History Of Persian Art in The Islamic Period

Volume 1. Issue 2. Spring & Summer. 2025. Pages 125 to 147.

Research Paper

The latest results of archaeological excavations and the impact of Sasanian art
and architecture in the historical site of Khirbat-al-Mafjar (Jericho-Palestine)

Maryan Mohamadi® “¥, Reza Hoormehr?

! Assistant Professor, Archeology Department, Buali Sina University, Hamedan
2 PhD student in archeology at Buali Sina University, Hamedan

d 10.22080/HPAI.2024.26863.1012

Received:
February 1, 2025 Abstract
Accepted:
March 11, 2025
Available online:
April 14, 2025

Based on the remains and archaeological findings, Jericho is undoubtedly one of
the first urban settlements in the world, which is located on the west bank of the
Jordan River and the country of Palestine. In such a way that this continuity of
establishment is still standing from prehistoric times until now. In the Islamic era,
with the continuation of Sassanid and Byzantine architectural traditions in the
Umayyad architectural style, a complex with the modern name of Khirbat-al-
Mafjar or Hisham Palace was built like a mirage in the heart of the desert. which
is one of the most important cultural symbols and archaeological sites of the early
Islamic era in Palestine and one of the so-called twenty desert fortresses of the
Middle East. Undoubtedly, one of the unique features and values of this Islamic
era area is the mosaic art used in the flooring of its various spaces. Although the
ancient tradition of mosaics predates it, the craftsmen in this palace created an-
other way of aesthetic effect with intricate geometric motifs as well as plant de-
signs. This is consistent with other Islamic architecture and art, which is charac-
terized by abstract features and some elements built on Iranian and Greek tradi-
tions. Although the name of this palace is associated with the name of the ninth
Umayyad caliph, Hisham bin Abdul Malik, there are evidences and theories that
this complex was built during the time of the next caliph, Walid II. This complex
includes the main building elements such as palace, mosque and bath as well as
other related components. Archaeological excavations in this archaeological site
began in 1933 and continue in recent years. Based on this, in addition to the brief
introduction of the architectural and spatial structure of this complex, this article
will examine the history of archaeological excavations in it, especially the latest
archaeological findings based on published reports.
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Extended Abstract

1. Introduction

On the east bank of the Jordan River,
where in our time, due to the political
events of the region, it has always been
and is disputed, there is a city whose his-
tory goes back to prehistoric times and
even the Stone Age. Even today, this region
has more suitable climatic conditions
compared to its neighboring lands, but it
seems that in the past, this region had
more greenery and prosperity. The loca-
tion of this city between the cities of Jeru-
salem and Oman, especially its closer
proximity to the holy land of divine reli-
gions, has been very important in all eras.

But the importance of Jericho city is not
only due to its several thousand years old
as one of the first cities in the world, but
also due to the extraordinary beauty of the
architectural elements of the historical
complex of Khirbat-al-Mafajr, known as
Qasr Hisham, from the early Islamic era,
such as mosaics with unique geometric
designs and Legends, stone and plaster
sculptures (including humans and ani-
mals), extensive plaster decorations and
wall paintings have long attracted the at-
tention of Islamic art historians and ar-
chaeologists. So that the archaeological
heritage of Palestine in the Islamic era, es-
pecially the early Islamic formation period,
can be focused on this valuable historical
site.

2. Archaeological excava-

tions in Khirbat-al-Mafjar
The first person who carefully examined
and explored this place was Dimitri
Baramki, who traveled all over Palestine
from his hometown in Jerusalem as a
young Palestinian inspector for the Antiq-
uities Administration under the British
mandate in the early 1930s. In the

meantime, his attention was drawn to a set
of big hills in the north of Jericho. Baramki
started digging in the southern hill of this
complex in 1933. Robert Hamilton, the di-
rector of the British archeology depart-
ment in Jerusalem, also carried out inves-
tigations about this area during 1945 and in
addition to conducting studies on plasters
and sculptures, Especially the renovation
of the large bathroom of this complex.

After the transfer of the Jericho admin-
istration to the Palestinian Authority in
1994, a joint collaboration called the Jeri-
cho-Mefajr project has been formed be-
tween the Palestinian Antiquities and Cul-
tural Heritage Administration and the Uni-
versity of Chicago with the aim of re-eval-
uating, clarifying and summarizing the
findings of Baramki and Hamilton.

Also, since 2006, excavations have been
started in this area under the supervision
of Hamdan Taha from the Department of
Antiquities and Cultural Heritage of Pales-
tine. These activities and re-evaluation
lead to the classification and sequence of
building periods in this historical group. In
such a way that four archaeological peri-
ods are presented in it

1- Years 750-700 AD (80-132 A.H.) con-
structions and remains painted with
dishes.

2- Years 750-800 AD (132-80 A.H.) fur-
ther expansion and the effects of the
earthquake in the middle of the 8th cen-
tury AD, which seems to be transitional
types of pottery; such as the early Islamic
centuries of Ayla in Syria)

3-800-950 AD (132-80 A.H.) use and re-
settlement of the place in the Abbasid pe-
riod; Continuity and innovation of cream
ware (known as Mafjar ware), cut, molded
and glazed earthenware.
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4- 1100-1300 AD (132-80 A.H.) re-use in
the Middle Ages (Ayoubi-Mamluk period);
apparently limited use until the final de-
struction of the palace

In 2014, a new museum was designed
and opened to show the history and arche-
ology of the Umayyad palace and its re-
lated surrounding structures. Also, this
complex has an educational and perfor-
mance workshop of mosaic art. In the lat-
est measures taken, after the restoration
works, the palace grounds were opened to
the public in October 2021, while a protec-
tive roof has been implemented on these
parts to protect the valuable mosaic deco-
rations.

3. The influence of Sassanid

art

Apart from the fundamental and obvious
aspects of the influence of Sasanian art
and architecture on the Islamic period, the
evidence indicates that the Umayyad ca-
liphs imitated the Sasanian kings in deco-
rating their palaces and buildings. The
aristocratic characteristics of the Sassanid
court correspond to the undeniable iden-
tity of the Umayyad lifestyle, which paid
much attention to luxury and entertain-
ment. Therefore, themes such as the roles
of servants, mendicants, hunters, hunting,
etc. can be seen on the walls of many of
these buildings. The images of Khirbat-al-
Mafajr, Qasr al-Hayr West and Qusayr
Umrah are a reflection of the exact con-
cept of monarchy. This concept was one of
the eastern concepts of ancient times. In
Khirbat-al-Mafajr, the public space is most
likely located in a complex that includes a
pillared hall with a wide central corridor
that leads the entrance building to the al-
tar room. This collection is luxuriously
decorated with mosaics and stucco deco-
rations mixed with a rich design of images
taken from the Sassanid court.

Iranians were famous for having gar-
dens and palaces, and Iranian workers and
gardeners may have cooperated in the
construction of Khirbat-al-Mafajr.

4. Conclusion

The historical environment of Khirbat-al-
Mafajr, despite the distance from the geo-
graphical borders of Iran and despite the
intercourse in the cultural limits of Byzan-
tium, is a transformed manifestation of the
influence of the art and architecture of the
cultural field of Iran and the Sassanid pe-
riod. So that this cultural conquest is no-
ticeable both in the remaining works and
in the structures and decorations related
to the architecture of this complex. From
an archaeological point of view, the results
based on the investigations carried out in
the specific sources of this article can be
presented in two ways; The first is the
analysis and summary of the measures
that were started in the form of archaeo-
logical excavations by Baramki in the
1930s, and other investigations are carried
out by Robert Hamilton.

Apart from the archeological findings
and the possibility of understanding the
space and architectural body of the histor-
ical Khirbat-al-Mafajr, what is given spe-
cial attention in those days is the theory of
assigning this collection to the Umayyad
caliphs, namely Hisham bin Abd al-Malik
or Yazid bin Walid, who in Here, based on
historical documents and applicable docu-
ments, it seems that the possibility of be-
longing to the time of Walid Il is more than
the place where a novel in this regard
called "Walid and Friends, Umayyad Trag-
edy" is published.

The other results discussed in this arti-
cle are based on field explorations and re-
mote sensing surveys, which started in the
form of a joint project in 1994 called the
Jericho-Mafjar project between the
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Department of Antiquities and Cultural
Heritage of the State of Palestine and the
University of Chicago. . These activities
and re-evaluation have led to the classifi-
cation and sequence of construction peri-
ods in this historical group. In addition, re-
lying on conclusions from historical texts
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