 Water Gate
7	 City walls
8	 Shops and structures along the South Gate street
9	 South Theatre
10	 South-East Gate (blocked)
11	 Procopius Church
12	 ‘Oval Piazza’
13	 Roman house or church (after Schumacher 1902)
14	 ‘Camp Hill’ (location of modern museum)
15	 Byzantine villa (after Seigne and Zubi 1997)
16	 Agora (‘Macellum’)
17	 Area of the House of the Blues
18	 South Bridge
19	 Possible South-West Aqueduct
20	 East Baths
21	 Mortuary Church
22	 Late antique and early Islamic structures
23	 South Tetrapylon
24	 Church of Sts Peter and Paul
25	 Side street (‘South Decumanus’)
26	 Mosque
27	 Main Street (‘Cardo’)
28	 Early Islamic domestic quarter
29	 Cathedral complex
30	 ‘Temple C’ (after Fisher 1938, pl. I)
31	 Church of St Theodore and Fountain Court
32	 Nymphaion
33	 Buildings west of the wadi
34	 Small Eastern Baths
35	 Chapel of Elia, Mary, and Soreg
36	 South-West Gate
37	 Churches of Sts George, John, Cosmas, and Damian
38	 Approximate location of ‘House of the Poets and Muses’
39	 Ecclesiastic complexes and Baths of Placcus
40	 Propylaea Church
41	 Church of Bishop Genesius
42	 Ottoman House
43	 West Baths
44	 Large rock-cut cistern
45	 Sanctuary of Artemis
46	 North Theatre
47	 Spring (Ain Karawan)
48	 Synagogue-Church of the Electi Justiniani
49	 Church of Bishop Isaiah
50	 Side street (‘North Decumanus’)
51	 North Tetrapylon
52	 Hall of the Electi Justiniani
53	 Umayyad houses
54	 Middle Islamic settlement (and large courtyard)
55	 Church of the Prophets, Apostles, and Martyrs
56	 Large open area (‘forum’) and basilica
57	 Roman edifice and cistern
58	 Middle Islamic structures
59	 Circassian house
60	 North-West Aqueduct
61	 Early modern water channel
62	 North Gate
63	 Chrysorrhoas/Wadi Jerash
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wider region with water, basically making life at the 
site possible.9 We also incorporate representative 
biographical close-ups by looking at the relatively 
small area of the Northwest Quarter (Fig. 10.2) and 
its settlement history in order to understand what 
such a small sector (4 ha) of a city, which covered 
a total of about 90 ha, may tell us about the bio
graphy of this specific place in a diachronic per-
spective. Finally, we turn to the Jewish community 
of Gerasa and investigate how the history of the 
Jews can be read as one aspect of the biography of 
Gerasa, which ties a certain religious group into the 
picture and sets out one approach of how to view 
the city in a different light.10

	 9	 Lichtenberger and Raja 2016c. Also see the work done by 
the project in the Wadi Suf: Holdridge and others 2017; 
Lichtenberger and Raja 2018f; Lichtenberger and others 2019; 
Stott and others 2018.

	 10	 For a recent ERC Advanced Grant project headed by Jörg Rüpke, 
which takes a novel approach to ancient religion, including 
Judaism, by looking at the perspective of lived ancient religion, 
see Raja and Rüpke 2015a; 2015b; Lichterman and others 2017; 
Albrecht and others 2018. Our approach to the biography of 
the Jewish community, although the evidence remains quite 
scattered, is inspired by the LAR approach.

The Perspective of the 
Public Monuments

Today, we know that Gerasa was an important 
Neolithic site, one of the so-called mega-sites of the 
region, comparable to Ain al-Ghazal (al-Nahar 2005; 
2010; 2018). Approximately 1 km south of ‘Hadrian’s 
Arch’, the Neolithic site has been investigated over the 
last years, revealing extensive evidence for settlement 
over thousands of years and societal organization at 
an early point in time. This adds to the overall bio
graphy of Jerash, since it provides knowledge about 
the importance of the site’s privileged natural set-
ting regarding availability of water and fertile land 
— a topography which also was crucial in historical 
periods (see e.g. Stott and others 2018; Lichtenberger 
and others 2019). The Bronze Age is also attested in 
Jerash, as is the Iron Age through scattered ceramic 
finds. However, as so often in the region, the Iron 
Age evidence is too scarce to say anything extensive 
about the nature of habitation during this period.11

	 11	 Lichtenberger 2014. On the problematics of the Iron Age in 

Figure 10.2. Plan of the Northwest Quarter. Plan by the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.
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Although archaeological evidence does not offer 
extensive insight into the Hellenistic period either, we 
do know that the site existed in this period. We know 
this through earlier excavations in the area of the 
so-called Camp Hill, where the local on-site museum 
is situated today, and from the excavations within 
the perimeters of the Sanctuary of Zeus Olympios 
located across from Camp Hill (Seigne 1989; 1992). 
The Hellenistic period is also visible in scattered 
material finds in various places across the site. In 
the Northwest Quarter, the material is confined to 
stray finds, such as high-quality, Hellenistic-period, 
black-glazed ceramics (Lichtenberger and Raja 2016a, 
185). Such stray finds add to our knowledge, since — 
although being scattered and not giving any coher-
ent overview — they do tell us about activity that 
must have taken place in the Hellenistic period at 
the site. Black-glazed ceramics was imported from 
other regions. Therefore, by its presence, it attests 
to patterns — of more or less stable and established 
nature — of settlement and exchange with other 
places, even interregionally, although at Gerasa there 
seems to have been a strong preference for local 
wares from the late Roman periods onwards at least, 

the region in general, but related in particular to the religious 
life, see Blömer, Lichtenberger, and Raja 2015 in which several 
contributions treat the theme through archaeological evidence 
or the lack thereof.

which still needs study in detail.12 The extent to 
which the site flourished in the Hellenistic period 
remains unknown, since no substantial finds have 
been recovered from this period.

Cities of Classical Antiquity are to a large extent, 
also today, defined and described through their built 
environments, the most prominent features in the 
landscape, which are usually ‘leftovers’ or may be 
described as skeletons and backbones of the city, 
attesting to life which once was (Fig. 10.3).13 These 
environments are generally only partially known 
and understood, since archaeological research often 
does not cover all aspects of a city’s built environ-
ment over time.14 Public monuments, such as tem-
ples, churches, mosques, marketplaces, and shops, 
however, stand as central markers within the urban 
landscape and are today interpreted as expressions 

	 12	 See Romanowska and others 2018 as well as the recent status 
report from the collective research project Ceramics in 
Context for ongoing work on the full-quantification studies 
of the ceramics from the excavations by the Danish-German 
Jerash Northwest Quarter Project <http://www.e-pages.dk/
aarhusuniversitet/1897/html5/> [accessed 10 June 2020]. Also 
see Möller 2017; Lichtenberger and Raja 2019b; Bes and others 
forthcoming.

	 13	 On the nature of ruins and their perception by later cultures, see 
Schnapp 2014; 2018.

	 14	 See Stott and others 2018 for a study on the mapping of 
archaeological features through the combination of aerial 
photos and LiDAR as well as further references to such studies; 
Lichtenberger, Raja, and Stott 2019.

Figure 10.3. View of the main street of Gerasa. Photo by the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.
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of a communal civic identity and images of a society 
within which common values were shared. However, 
are these conclusions as straightforward as they often 
are presented to be?

Gerasa held numerous sanctuaries dating to the 
Roman period, which we know of through the written 
sources, literary and epigraphic.15 However, only two 
of these have survived in the archaeological record of 
the city and have been partly excavated, examined, 
and reconstructed over several decades. These are 
the sanctuaries of Zeus Olympios (Fig. 10.4) and of 
Artemis (Fig. 10.5). We know that the Sanctuary of 
Zeus already existed in the late Hellenistic period 
(first century bc), and an inscription from the first 
century ad tells us about the existence of a sanctu-
ary of Artemis including at least a sacred lake and 
porticoes.16

	 15	 See Lichtenberger 2003 for the most comprehensive collection of 
evidence relating to the religious life of the city to date. Kraeling 
1938a also still offers a good overview of the knowledge then 
available.

	 16	 See e.g. Seigne 1985; 1993; 1997; 2014; 2016; Parapetti 2018. Also 
see Kraeling 1938a for the work done on these sanctuaries in the 

However, archaeologically we can only grasp the 
Artemision from the second century ad, when one of 
the largest sanctuaries in the Roman world was con-
structed in Gerasa; a sanctuary that even traversed 
the River Chrysorrhoas and consisted of several ter-
races and a monumental frontal podium temple with 
enormous substructures (Raja 2009; Lichtenberger 
2008). The urban landscape was dominated by these 
two sanctuary complexes, which were visible from 
all over the city. The Sanctuary of Artemis hovered 
above the city, while the Sanctuary of Zeus Olympios 
enjoyed a spot on a space which seems to have held 
ritual functions since at least the late Hellenistic 
period (Lichtenberger 2008; Raja 2013). It was sit-
uated right across from where the oldest part of the 
settlement was located, the so-called Camp Hill 
(Raja 2009; 2013). Later, in the post-pagan periods, 
churches came to dominate the landscape, and in 
Gerasa more than twenty churches have been iden-
tified, all dating to between the fourth and the sev-
enth centuries ad.17

While these are not as monumental as the two 
main sanctuaries of the city, they did as a group make a 
significant imprint on the city and its landscape. When 
walking through the late antique cityscape, one would 
often have encountered one of these constructions, 
decorated with mosaics, marble, and wall-paintings, 
holding windows adorned with glass panels, donated 
by rich citizens and clergy members. After the Arab 
conquest and with the coming of Islam, at least two 
mosques were built in Jerash.18 The most prominent 
one was a substantial building constructed in the early 
Umayyad period on the spot of an earlier Roman 
bathhouse, lying at the intersection between the 
‘Cardo’, the main street, and the ‘South Decumanus’, 
one of the side streets (Fig. 10.6) (Walmsley 2018; 
also see Walmsley and Damgaard 2005; Walmsley 
2003a; 2003b). This mosque continued to be used 
until the earthquake of ad 749 (Lichtenberger and 
Raja 2019b; Walmsley 2018), which seems to have 
destroyed a large part of the ancient city and caused 
it to decline (Lichtenberger and Raja 2015a; 2017b; 
also see Lichtenberger and Raja 2019c).

Each construction of a monumental complex, 
be it religious or public, carried implications for the 

earlier twentieth century.
	 17	 For the churches in Gerasa, see Kraeling 1938a; Michel 2001. Also 

see Haensch, Lichtenberger, and Raja 2016; Lichtenberger and 
Raja 2018b for the newly excavated ecclesiastical complex (called 
the mosaic hall) in connection with the so-called Synagogue-
Church, now renamed the Church of the Electi Justiniani by the 
excavators of the mosaic hall (no. 52 on Fig. 10.1).

	 18	 Naghawi 1982, 20–22 for a second potential mosque; Walmsley 
(2003a, 113) doubts that the building was an early Islamic mosque 
and if so then at least of a much later (middle Islamic) date.

Figure 10.4. View of the Sanctuary of Zeus Olympios.  
Photo by the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.
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Figure 10.5. View of the Sanctuary of Artemis. Photo by the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.

Figure 10.6. The mosque on the main street. Photo by the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.
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overall urban setting and its biography. However, 
it was a partial biography, which cannot always be 
viewed and understood within its complete con-
text. Archaeology has often focused on the exca-
vation of monumental public monuments and not 
on the monuments which surrounded these public 
monuments and which were also integral parts of 
the local urban biography. Furthermore, often the 
temporal aspects and development over time are not 
taken into consideration due to a lack of information. 
Therefore, chronological perspectives might some-
times be lost in the desire to tell an ‘exclusive’ story 
about one single building complex without contex-
tualizing it within its broader urban context and the 
development that the broader context underwent.

The monumental Roman-period sanctuaries in 
Gerasa could be seen as competing with each other 
for status within the cityscape as well as under-
lining the important religious and thus civic sta-
tus of Gerasa within the region of the Decapolis 
(Lichtenberger 2008; also see Lichtenberger 2003). 
These sanctuaries were adorned over and again 
throughout a few centuries, in particular the first 
and second centuries ad, and must have born vis-
ible traces of being ongoing construction sites. 
Stone blocks from quarries were lying around, scaf-
folding was visible, and workers who were actively 
engaged in a variety of crafts must have filled the 
urban spaces. Such stories of ongoing construc-

tion would have made an imprint on urban life as it 
took shape during periods of construction. People 
would have moved in these spaces, gone to work 
on building sites, and wondered about the progress 
or the lack thereof.

The two main sanctuaries still hovered over 
the city even in the post-pagan periods, while 
churches were being built in the areas all around 
them. Although turned into spaces where produc-
tion places were located, they still architecturally 
remained features which would have been identi-
fiable with the non-Christian past of the city (e.g. 
Raja 2015). One might also ask how or whether the 
numerous churches of Late Antiquity competed 
with each other for prominence in the urban land-
scape, or whether or not the construction of the 
centrally located early Umayyad mosque was an 
expression of the growing prominence of Islam or 
simply a statement of space available in the centre of 
the city, since churches took up much space outside 
the area of the central ‘Cardo’. The question about 
how long and to what extent the churches were used 
in the early Islamic period is also one about which 
little is known, but also one that would give a quite 
different perspective on the biography of the city’s 
changing religious and social landscape.19

	 19	 See e.g. Lichtenberger and Raja 2018b. Furthermore, see Hahn, 
Emmel, and Gotter 2008 for contributions on the use and re-use 
of pagan structures in the Christian period. Also see Michel 
2001 for churches in the region and the problems relating to 
understanding the duration of the use of these complexes.

Figure 10.7. Plan of the so-called Synagogue-Church.  
After Kraeling 1938a, 8.
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The So-Called Synagogue-Church as an 
Expression of Aspects of Urban Biographies

One prominent example of a monument in Jerash with 
a complex biography, adding to the overall biography 
of the city’s history, is the so-called Synagogue-
Church located in the Northwest Quarter of the city. 
This building, excavated within a three-week cam-
paign in 1929, seems originally to have been part of 
a private house into which parts of the synagogue 
were built (Figs 10.7–10.8).20 In the sixth century 
ad, the synagogue was converted into a church. The 
phases of the Roman-period house are not clear, 
since these were not published in detail by the exca-
vators. Therefore an exact date for the construction 
of the synagogue is also not certain, but it is dated 
to sometime in the fourth century ad. However, it 

	 20	 See the excavation reports on the Synagogue-Church: Detweiler 
1942; Crowfoot and Hamilton 1929; Crowfoot 1931, 16–20; 
1938, 234–41. Cf. also the broader syntheses by Piccirillo 1993, 
290–91; Levine 2000, 239–40; Michel 2001, 251–55; Dvorjetski 
2005. Furthermore, Lichtenberger and Raja 2018b; Haensch, 
Lichtenberger, and Raja 2016; Lichtenberger and Raja 2018b for 
the most recent research on this complex.

Figure 10.8. View of the remains of the church. Photo by 
the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.

is quite certain that the church was constructed and 
dedicated at the latest in ad 531, since a fragmented 
mosaic inscription inside the church gives us this 
date (Welles 1938, 483–84, no. 323; also see Haensch, 
Lichtenberger, and Raja 2016; Lichtenberger and 
Raja 2018b).

Since the excavation of this complex, it has been 
discussed what the reasons for the conversion of 
the synagogue into a church could have been. Was 
it simply a building that had fallen out of use? Was 
it a transformation of the building that was con-
nected to a conversion of a Jewish congregation to 
Christianity, or was it a forceful transformation, in 
which a Jewish congregation had to give up its build-
ing to another group and was so to say thrown out 
of its congregational building? Such questions are 
important to answer in order to understand the bio
graphy of the monument and therefore a part of the 
urban biography of Gerasa.

Work conducted in recent years has shown that 
the so-called Synagogue-Church was closely con-
nected with a special military unit stationed in Gerasa 
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in the sixth century ad under the Emperor Justinian, 
who was well known for his hostility towards Jews.21 
The information about the special forces comes 
from mosaic inscriptions found in a complex to 
which there was direct access from the front court-
yard of the church (Haensch, Lichtenberger, and 
Raja 2016; Lichtenberger and Raja 2018b). Although 
this might indicate that the former synagogue was 
appropriated under military influence, the inscrip-
tions do not clarify the matter of whether the syna-
gogue was still in use at the point in time when the 
building was turned into a church, or whether it had 
fallen out of use. So this biographical question must 
be left open. Nonetheless, the direct appropriation 
of already existing religious spaces by another reli-
gious group does tell us something about the atti-
tude towards taking over former or other religious 
spaces. A direct appropriation of religious spaces 

	 21	 Lichtenberger and Raja 2018b summarizes the evidence for such 
situations. However, for the destruction of the synagogue in 
Kallinikon, also see e.g. Haensch, Lichtenberger, and Raja 2016, 
195. Also see the destruction of the synagogue of Rabbathmoba 
by Barsauma (Brenk 1991, 17) which, however, most likely is a 
hagiographic exaggeration.

was in fact a rare phenomenon in Antiquity (Hahn, 
Emmel, and Gotter 2008).

Medieval, Circassian, and Modern 
Jerash — Biographies of Later Periods

On 18 January ad 749, a devastating earthquake hit 
large parts of the Levant. Numerous locations, includ-
ing Jerash, were devastated (Willis 1928; Russell 1985, 
47–49; Degg 1990, 298–99; Tsafrir and Foerster 1992; 
Amiran, Arieh, and Turcotte 1994, 266–67; Marco 
and others 2003; Sbeinati, Darawcheh, and Mouty 
2005, 362–65). After the earthquake, Jerash did not 
recover, and in the Northwest Quarter there are no 
signs of activity after the earthquake (Lichtenberger 
and others 2016; Barfod and others 2015; also see 
Lichtenberger and Raja 2019b). It was only in the 
Ayyubid-Mamluk period from the twelfth century 
ad onwards that the site was resettled but on a much 
smaller scale than earlier (Lichtenberger and Raja 
2016b; 2018c; 2018d; 2018e). Here, evidence from 
the Northwest Quarter also gives us insight into the 
biography of the place at this point in time. On the 

Figure 10.9. Plan of the 
middle Islamic settlement in 
the Northwest Quarter. Plan 
by the Danish-German Jerash 
Northwest Quarter Project.
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top of the hill, a monumental building was located 
and partly excavated (Fig. 10.9) (Lichtenberger and 
Raja 2016b).

This building partly incorporated earlier struc-
tures, such as walls, but it also incorporated deco-
rational architectural elements, spolia, originally 
coming from Roman-period buildings. The building 
was connected to other buildings of the same period, 
which were also of medieval date. The Northwest 
Quarter seems to have housed a medieval settle-
ment, where houses, with one being more represent-
ative than the others, were situated around a large 
open courtyard. This evidence informs us about 
the settlement’s structure in the region’s under-re-
searched medieval period, indicating that settle-
ments in such places had the character of smaller 
settlements or villages concentrated around a main 
building (Lichtenberger and Raja 2016b).

After the Mamluk period, Jerash seems to 
have been fairly abandoned. In 1806 Ulrich Jasper 
Seetzen visited the site as the first Western travel-
ler of the modern period. He described the place as 
lying in ruins and did not mention any inhabitants 
(Lichtenberger 2002). However, a few other early 
travellers do mention that some houses were occu-
pied, suggesting that the city might not have been 
completely abandoned, as often assumed due to 
Seetzen’s silence on the matter.22

In the late nineteenth century, we are told that 
Circassians were resettled in Jerash, and a few houses 
date to this period. The Circassian population cul-
tivated, among other areas, the Northwest Quarter 
and such agricultural activity is visible in later aerial 
photographs as well as in the archaeology, where 
ploughing traces are visible on many stones lying 
just below the surface.

	 22	 See Lichtenberger and Raja forthcoming for a collection and 
edition of early travellers’ account of visits to Gerasa.

The River Perspective

Roman Gerasa was divided by the steep Wadi Jerash, 
in Antiquity called the ‘Gold River’, the Chrysorrhoas 
(Fig. 10.10).23 The river divides the city in a north–
south direction into two distinct parts, and while 
the eastern part today is mostly covered by the mod-
ern town of Jerash, the western part is an archaeo
logical zone, and numerous public monuments of 
the Roman, Byzantine, and early Islamic periods 
have been excavated.

The River Chrysorrhoas has its origin in the vil-
lage Suf, approximately 7 km north-west of Jerash 
(Fig. 10.11) (Lichtenberger and Raja 2016c, 102–04; 
2020; Holdridge and others 2017; Stott and others 

	 23	 On Gerasa/Jerash and the river, cf. Lichtenberger and Raja 
2016c; 2018f; Lichtenberger and others 2019; Lichtenberger 2019. 
The earliest mention of the river as the ‘Gold River’ is attested on 
a lead weight, Seyrig 1950, 33, no. 45, but see now Gatier 2018.

Figure 10.10. Profile view of Gerasa.  
After Schumacher 1902.

Figure 10.11. Spring at Suf. Photo by the Danish-
German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.
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2018). The Chrysorrhoas is a tributary to the River 
Zarqa ( Jabbok) into which it flows approximately 
5 km south of Jerash. The springs at Suf play a cru-
cial role for the water supply of Gerasa.

On the one hand, these springs feed the river, 
and its water was used for all kinds of irrigation and 
water-supply purposes of the city. On the other 
hand, water channels starting at Suf and in the wadi 
upstream supplied Jerash directly with fresh, running 
water.24 The upper part of the Chrysorrhoas between 
Jerash and Suf is fertile even today and has been 
used for intensive agriculture over time (Fig. 10.12).

From the Roman period, we even know of an asso-
ciation of the ‘gardeners of the upper valley’, hinting 
at the profound impact the river had on social for-
mations and groupings within the city (Gatier 1985, 
310–12; Seigne 2004, 176; Lichtenberger and Raja 
2016c, 110–11). The river also had a cultic and reli-
gious relevance. Personifications of the river are found 
on the city’s Roman-period coins together with the 
personification of the city, the Tyche (Fig. 10.14.7) 
(Lichtenberger 2003, 197–99; Lichtenberger and 
Raja 2016c, 108–10). Also, among the marble sculp-
tures of the city, a small statuette of a reclining river 

	 24	 Stott and others 2018 — also for further references including 
earlier published work on the springs of Gerasa/Jerash and water 
resources. Also see Boyer 2016a; 2016b; Lichtenberger and Raja 
2015c, 483; Lachat and others 2000; Döring 2016; Lichtenberger 
and others 2015; Seigne 2008.

Figure 10.12. View of the wadi valley in Suf. Photo by the Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.

god is attested, hinting at cultic veneration of the 
river in the shape of a deity in the city (Fig. 10.13) 
(Lichtenberger and Raja 2016c, 110).

The river and its supply for domestic use had 
immense impact on the city’s urban layout. Since 
the river literally cut the city into two, these halves 
had to be bridged by several impressive bridges that 
connected the western side with the eastern. The 
river also had to be integrated into the Roman city 
walls, and at least at the southern exit of the city a 
water gate was located, specifically constructed for 
letting the river’s water out of the city (Kraeling 
1938a, 12–13).

Because of all the mentioned aspects of the rela-
tionship between the river and the settlement, it is 
obvious that the river had a strong impact on the 
biography and the settlement’s life. Today, the river 
also serves as an archive for the settlement’s bio
graphy. The sediment profiles tell the story of the 
region as well as providing information about the 
biography of the city (Holdridge and others 2017).

Throughout the course of the wadi, thick 
sequences of river and slope deposits, formed dur-
ing the Ice Age and the early Holocene, are found. 
These soils retain no traces of human activities, but 
anthropogenic activities in the landscape and inside 
the city are reflected in the alluvial sediments and 
colluvial soils in the wadi. These sediments and soils 
retain numerous artefacts, in particular ancient pot-
tery, which have been washed out of the city and the 
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surrounding constructions on artificial terraces dur-
ing flash floods or have been dumped as garbage by 
humans and later reworked by the river. Wadi sedi-
ments can, when studied together with the on-site 
soils, significantly improve our knowledge of climatic 
conditions and extremes during the last millennia 
and are crucial for an understanding of the daily life 
and the catastrophes the inhabitants of Jerash expe-
rienced during previous generations.

Detailed palaeo-environmental knowledge from 
the southern Levant is in general limited by absence 
of high-resolution archives such as lakes and sea sed-
iments, though soils may still retain microscopic evi-
dence of former land-uses and climates. Inside Jerash, 
rare remains of non-disturbed soil surface suggest 
farming with irrigation and fertilization in the period 
before the city wall was erected. The first analysis 
of the red Mediterranean soils from within the city 
suggest that, at some stage since the Roman period, 
a more arid climate prevailed in Jerash (Holdridge 
and others forthcoming). This is evidenced in bur-
ied soil surfaces which are more alkaline, i.e. contain 
higher levels of salts, than what is feasible with the 
far more moist present-day climate. Hence, more 
common droughts, reduced vegetation cover, and 
more frequent extreme precipitation events were 

encountered in Jerash with significant impacts on 
the wadi’s water supply, and in turn this influenced 
the stability of the hinterland’s food production.

Also, major flood events and changes in the main-
tenance of the hinterland’s terraces are recorded in 
wadi sediments. However, the unusual thick layers of 
debris covering most parts of the ancient city, which 
have only partly been dug away during archaeological 
excavations, are also likely to be the result of sur-
face-water actions during heavy-rain events. Such 
conclusions are supported by preliminary interpre-
tations of the airborne laser scanning of the land 
surface, which suggests that bulldozing and tillage 
erosion over the last two centuries have only had a 
minor impact on the overall appearance of the city 
today, as a only few rectangular ploughing fields 
are visible (Stott and others 2018). Hence, stud-
ies of both the wadi’s records and the debris within 
the city can be used to test and challenge the narra-
tives about Jerash’s development and demise, while 
at the same time providing new insight into natural 
changes in water-supply potentials and food secu-
rity, which were two of the most basic factors for 
ensuring survival of urban life (Lichtenberger and 
others 2019; Cresswell and others 2018).

Biographies through Coins

Coinage is another perspective on the biography of 
cities such as Jerash. Especially the coins issued by 
the city’s authorities can serve as autobiographical 
material since the civic coins not only served for 
financial transactions but also as civic display and for 
identity construction (see e.g. Howgego, Heuchert, 
and Burnett 2005). During the Roman period, numer-
ous cities in the eastern Mediterranean minted their 
own coins, and these coins usually show the emperor 
or a member of his family on the obverse and local 
themes on the reverse (Harl 1987). These coins were 
issued by the civic administration and are therefore 
part of the story that the civic elite wanted to convey 
to the surrounding world about the city, and they 
thus testify to civic pride.

Gerasa began minting coins under the Emperor 
Nero shortly after the beginning of the Jewish War 
(ad 66–70) in the year ad 67/68.25 The Jewish War 
seemingly affected the city considerably, and it is not 
by chance that the city started to mint coins in this 

	 25	 On the coinage of Gerasa, cf. Spijkerman 1978, 156–67; 
Rosenberger 1978, 50–56; Meshorer 1985, 94; Lichtenberger 2003, 
191–243; Meshorer, Bijovsky, and Fischer-Bossert 2013, 170–73; 
Kaplun 2020.

Figure 10.13. Fragment of under life-size river god. Depart
ment of Antiquities of Jordan, Jerash Office. Photo by the 
Danish-German Jerash Northwest Quarter Project.



achim l ichtenberger and rubina raja164

period. Due to the presence of military units in the region, small change for 
local usage was needed, and such small change was provided by the cities 
themselves and might have been the incentive for Gerasa to start issuing.

However, minting coins also offered the opportunity to show one’s atti-
tude, and therefore it does not come as a surprise that the earliest coins 
fall into three relevant types: 1) the Emperor Nero on the obverse and a 
standing Artemis on the reverse (Fig. 10.14.1) (Spijkerman 1978, 158–59, 
no. 3); 2) the head of Tyche (the city goddess) on the obverse and a lau-
rel wreath on the reverse (Fig. 10.14.2) (Spijkerman 1978, 158–59, no. 2); 
and 3) the head of Zeus on the obverse and a cornucopia on the reverse 
(Fig. 10.14.3) (Spijkerman 1978, 158–59, no. 1).

Two of the types relate to the two main deities of Gerasa, which were 
venerated in the large sanctuaries of Gerasa. Zeus in the south of the city 
and Artemis further north in the city.26 Images of the most important public 
deities of a city are typical on coins, and a clear coherence between coins 
and built environment can be observed in this case.

The next phase of minting took place under the reign of the Emperor 
Hadrian, who visited the city and most likely stayed there in the win-
ter of ad 129/30. Already before the visit of Hadrian, the city underwent 
an enormous urban development, and the Temple of Artemis was mon-
umentalized under Hadrian. Therefore, it does not come as a surprise 
that all the coins from the Hadrianic period show Artemis, who was pre-
sented as Artemis Tyche, the main protective deity of Gerasa (Fig. 10.14.4) 
(Spijkerman 1978, 158–59, nos 4–7). It is remarkable, however, that Zeus, 
the other important deity, was not depicted on the coins in this period any-
more. The deity does not occur at all on coins of Gerasa until the end of 

	 26	 Another undated type of a small bronze coin with a stag and a rabbit possibly also relates to 
Artemis. Cf. Lichtenberger 2003, 195 MZ 102.

Figure 10.14. Nine bronze coins of Gerasa. 

1)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Nero. 
Obv.: Head of Nero to l.; Rev.: Artemis standing.  22 mm; 

2)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Nero.  
Obv.: Head of Tyche to r.; Rev.: Wreath.  17 mm; 

3)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Nero. 
Obv.: Head of Zeus Olympios to r.; Rev.: Cornucopia.  15 mm; 

4)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Hadrian. 
Obv.: Head of Hadrian to r.; Rev.: Bust of Artemis Tyche to r.  21/23 mm; 

5)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Marcus Aurelius. 
Obv.: Head of Commodus to r.; Rev.: Artemis huntress to r.  28 mm; 

6)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Marcus Aurelius. 
Obv.: Head of Marcus Aurelius to l.; Rev.: Standing Tyche and city founder.  24 mm; 

7)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Marcus Aurelius. 
Obv.: Head of Marcus Aurelius to r.; Rev.: Seated Tyche in type of Tyche of Antioch.  17 mm; 

8)	 Bronze coin of Gerasa from the time of Septimius Severus. 
Obv.: Head of Septimius Severus to r.; Rev.: Head of Alexander the Great to r.  24/26 mm; 

9)	 Umayyad pre-reform bronze coin from Jerash mint. 
Obv.: Justin II and Sophia seated; Rev.: Large M, cross above.  29 mm. 

1–8) after Lichtenberger 2003, MZ 101, 110, 114, 103, 107, 111, 113, and 115;  
9) photo from Classical Numismatic Group, Electronic Auction 240, 8 September 2010, lot 514.
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reflects the remarkable urban situation of two large 
sanctuaries that groups with different civic identities 
used as their urban religious foci. These two groups 
had to share the space, physically, within the city, 
but they created their own biographies of the place, 
giving it different names and different deities, which 
were communicated to the outside world.

After Elagabalus, civic coinage was not minted 
any longer in Gerasa as far as we know, but in the 
early Islamic period, Jerash again became a minting 
city (Amitai-Preiss, Berman, and Qedar 1994–1999; 
Meshorer, Bijovsky, and Fischer-Bossert 2013, 173, 
nos 33–36). For some decennia in the late seventh cen-
tury ad, Jerash minted the so-called Arab-Byzantine 
coins. These coins copy Byzantine types, such as 
the follis of Justin II and Sophia with seated figures 
holding crosses, but they have Arabic inscriptions 
showing that they were minted under Arab rule 
(Fig. 10.14.9). The coins testify to another aspect 
of the biography of Jerash, which after the Islamic 
conquest remained a Byzantine city, with churches 
and Byzantine material culture (Lichtenberger and 
others 2016; Lichtenberger and Raja 2015a). These 
Arab-Byzantine coins are strong evidence for the 
cultural profile in the time of Umayyad Jerash.

Coinage does not provide us with a different bio
graphy of the city, but it is obvious that certain civic 
phenomena and events such as the Jewish War in 
neighbouring Judaea and Galilee, the visit of Hadrian, 
the urban development of the city in the second and 
third centuries ad, and the Islamic conquest of the 
Byzantine city are reflected in the local coinage, 
therefore adding to our knowledge about Gerasa’s 
urban biography.

Jewish Perspectives on Gerasa

Already since the Hellenistic period, when the 
Hasmonean state expanded, Gerasa seems to have 
been an object of interest to Jewish communities. 
Sources tell us that Alexander Jannaios conquered the 
city ( Jos., BI, i. 104; Ant. Iud., xiii. 393 (where Gerasa 
is named Essa); also see Kasher 1990; Lichtenberger 
and Raja 2018b; Raja 2017). Allegedly, he even died 
while besieging the fortress of Ragaba, which was 
part of the territory of Gerasa ( Jos., Ant. Iud., xiii. 
398). It is not clear for how long Gerasa remained 
under Jewish rule and how much Gerasa was influ-
enced by Jewish culture. However, at the latest in 
64/63 bc, it was liberated by the Roman general 
Pompey, who assigned the city to the newly founded 
Roman province of Syria. In the following period, 
we have no information about Jewish presence in 

Elagabalus’s reign (Lichtenberger 2008). Therefore, 
the coins in this period reflect only a partial image 
of Gerasa’s biography.

Under the Antonines and the Severans, the civic 
coinage mirrored the prosperity of Gerasa in the 
second and third centuries ad. Many reverse types 
show Artemis as a standing huntress (Fig. 10.14.5) 
(Spijkerman 1978, 158–65, nos  8, 15, 20, 28, 30; 
Lichtenberger 2003, MZ 108–09; Kaplun 2020) or 
as a bust (Spijkerman 1978, 160–65, nos 13, 14, 18, 
19, 24–27), others have the theme of Tyche. Tyche 
comes in two types. One standing type is the clas-
sical type with oar and cornucopia (Fig. 10.14.6) 
(Spijkerman 1978, 160–63, nos 9, 10, 16, 21), the 
other is Tyche shown as the iconic seated Tyche 
of the northern Syrian city Antioch (Fig. 10.14.7) 
(Spijkerman 1978, 160–65, nos 11, 12, 17, 22, 23, 32), 
emphasizing the geographic setting of the city on a 
river (cf. Meyer 2006). The personification of the 
river is literally seen crawling under the seated god-
dess in the water. This is a common Tyche type in 
the Near East, and the citizens of Gerasa chose this 
type in order to visualize the geographically favoured 
position of the city directly at the Chrysorrhoas. The 
Tyche coin with the classical standing Tyche type 
is combined with a person standing behind Tyche. 
This person is most likely a Greek founder such as 
the Seleucid king Antiochos, who was the founder 
of the city and who also allegedly gave the city its 
Greek name (Lichtenberger 2008). Another Greek 
founder of the city is depicted on a new reverse type, 
which was introduced during the reign of Septimius 
Severus and shows the bust of Alexander the Great, 
who according to one tradition was the founder of 
Gerasa (Fig. 10.14.8).27 The coins of the Antonine and 
Severan periods clearly show civic pride related to 
Artemis, but also to the two Tyche figures, which are 
personifications of the positive characteristics of the 
city. The city’s citizens also took pride in the Greek 
tradition by showing Greek founders on the coins.

It has been suggested that the coinage of Gerasa 
is reflecting two groups of people among the citi-
zens of the city (Lichtenberger 2008). One group 
focused its identity around the city name Gerasa 
and displayed Artemis as the main deity and possi-
bly also Alexander the Great as the most important 
founding figure, while another group used the name 
Antioch on the Chrysorrhoas and related strongly to 
the Greek Tyche, Antiochos, and Zeus Olympios. If 
this interpretation is correct, then the coinage clearly 

	 27	 Spijkerman 1978, 164–67, nos 29, 31, 34, 35. Regarding the 
Alexander tradition, cf. EM s.v. Gerasenos. Also see Lichten
berger 2003, 191–92, 199–200; Dahmen 2007, 131–32 for the coins.
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Gerasa. Sources only begin to give information again 
around the time of the First Jewish Revolt during 
ad 66–70.

At this point in time, we get important insight 
into Jewish communities in Gerasa. It is clear that, 
at the beginning of the revolt, a significant Jewish 
community existed in Gerasa since we hear that, 
although the city was attacked by Jewish rebels from 
Judaea ( Jos., BI, ii. 458), the inhabitants of the city 
spared their Jewish citizens ( Jos., BI, ii. 480). This 
underlines not only that a considerable number of 
Jews lived in the city, but obviously also that these 
Jews were well integrated and respected by their 
pagan compatriots. The excavations in the Northwest 
Quarter also brought to light a fragment of a stone 
vessel, typical for Jewish material culture during the 
pre-ad 70 period, underlining the written testimo-
nies of Jewish presence in Gerasa during this period 
(Lichtenberger and Raja 2015c).

In the context of the Jewish War (see also 
Lichtenberger 2018), there are two peculiar testi-
monies, which, because of their peculiarities, most 
researchers do not regard as referring to Gerasa at 
all. However, they are important to mention, since 
they in fact may refer to Gerasa.

1)	 The first is the information handed down 
to us by Josephus, the former rebel turned Roman 
informer, who tells us that during the siege of 
Jerusalem by Vespasian, Vespasian sent Lucius 
Annius out to destroy Gerasa ( Jos., BI, iv. 487). 
Usually, this Gerasa is not identified with the 
Gerasa which we refer to, ‘because as a Greek 
city it would certainly have been friendly towards 
Rome’ and there would have been no reason to 
send the Roman military against it (Schürer 1979, 
150). Usually, it is argued that other smaller places 
in Judaea need to be identified with the Gerasa 
mentioned by Josephus, even though it is clear 
from the story of Josephus that Lucius Annius 
destroyed a large city and also many villages in its 
territory, which would indeed fit with our Gerasa 
and not some small settlement in Judaean terri-
tory. Therefore, it indeed needs to be taken into 
serious consideration that Gerasa/Jerash might 
have been destroyed by the Romans during the 
First Jewish War. Such a destruction might have 
related either to Gerasa being seen as a threat 
to the Roman army because of the Jewish pres-
ence in the city, or even as a result of Gerasa or 
parts of its community having joined the Jewish 
Revolt.
2)	 Josephus also reports that one of the 
leaders of the revolt, Shimon Bar Giora (Simon, 
son of the proselyte) was born in Gerasa ( Jos., 

BI, iv. 503). Again, this Gerasa is usually identi-
fied with other places in Judaea or Samaria, but 
there are also other voices who regard the tradi-
tion as trustworthy and assume that our Gerasa 
was indeed the hometown of Simon (Hengel 
2011, 373; Elitzur 2004, 110 n. 16). The informa-
tion that his father was a proselyte would add 
to the picture we get about the cultural milieu 
of Gerasa, and this would fit much better with 
a mostly pagan city than with a village in Judaea 
or Samaria, where in most cases the inhabitants 
would have been exclusively Jewish.

If we accept that the hometown of Shimon Bar Giora 
and the town destroyed by Lucius Annius were indeed 
Gerasa, then it becomes obvious that Jewish pres-
ence in Gerasa must have been much stronger than 
usually assumed. This of course does not imply that 
Gerasa was a Jewish city during this period, but it 
implies that considerable portions of the popula-
tion were Jewish.

An enigma of the Jewish presence in Gerasa dur-
ing the first and second centuries ad are the frag-
ments of a building which were thrown into the 
construction fill in the Hadrianic arch, erected in 
ad 130 (Detweiler 1942). From the stratigraphy, 
these architectural fragments need to be attributed 
to a pre-ad 130 building in Gerasa that at one point 
before ad 130 had been destroyed. A. Henry Detweiler 
(1942, 13, fig. 2.4) assumed that a feature on one of the 
capitals was a menorah, and therefore they stemmed 
from a pre-Hadrianic synagogue. This view is fol-
lowed by Estēe Dvorjetski (2005, 143) and cautiously 
by Ben Zion Rosenfeld (2010, 154 n. 38) who, how-
ever, argues that the occurrence of a menorah at that 
early point in time would be surprising. Since the 
stones are lost today and the menorah on the pub-
lished photos is not properly visible, this evidence 
needs to be treated with caution and remains doubt-
ful. Of course it would be fascinating to assume that 
the stones indeed belonged to a synagogue that was 
either destroyed shortly before ad 130 or already in 
the time of Lucius Annius, but at the moment this 
remains pure speculation.

It is obvious that the biography of Gerasa from 
a Jewish perspective is quite different than the one 
told by other perspectives. But they are indeed inter-
twined perspectives. Surely, Gerasa was never a purely 
Jewish city, but the Jewish component of the city’s 
inhabitants during the Hellenistic and Roman peri-
ods should not be underestimated and seems to have 
been stronger and more complex over centuries than 
hitherto thought (Lichtenberger and Raja 2018b).

However, overall Gerasa was regarded as a pagan 
city, which also shines through in the Gospels where 
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Mark (5. 1) and Luke (8. 26–37) localize an exorcism 
exercised by Jesus in the territory of Gerasa. Since 
Jesus sent the demon, which calls himself Legion, into 
a herd of pigs, who after that ran to the Sea of Galilee 
and drowned themselves, there seems to be some 
confusion about the topography (Gerasa is about 
50 km away from the Sea of Galilee), and therefore 
the parallel story in Matthew (8. 28) has Gadara as 
the place of the miracle. Gadara is much closer to the 
Sea of Galilee than Gerasa. There have been other 
attempts to localize a Gerasa or Gergesa toponym 
closer to the Sea of Galilee, but such attempts do 
not take the biblical narrative properly into account. 
These accounts clearly intended to situate the mir-
acle with the demon named Legion and the pigs 
in a pagan milieu. Therefore, it is more important 
what the text narrates than whether it fits well to 
the topography of the region. Gerasa as lectio diffi-
cilior has to be given preference over localizing the 
story in the immediate vicinity of the Sea of Galilee. 
A place was needed as setting for this story, which 
was thought of as being a pagan place (Klinghardt 
2007), but it is also clear that Jews, like Jesus him-
self, interacted with this place.

Conclusion

Bringing out the numerous perspectives above, which 
all add to the biographical knowledge about Gerasa, 
also give insight into the ways in which urban bio
graphies of historical periods are complex to dis-
entangle and to narrate. While focus easily can be 
given to one perspective, it is often difficult, if not 
impossible, to bring perspectives together to form 
one coherent biography, which gives an idealized 
image of the history of a city. However, while this 
might not be surprising, since the lives of cities are 
complex and often constructed — as shown above 
— through various events and developments, what 
is important is to attempt to bring out and highlight 
such differing aspects of biographies. When consid-
ered on their own, each narrative brought out here 
might be said to have constructed a high-definition 
narrative — delving into one part of the complex 
urban history. Urban histories in historical periods 
may often be enriched by applying high-definition 
perspectives and taking the invisible narratives which 
archaeology and its methods bring to the larger pic-
ture seriously. When holding these up against the 
various historical narratives, another layer about the 
urban biography is added, which brings in issues such 
as climate, landscape change, and the impact that the 
urban constructed environment had on the urban 

society. While the history of the Jews in Gerasa and 
the conversion of the late antique synagogue into 
a church in the sixth century ad bring out the nar-
rative of potential religious conflicts and imperial 
policies involving anti-Jewish legislation, this was 
also a time in which the landscape in and around 
Gerasa changed majorly due to the lack of manage-
ment of the hinterland terraces. Furthermore, evi-
dence from the city around the Northwest Quarter 
suggests that the moving of massive amounts of soil 
was undertaken by human beings and was not the 
result of erosion, perhaps implying the involvement 
of the army or other organized labour on a larger 
scale. While monuments, such as the large sanctuary 
complexes, tell us about groupings and economics of 
the Roman-period city, it is the restructuring during 
Late Antiquity and well into the early Islamic period 
that informs us about the resilience and adaptabil-
ity of the local society. The earthquake evidences of 
the mid-eighth century ad tell us yet another story, 
namely that the society, which seems to have been 
flourishing in an urban context until then, did not 
have the means and resilience to reconstruct the city 
on as large a scale as it was before the earthquake. 
By bringing together all these high-definition nar-
ratives, a grander narrative might be constructed in 
a more detailed light, and a more nuanced view of 
the urban biography can begin to be constructed.

Abbreviations

EM		  Etymologicum magnum
Jos., Ant. Iud.	 Josephus, Antiquitates Iudaicae
Jos., BI		  Josephus, Bellum Iudaicum
Nep.		  Cornelius Nepos
Suet.		  Suetonius
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