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A CHURCH FROM THE BYZANTINE, UMAYYAD AND ABBASID PERIODS AND
REMAINS FROM IRON AGE I AT TAMRA (EZ-ZU‘ABIYYA) IN
RAMAT ISSAKHAR

YOTAM TEPPER
(PP. 55*%-106%)

The village of Tamra ez-Zu‘abiyya (map ref.
2382/7266) is located on a basalt hill in eastern
Upper Galilee (Fig. 1). Twenty-one surveys
and archacological excavations have been
conducted at the site (Fig. 2:1-21), most of them
to the southwest of the village spring, ‘Ein et-
Tahta. The well-preserved basalt architectural
remains of a rural settlement were exposed,
dating from the Byzantine to the Early Islamic
periods. Remains were also uncovered from the
Iron Age and the Persian and Roman periods.

The excavation, conducted in an area
slated for development near the spring (Plan
1), exposed seven settlement strata: Area B
(Stratum VII) yielded the remains of a building
dated to Iron Age I and a Middle Bronze Age
IIB scarab was found on the surface (see Ben-
Tor, this volume); in Areas A and C (Strata
VI-1V), a basilica-style church was uncovered,
containing a mosaic pavement, dated to the
Byzantine, Umayyad and Abbasid periods.
Other finds include occupation remains from
the Fatimid, Mamluk and Ottoman periods
(Strata ITI-T).

Iron Age I (Stratum VII).— Three phases of
architectural remains were discovered (Plan 2;
Figs. 3, 4). The pottery and stone artifacts date
to Iron Age I (eleventh—early tenth centuries
BCE; Figs. 5, 6). A single potsherd from Iron
Age II (Fig. 5:13) may attest to the date of
W202, or it may indicate a structure of this
period outside the excavation boundaries.

Byzantine Period (Stratum VI; sixth—seventh
centuries CE).— To the east of W131 in Area
A (Plan 3: Sections 1-1, 2-2), the remains of a

colorful mosaic pavement, depicting doves and
peacocks set against a white background, were
uncovered (Plan 4). Only the foundation of the
pavement was preserved in a trench dug nearby
(L138). A trench was also excavated beneath
the foundations of floors from the upper strata
in Area C. The remains were dated by pottery
finds, including imported red-slipped bowls
(Fig. 7), and coins (see Syon, this volume: Nos.
4, 5), to the Byzantine period.

Umayyad Period (Stratum V; seventh century
up to the earthquake of 749 CE).— Remains
of the church were exposed, including a nave
and bema in Area A and a northern aisle in
Area C (Plan 3). The nave in Area A contained
a colorful mosaic pavement east and west of
the chancel wall (W131; Plan 5; Fig. 8). A
dedicatory inscription in Greek (Plan 5; Figs.
9, 10, 18, 19; studied by Leah Di Segni) was
uncovered in the nave, in the west of and next
to the chancel wall. The four-line inscription
is at least 2.26 m long. According to the date
mentioned in the inscription, the mosaic dates
to year 107 AH (725 CE). This is the first
encountering of a date based on the Islamic
Hijri calendar, written in Greek, in an ecclestial
building.

To the east of Chancel Wall 131, part of the
bema floor (L150) was preserved, in which
a colorful mosaic was exposed. The mosaic
exhibits rows of medallions containing crosses
and stylized guilloches of various colors (Plans
5, 6; Figs. 11, 12, 14-16).

The foundation of a mosaic floor, made of
small tesserae (L326; Plan 3), was uncovered
in Area C. This foundation abuts a wall (W303;
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2.8 m high) constructed of medium-sized basalt
stones. An opening constructed in the middle
of the wall was probably also part of the later
Stratum IV building. A limestone column set
across the opening served as a lintel (Fig. 13;
Plan 3: Sections 3-3, 4-4). The few pottery
vessels recovered from Area A predate the 749
CE earthquake (Fig. 20).

Abbasid Period (Stratum IV; mid-eighth—late
tenth centuries CE).— The building in Areas
A and C continued to be used as a church,
although a few alterations were made (Plan 3):
The chancel wall was widened (Fig. 21), an
ambo was built (Figs. 23, 24), a new mosaic
pavement decorated solely with geometric
motifs was installed (Plan 6; Figs. 25, 26), the
location of the altar was changed (identified by
the find of marble capitals on the bema floor;
Fig. 12), and square pillars were set in the
southern wall (Fig. 27).

Area C yielded part of another pillar built
of large basalt stones (W317; 2.5 m high)
belonging to the northern wall of pilasters in the
church, located parallel to the southern pilaster
wall (Fig. 28). Based on a column in secondary
use as a lintel in the opening (Plan 3: Sections
3-3, 4-4; Fig. 13), it seems that in this part of
the church as well, the structure maintained the
architectural plan of the earlier church despite
the changes made during the transition from
the previous layer. The pottery finds include
bowls, basins, jars, jugs and oil lamps (Fig. 29)
of types that are also known to have been used
after the earthquake of 749 CE.

Fatimid Period (Stratum III; tenth—eleventh
centuries CE).— Traces of three phases of a
residential complex were exposed in Area A,
including a courtyard and rooms (Plan 7) built
over a layer of soil and collapsed stones from
Stratum IV. The complex was partially founded
on pillars W108, W109 and W110 from Stratum
IV. The pottery assemblage consisted of glazed
bowls, cooking kraters, cooking pots and flasks
(Fig. 31), all dating to the eleventh century
CE. A bronze weight was also recovered (Fig.

31:9). A few limestone artifacts (Fig. 32:1-4)
were found when the floor of the west room
was excavated (Fig. 30), including a stone
engraved with a Christogram (Fig. 32:4). Also
recovered were two voussoirs (Fig. 32:1, 2)
and an elongated stone corbel (Fig. 32:3), all in
secondary use (spolia) from the ancient church.

Mamluk  Period (Stratum II; fourteenth—
sixteenth centuries CE).— A residential
complex was partially excavated in Area C
(Plan 8). A floor (L308) made of flat stone slabs
was excavated to the south of W303. The floor
was laid over a collapse next to the top of a
wall (W317) that was part of the Stratum IV
church. Wall 309 (Fig. 33) defines the edge of
the floor on its western side. The wall was built
over a layer of light-colored soil (L320). It has
two faces of medium-sized basalt stones and
was preserved to a height of four courses. The
pottery assemblage includes local ware from
the Mamluk period (Fig. 34) and stone artifacts
(Fig. 35) found in a collapse layer beneath floor
L308 (see Plan 3: Section 4-4).

Ottoman Period (Stratum [; nineteenth—
twentieth centuries CE).— The scant walls
exposed in Area C are one-stone wide and
preserved to a height of 1-2 courses (Plan 9).
Four basalt architectural elements (dados; Fig.
36:1-4) used to support arches were found
outside the excavation areas. A large arched
stone found to the east of Area A (Fig. 36:5),
together with a fragment of a marble plinth
(Fig. 37:1), suggest that these were part of a
curved wall, possibly the apse of the church.
Two fragments of limestone columns (not
illustrated) were also recovered.

Summary

In the Tamra excavation, archaeological
remains of seven occupation layers were
exposed near the spring, which was probably
the nucleus of the ancient site. Remains from
the Byzantine, Umayyad and Abbasid periods
were known from previous excavations and
studies at the site, but additional occupation
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strata from Iron Age I (only in Area B) and the
Fatimid, Mamluk and Ottoman periods were
identified here for the first time.

The most significant remains uncovered in
the excavation are the church (Areas A and
C) and its colored mosaic pavements. The
interim phase of the Tamra church is dated by
the Greek inscription to the year 725 CE. The
Christian inscription in the Umayyad church
is a particularly unique epigraphic find as the
year is recorded according to the Islamic Hijri
calendar. As far as we know, this has no parallels
in the study of churches and their inscriptions
in the Early Islamic period. The mention of
villagers in the inscription indicates that the
church was not part of a monastic complex.

The finds indicate that a Christian rural
community flourished at Tamra during the
Byzantine period and that a church was erected
there during the sixth century CE. The Christian
community continued to exist when the Early
Islamic period superseded the Byzantine one, both
during the historical upheavals in the country and
in the transition from the Umayyad to the Abbasid
period (namely the earthquake of 749 CE). The
inhabitants of the village engaged in agriculture
and maintained their Christian practices following
the Muslim conquest of the country and for at
least the next 200 years.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1. Location map.

Fig. 2. Excavations and surveys conducted at
the site (from the earliest to the most recent):
(1) Shaked, 1996; (2) Goren, 1996; (3) Gal
and others, 1997, Area A; (4) Gal and others,
1997, Area B; (5) Gal and others, 1997, Area C;
(6) Gal and others, 1997, Area D; (7) Gal and
others, 1998; (8) Gal and others, 1999, Area
A; (9) Gal and others, 1999, Area B; (10) Gal
and others, 1999, Area C; (11) Gal and others,
2000; (12) Porat, 2001; (13) Abu Fana, 2001,
(14) Porat, 2003; (15) Tepper, 2003; (16) Porat,
2003; (17) Tepper, 2004 (excavation reported
here); (18) Tepper, 2005; (19) Mokary, 2006;
(20) Alexandre, 2009; (21) Tepper, 2012;

(22) TAA inspection (Butros Hanna, pers.
comm.); (23) IAA inspection (Butros Hanna,
pers. comm.).

Plan 1. Excavation areas.

Plan 2. Area B, Stratum VII.

Fig. 3. Area B, Stratum VII, Iron Age I structure,
looking west.

Fig. 4. Area B, Stratum VII, Floor 212, Phase 2.
Fig. 5. Area B, Stratum VII, Iron Age I pottery.
Fig. 6. Stratum VII, Iron Age I basalt vessels.
Plan 3. Areas A and C, Strata IV-VI, plan and
sections.

Plan 4. Area A, Stratum VI, birds’ mosaic.

Fig. 7. Stratum VI, Byzantine pottery.

Fig. 8. Area A, Stratum V, chancel wall (W131)
and mosaic floors, looking north.

Fig. 9. Area A, Stratum V, chancel wall (W131)
and mosaic floors, looking south.

Plan 5. Area A, Stratum V, mosaics of the nave
and bema.

Fig. 10. Area A, Stratum V, Greek inscription.
Fig. 11. Area A, Stratum V, geometric mosaic
from Stratum IV atop the medallion mosaic
from Stratum V, looking south.

Fig. 12. Area A, Stratum IV, small marble
capital in secondary use cutting into the Stratum
V mosaic, looking north.

Fig. 13. Area C, opening in W303 with lintel
made of a stone column in secondary use,
looking north.

Plan 6. Area A, the nave mosaics.

Fig. 14. Area A, Stratum V, medallions in the
bema mosaic, looking east.

Fig. 15. Area A, Stratum V, medallion types in
the bema mosaic.

Fig. 16. Area A, Stratum V, the bema mosaic:
medallion exhibiting a cross, with dots between
its arms, looking west.

Fig. 17. Cross engraved in a basalt lintel from
Tamra excavations in 2000.

Fig. 18. Area A, Stratum V, the nave mosaic.
Fig. 19. Area A, Stratum V, the Greek inscription
in the nave mosaic.

Fig. 20. Area A, Stratum V, Umayyad pottery.
Fig.21. Area A, chancel wall from the Umayyad
period (Stratum IV) atop the Stratum V mosaic,
looking southeast.
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Fig. 22. Area A, Stratum IV, limestone chancel
post (L132, B1058).

Fig. 23. Area A, ambo and W143 (Stratum IV)
over Stratum V mosaic, looking east.

Fig. 24. Area A, Stratum IV, ambo and mosaic
pavement, looking south.

Fig. 25. Area A, remains of a geometric mosaic
covering the Stratum V mosaic, looking south.
Fig. 26. Area A, remains of Stratum IV
geometric mosaic covering the Stratum V
mosaic, looking south.

Fig. 27. Area A, Stratum IV pilaster W109 on
Stratum V mosaic, looking southwest.

Fig. 28. Area C, pilaster W317 of Stratum
IV above Stratum V stone-floor foundation,
looking south.

Fig. 29. Stratum IV, Abbasid pottery.

Plan 7. Area A, Stratum III, plan and sections.
Fig. 30. Area A, Stratum III paved courtyard
(L120), looking south; note reused stone
engraved with a christogram.

Fig. 31. Stratum III, Fatimid pottery and bronze
weight.

Fig. 32. Stratum III, stone objects in secondary
use.

Plan 8. Area C, Stratum II, plan and sections.
Fig. 33. Area C, Stratum II W309, looking
west.

Fig. 34. Stratum II, Mamluk pottery.

Fig. 35. Stratum II, architectural elements.
Plan 9. Area C, Stratum I.

Fig. 36. Stratum I, architectural elements.

Fig. 37. Stratum I, stone and bone finds.





