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Changing Topographies and Local Responses: Late 
Antique Urbanism in Palestine 
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Introduction 

The urban environment and its various transformations in Late Antiquity have long 
been a topic of academic inquiry.1  The transition from the marbled facades and 
colonnaded streets of Classical Antiquity to the tightly packed neighborhoods and 
bustling markets of the Byzantine and Early Islamic eras has generated a vibrant 
scholarly discussion.  This paper seeks to contribute to this conversation by 
highlighting themes common to many of these changing urban landscapes, namely 
the processes of Christianization, changes in the conception and use of public 
space, and the building of large fortifications.  Given the overwhelming amount of 
information subsumed under the topic of Late Antique Palestinian urbanism, it uses 
these themes to explore changing attitudes toward the structuring of the built 
environment as a response to shifting internal and external pressures in this period.    

The present moment is particularly well suited for this type of inquiry.  Studies of Late 
Antique Palestine have benefitted greatly from a general availability of 
archaeological data.  This has been well augmented by relatively recent publications 
of a number of large scale archaeological operations.2  These offer a wealth of new 
data and are published with a reliability and accuracy not often seen in previous 
reports.  In addition, there is a current push to reevaluate many of the theoretical and 
methodological underpinnings of scholarship on Late Antiquity.3  These efforts are 
occurring alongside projects designed to reconsider the impact of religious and 
ideological constructs, institutions, and systems that often impact the built 
environment.  Publications on the formation of religious identity and the reciprocal 
impact of the political and religious institutions in this period have greatly increased 
our understanding of these processes at work. 

This study focuses primarily on examples from sites of Scythopolis (Beth Shean), 
Gerasa (Jerash), Caesarea Palaestina, and Jerusalem for three reasons.  First and 
foremost, each one of these locations has been excavated to at least some degree 
and is well represented in publications.  Second, these cities are situated closely 
enough to each other to be subject to the same sorts of regional pressures, but are 
different enough to represent a variety of local concerns.  For example, Jerusalem’s 
importance within the sacred geography of 4th-century CE Christianity entails a 
different set circumstances than does Scythopolis’ 5th-century CE status as a 
metropolis for the region of Palaestina Secunda.  Attentiveness to these variations is 
necessary to avoid some of the overgeneralizations present in many scholarly 
assessments of this topic.4  Third, these sites form a core set of evidence often 
invoked when the topic of Late Antique urbanism in Palestine is considered. 

                                                           
1 See Alsayyad (1978) for a study of this body of scholarship. 
2 Avni (2011) comments on the problems with previous publications of much of this data and the 
problems 
3 Lavan and Bowden (2013) contains numerous discussions on theoretical issues within Late Antique 
archaeology.  
4 Kennedy (2000), 199. 
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Before discussing of the material at hand, it is important to consider briefly the 
historiographical tradition on this topic and the framework in which this discussion 
operates.   A watershed moment in the discussion of Late Antique urbanism came in 
1985 when Kennedy published his classic article, “From Polis to Madina.”  Prior to 
this point in time, the movement away from the ideal classical city was seen as a 
product of the Arab Conquest and the coming of Islam.5  Kennedy’s work was 
instrumental in pointing out that the seeds for the profound urban transformations 
fully realized in the Islamic periods were actually sown at least a century prior to the 
change in political regime.6  It was not because of Islamization, but rather the coming 
to fruition of myriad of underlying social and economic transformations that began in 
the 6th century.7  While the present day is quite far removed from the 1985 
publication, a 2011 article by Avni has again taken up the question of the transition 
from Polis to Madina.  Avni’s work incorporates wealth of archaeological data not 
published at the time of Kennedy’s earlier report.8  As a result, he is able to discuss 
urban transformation on a city by city basis and elucidate a more complex and 
localized system of change.  This paper follows Avni’s approach and pays close 
attention to subtle differences in the interplay between local and regional concerns. 

Wharton’s often maligned Refiguring the Post-Classical City (1995) also provides a 
thought-provoking addition to this conversation.  Just as Kennedy’s text questioned 
transformations within the 6th-century urban environment, Wharton’s work raises an 
interesting issue regarding the apparent displacement of the public spectacle that 
seems to coincide with the introduction of Christian topographies in the 4th century.  
She rightly challenges the common distinction between public and private as too 
simple an explanation, though her exploration of the optic/haptic and other binaries 
are sometimes difficult to follow.9  The suggestion that Christianity is the root cause 
for this profound change seems equally as dangerous as the Islamization arguments 
soundly refuted by Kennedy.  Still, the reorganization of public space and 
displacement of the spectacle so commonly associated with the Roman Empire in 
Antiquity needs explanation. 

Before one can address changing topographies in Late Antiquity, it is first necessary 
to review the status of urban design at the beginning of the period.  Caesarea 
Palaestina and Gerasa evidence two general patterns of organization common to 
Palestine in Antiquity.  First, each city displays the use of a grid system as the 
cornerstone of the urban layout.  This feature was common in Roman urban planning 
and had been visible in the region since at least the Seleucid Empire.10  Second, the 
urban plan employed in the city engaged the natural topography.  This process was 
integral in forming the urban core of the city.  This is where a majority of the public 
buildings, and in turn the city’s public life, came to be located. 

                                                           
5 Kennedy (1985), 4. 
6 Kennedy (1985), 4. 
7 Kennedy (1985), 9-27. 
8 Avni (2011), 303. 
9 Wharton (1995), 68-85. 
10 March (2009), 56. 
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In Caesarea, the general terrain was conducive to 
a regular and expansive grid, as demonstrated by 
the urban plan.  The only deviation to the grid 
occurred near the harbor, where the naturally 
occurring bedrock and protected anchorage were 
of too great a value to ignore.11  The significance 
of this natural harbor is made clear by the fact 
that the decmanus ran directly west through the 
city and ends right at its shore.  Easy access to 
the Mediterranean Sea was likely one of the 
reason that Herod chose to rebuild and expand 
his city on this location.12  To enhance the viability 
of the port, he added breakwaters and used them 
as a foundation for the later construction of a 
lighthouse.13  Given the significant investment of 
resources in this area, it is not surprising that the 
temple to Roma and Augustus atop the platform 
was aligned axially to the center of the harbor.  
The public area of the city stretched from this 
location southward, with a second grouping of buildings situated on the shore not far 
to the south.  This group contained the theater, the palace area, and a third structure 
that was either a hippodrome or an amphitheater.14 

The urban layout of Gerasa at the end of Antiquity 
shows the use of a similar logic adapted to a 
different terrain.  The basic placement of the main 
thoroughfares, the broad colonnaded cardo and 
decumanus, emulate the foundational elements for a 
city grid.  While it is not clear if such an arrangement 
applied to the whole city, it is evident that it at least 
governed the layout of the monumental section.15  
The intersection where these two streets met 
delineated the southern edge of the city’s central 
zone.16  This section of the city was the first locus of 
construction in the Roman period, with the late first 
century building of the lower temenos of the temple 
to Zeus, the South Theater, and the Oval Place.17 

Eventually, the focus of the shifted northward and a 
second phase of construction began.18  This change 
engaged the natural topography, represented by the 
construction of the northern decumanus that 

                                                           
11 Holum (2003), 161-162. 
12 Lee (2003), 23. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Lee (2003), 24-26 addresses the palatial structure and the theater.  Porath (1995), 23-27 discusses 
the “amphitheater” and the variety of interpretations associated with the complex. 
15 March (2009), 56-57 provides an excellent discussion of the long term evolution of the city. 
16 Wharton (1995), 65. 
17 March (2009), 58-61, 76. 
18 March (2009), 58. 

Figure 1 - Plan of Caesarea Palaestina 
Lee (2003), Figure 17.  

(after Netzer 1999b, 109) 

Figure 2 - Plan of Gerasa 
March (2009), Figure 16.1. 

Note that the structures in black are 
from the 1st-3rd-century.  The light 
grey structures were built later. 
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connected to the cardo across from the temple of Artemis.  This road functioned as a 
ceremonial route that bridged the river and connected to the arterial street with a 
monumental set of propylaea.19  Together, these two decumani came to define the 
core of the classical city.20  Between the middle of the 2nd-century and the end of the 
3rd, the temple of Dionysus, the North Theater, the East and West Baths, and the 
Nyphaeum were all built in close proximity to these locations. 

The Process(es) of “Christianization” 

By far, the most widespread and easily identifiable change within the Late Antique 
urban landscape is the introduction of Christian churches and monastic complexes.  
This construction begins to take shape on a monumental scale in the 4th century, 
shortly after Constantine’s imperial proclamation in 313, commonly known as the 
Edict of Milan.21  This proclamation also set the stage for the widespread proliferation 
of Christianity within the Roman Empire, a process commonly referred to as 
Christianization.22  In the centuries that followed the edict, all of the cities discussed 
here saw multiple Christian churches constructed within their limits.  Indeed, these 
structures often became focal points for their respective cities.  

This is not a study of “Christianization” as an imperial-wide or even category.  Such 
approaches often obscure the local, city-level dynamics involved in the creation and 
negotiation of Christian identity.23  Rather, the multitude of excavated churches in 
Palestine allows for a diachronic study of Christian topographies, paying particular 
attention to local contexts.  Because of the number of churches available for, only a 
few selected examples will be discussed.  This exploration will focus on each 
church’s placement and execution and the planning and design strategies employed 
therein.  Gerasa and Jerusalem are important early witnesses for different strategies 
of creating and embedding Christian topographies within an already existing urban 
fabric.    

In Gerasa, the construction of the Christian 
Basilica illustrates the continued importance of 
classical urban planning principles in the 4th-
century CE.  From the street, the complex 
featured two monumental propylaea situated on 
either side of a staircase.  This led up to an 
elevated platform with a three aisled Basilica 
form church, built with the apse oriented toward 
the east.  The arrangement reveals the first two 
spatial strategies used to elevate the status of 
the Christian Basilica.  First, the orientation of 
the structure was important because of the 

association between the appearance of the sun rising in the east and the 
resurrection of Christ.24  Second, since the apse faced to the east, the entrance to 
the Basilica faced west.  This forced the worshipper circumambulate its exterior to 
reach the entrance at the fountain courtyard, located at the opposite end of the 

                                                           
19 March (2009), 74. 
20 Wharton (1995), 65. 
21 See Barnes (1981), 318 n. 4 and for problems with this terminology. 
22 Wharton (1995), 68-74. 
23 Holum (2003), 151. 
24 Krautheimer (1986), 45-46. 

Figure 3 - Basilica at Gerasa. 
March (2009), Figure 16.11. 

After Kraeling (1938), Plan XXXI. 
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platform.  This layout was not just an effort to create 
a hidden and haptic experience of a Christianity 
that stood in opposition to the visual and accessible 
pagan world.25  Rather, the space gained 
importance by controlling the motion of worshipper.  
Its layout forced the participant to engage in the 
ritually significant act of circumambulation, an 
activity associated with the various shrines of 
martyrs and even with the Imperial Mausolea of 
Late Antiquity.26 

The layout of the structure was not the only design 
strategy employed at the Gerasa Basilica.  The 
structure was also aligned to the existing grid that 
formed the “core of classical Gerasa”.27   Framed 
by the intersection of cardo and the two decumani, 
the core was dominated by the temple of Artemis at 
the time of the Basilica’s construction.28  The temple 
of Artemis sat at almost the exact center of the city 
and occupied the end of the ceremonial approach through Gerasa.29  It too was 
accessed by two successive sets of propylaea followed by a monumental 
staircase.30  When the Basilica was built, it was placed immediately next to the 
temple of Artemis in the heart of the city and was built at least in part with masonry 
from the temple of Dionysus which it replaced.31   

In essence, the construction of the church and its placement within the larger urban 
topography reveals two key concepts behind the organization of Early Christian 

space at Gerasa.  First, by integrating the 
Basilica into the existing urban center, the 
complex appropriated the legitimacy and status 
ascribed to this area of the city.  The use of 
propylea followed by a staircase created a direct 
parallel with the monumental entrance to the 
temple of Artemis, thereby enhancing its status.32  
Second, it is significant that the church was built 
beside the temple of Artemis complex instead of 
in place it.  This provides an important witness to 
the continued centrality of so-called pagan 
worship at the time of the Basilica’s construction.  

Though Christianity might have been preferred by the imperial court, the 
monumental and spatial equivalency of these two buildings suggests that it was 

                                                           
25 Wharton (1995), 68-85. 
26 See Ward-Perkins (1966), 298-299 for the close relationship between the ritual of the imperial court 
and the the built environment of Early Christianity.  Krautheimer (1986), 54-67 contains a larger 
discussion of the development and the importance of the martyrium. 
27 Wharton (1995), 65. 
28 Wharton (1995), 65. 
29 March (2009), 88-89. 
30 Kennedy (2000), 199. 
31 Ibid. 
32 March (2009), 88-89. 

Figure 5 – Gerasa – Christian Basilica 
Wharton (1995), Figure 21. 

Figure 4 – Classical Core of 
Gerasa.  Note that the Church of St. 

Theodore is a later 5th- century 
addition to the complex. 

March (2009), Figure 16.1. 
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more cautiously promoted as an equal partner to long-standing practices in this 
locale. 

While the Basilica at Gerasa exemplifies a strategy of integration within the existing 
Roman city plan, the construction Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem 

evidences a different logic at work in the 
execution of the building.  The city plan 
suggests that this structure too was aligned to 
an already existing grid, albeit slightly 
irregular.  However, the plan of the church 
suggests a different orientation.  There is a 
slight difference between the angles at which 
the atrium connects to the street versus the 
Basilica.  Before moving on from the Atrium, 
the worshipper would be forced to turn slightly 
to reorient oneself toward the doorway.  In 
doing so, he or she would now have been 
facing the tomb.  In the five aisled hall of the 

Basilica, looking toward the apse meant 
turning one’s attention toward the Tomb of 
Christ.  Even the north side of the courtyard, 

the wall was angled slightly in the direction of the tomb and lined up with the back 
wall of the outer ambulatory.  No matter where one entered, motion throughout the 
complex was constrained and directed toward the Tomb of Christ.  It is clear that this 
entire complex was strategically designed around this locus sanctus at its heart. 33  
Ward-Perkins’ suggestion that the rear half of the church drew upon Roman Imperial 
mauseolea further links its status with the sanctity conferred by the spatial 
connection with Christ’s death.34  Whereas the Basilica at Gerasa was oriented 
toward the sun, the signifier of 
Christ’s resurrection, the Church of 
the Holy Sepulchre was spatially 
grounded in the actual events and 
their locations.  A similar logic of 
place can be seen in Helena’s 
patronage of the church at 
Bethlehem, the site of Christ’s 
birth.35  

Not only do the Basilica at Gerasa 
and Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
in Jerusalem showcase the 
importance of local topographies, 
they also provide excellent examples of the various levels of patronage that shaped 
the urban fabric in Late Antiquity.  Gerasa was a wealthy town throughout much of its 

                                                           
33 Ousterhout (1990) and (2012) provides an in depth discussion of sanctity conferred by spatial 
association with the specific events of Christ’s life.  Though the second of these discussion focuses 
on Medieval Jerusalem, his discussion of this locus sanctus illustrates its persistent power in the 
Christian imagination. 
34 Krautheimer (1986), 64. 
35 Barnes (1981), 221. 

Figure 7 - Church of the Holy Sepulchre - 4th c. 
Reconstruction. 

Krautheimer (1986), Figure 3. 

Figure 6 - Church of the Holy Sepulchre in 
Jerusalem 

Avni (2011), Figure 5. 
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history, but it neither served as a political center nor housed a military garrison.36  Its 
wealth was drawn primarily from commerce and agricultural production and, as a 
result, much of its construction was paid for by wealthy local patrons and city 
clergy.37  Conversely, the activity at Jerusalem was directly attributed to the 
intervention of the imperial court.  Eusebius recounts that this most holy of locations 
was to be enshrined under divine direction, overseen by Emperor Constantine 
himself, and that its beauty was to surpass all other structures.38  While it is unlikely 
that Constantine was active in its planning as the text describes, it does suggest that 
the resources of the imperial treasury were behind the project.  Into tracking complex 
changes to the landscape, the patron and their resources likely had as much of an 
impact on the scope of the project as any specific design concerns. 

While the 4th-century construction projects illustrated 
solutions specifically geared to elevating the status of an 
incipient Christian church, two 6th century structures 
evidence a Christian topography.  The first of these is the 
so-called Harbor Church in Caesarea Palaestina.  Given 
Caesarea’s status as an important port, a feature reflected 
in its plan, the Temple Platform facing the harbor was 
likely one of the most valuable and visible locations in the 
city.  This platform took advantage of a natural ridge of 
bedrock and held King Herod’s temple to Roma and 
Augustus until the end of the 4th century or beginning of 
the 5th century CE.39  At that point, the temple was 
destroyed and buildings of an indeterminate purpose 
occupied the location for the better part of a century.  
These stood until its eventual appropriation for a 
Christian church, a large octagonal martyrium was built 
adjoining the inner harbor around 500 CE.40   

The Round Church at Scythopolis, built atop the Tel-Beth Shean in the late 5th or 
early 6th century CE, was similar in many 
ways to the Harbor Church at Caesarea 
Palaestinae.  As a large centrally planned 
structure featuring a central rotunda and 
open-air circumambulatory, it was different 
in form from the one at Caesarea.41  
However, it too occupied one of the most 
prominent and visible locations within the 
city.  In Roman times, the site was 
occupied by a Roman period temple 
dedicated to Zeus Akrios and was 
accessed by a via sacra, a staircase that 
extended from a propylaeon at the bottom 

                                                           
36 Kennedy (2000), 200. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Eusebius, XXX-XXI, trans. Cameron and Hall (1999). 
39 Holum (2003), 161-162. 
40 Holum (Forthcoming), 94. 
41 Nocera (2013), 17-20. 

Figure 7 - Plan for the Summit – The Round 
Church(Orange) Roman temple (Black) 

University of Pennsylvania Museum Archives. 

Figure 6 - Temple Platform and 
Harbor Church 

Holum (Forthcoming), Figure 3. 
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of the hill up to the top.42  This temple likely fell out of use sometime between an 
earthquake that occurred in 363 and 404 CE.43  After the destruction of the temple, 
the area had an industrial character until the eventual construction of the Round 
Church.44 

With each of these churches, the history of the 
locations upon which they were built expressed the 
status of Christianity at the beginning of the 6th 
century CE.  Comparing the urban plans, it is clear 
that neither of these churches were integrated into 
the city grid.  Instead, the structures took advantage 
of unique topographical features within the 
landscape and occupied the most visible positions in 
the city.  For the Harbor Church, this location was 
directly in front of the harbor, aligned with its central 
approach.45  The Round Church was oriented toward 
and overlooked the city center, occupying the focal 
point of Tel-Beth Shean.46  As both indicate, 
Christianity had become a central feature of public 
and religious life.   

Equally important though is that each structure had 
seen at least a century pass since a temple had 
occupied the grounds.   By the time the churches 
were constructed, formerly pagan celebrations had 
been divorced from their religious structures.47   
Churches had replaced other spaces such as 
theaters as the public locations used for the 
celebration of festivals.48  Sculpture at Caesarea 
also demonstrates that by this period, the images of 
church martyrs had replaced the pagan gods as the 
city’s protectors.49  In essence, it seems that by the 
6th-century, enough time had passed since the 
destruction of the previous temples for the spaces to 
be considered safe for church construction.50  

Economic Growth and the Use of Public Space 

The changing topography of Late Antiquity was not merely limited to the highly 
visible introduction of Christianity.  An equally important economic transformation 
occurs, reflected in the urban fabric by a shift of how public space was used.  In fact, 
it is likely these changes that were misinterpreted as evidence for the urban decline 

                                                           
42 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 114-115. 
43 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 109, 114-115. 
44 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 115. 
45 Holum (Forthcoming), 91-92. 
46 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 91 discuss more fully the impact of the topography on the city plan.    
47 Alchermes (1994), 172. 
48 Holum (2003), 158. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Holum (2003), 159. 

Figure 8 - (Top) Plan of Caesarea 
Holum (Forthcoming), Figure 7. 
(Bottom) Plan of Tel-Beth Shean 

Mazar (2006), Figure 2.4. 
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of Palestine in the 5th-and 6th centuries CE.  The 
archaeological record preserves numerous 
examples. 

One of the most significant economic shifts 
is closely tied to the development of the Christian 
topography.  As Christian churches become the 
loci for worship in the Late Antique world, the 
temples of the formerly pagan Roman cities began 
to fall into disuse.  These then became prime 
targets for spoliation.  The removal of some of the 
architectural elements left either an open space or 
a significant amount of an otherwise available 
structure intact.  Gerasa provides a prime 
example of this activity.  The temenos of the 
former temple of Artemis, the 4th century CE focus 
of the city, was taken over by pottery kilns in the 
5th.51  Caesarea witnessed a similar type of 
transformation in the areas surrounding the docks.  

While not repurposed as workshops, these 
seem to have become storage and commercial 
spaces after the destruction of the temple of 
Roma and Augustus and continued in this 
capacity after the construction of the church on 
the Temple Platform.52 

Though Wharton sees the repurposing at 
Gerasa as representing the triumph of 
Christianity expressed in the continued use of 
the ruined temple, it is more likely this activity 
represents an opportunistic repurposing of 
space.53  Such transformations are not limited 
to vacant religious topography.  In Scythopolis, 
the Roman 
Basilica at fell 

into disrepair following an earthquake in 363 CE.54  
Part of this unused space became the location for the 
Byzantine Agora, constructed in the 5th-century and 
repaired in the 6th.55  The abandoned bathhouses 
provided a prime space 
for conversion and reuse.  
The Eastern Bathhouse 
became the site of a 
large pottery workshop 
following the mid-7th 
century earthquake and 

                                                           
51 Kraeling (1938), 138. 
52 Holum (Forthcoming), 92. 
53 Wharton (1995), 98. 
54 Tsafrir and Forester (1997), 115. 
55 Tsafrir and Forester (1997), 122. 

Figure 13 - Repurposing of 
Scythopolis 

Structures are highlighted in red 

(3) Western bathhouse  
(7) Sigma (Byzantine Agora)  

(25) Eastern Bathhouse 
Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 
Figure D.  Emphasis added. 

Figure 12 - Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 
Figure 27. 

Note: Caption is their explanation of the 
photograph. 

Figure 9 - Repurposing in Gerasa 
(17) Temple of Artemis – Industrial  

(19) North Theater – Pottery  
(21) Propylea - Church 
Avni (2011), Figure 3. 
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the Western Bathhouse likely became involved with 
the linen industry.56  By the 8th century CE, the agora 
too was repurposed.  It became a pottery workshop.57  
The date at which the industrial reuse of the Agora in 
Scythopolis began was quite late, possibly reflecting 
the impact of imperial support, which might have 
allowed the city to resist such pragmatic changes.58 

Moving beyond the built environment, a close study of 
issues regarding the reorganization of road networks 
in this period is particularly valuable for piecing 
together changing attitudes toward public space.  For 
Kennedy, the transformation of the road networks 
marks one of the most recognizable and significant 
urban changes in the Late Antique period.59  In 
Gerasa, a particularly notable change occurs in the 

heart of the city just to south of St. Theodore.  The main thoroughfare narrowed to 
the point of being called a walled alley because 
of the introduction of numerous secondary 
structures.60  In addition, the bridge that 
connected the ceremonial approach to the temple 
of Artemis fell into disrepair and the main 
propylaea that stood as its entrance were 
subsequently converted into a church (Figure 
7).61  

 From a practical standpoint, one could see how 
such a situation might be taken as evidence for urban decline.  However, Avni 
suggests that this is really an issue of changing 
attitudes toward the urban landscape.62  This 
argument can be taken one step further.  Given the number of churches built in 
Gerasa and that the clergy paid for most of the construction, the decision not to 
rebuild a ceremonial processional to a then defunct temple is a sensible move.  If 
investment encouraged growth, the decision to not rebuild the bridge and to turn the 
structures into a church would have been keeping with the goals of the clergy.  
Scythopolis and Caesarea also show evidence for narrowing streets, resulting from 
the increased construction of shops and other secondary structures.63 

Though the reduction of the broad colonnaded streets was an important change, the 
greatest movement in Late Antiquity was a shift away from the classical grid.  For 
example, Silvanus Street at Scythopolis shows the introduction of a curved street.64  
This area also witnessed an aesthetic shift as the porticoed sidewalks of main 

                                                           
56 Avni (2011), 305. 
57 Tsafrir and Forester (1997), 121. 
58 Kennedy (2000), 203-204. 
59 Kennedy (1985), 11. 
60 Kennedy (2000), 200. 
61 Kraeling (1938), 227-234. 
62 Avni (2011), 314. 
63 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 121 and Avni (2011), 315. 
64 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 121. 

Figure 15 - Propylaea Church.  March 
(2009), Figure 16.16, 136. 

Figure 14 - Umayyad Kiln 
installed on the floor of the 

Byzantine Agora. 
Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 

Figure 52. 
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streets were paved with mosaics in the late 4th or early 5th c. CE.65  However, this 
technique only lasted for a short while as marble slabs were later used to cover the 
mosaic sidewalks on Palladius Street.66  Caesarea also continued paving practices 
well into the sixth century.67  Innovation was not strictly the result of court 
involvement, but the common 
occurrence of this type of development 
at two provincial centers suggests the 
possiblity.  

To put the above discussion into 
perspective, Tsafrir and Foerster 
provide an excellent synthesis of what 
the changing landscape would have 
looked like at the end of this period.  
Describing the reality of Scythopolis at 
the time of the 749 earthquake, they 
show where this process is ultimately 
headed: 

If a traveler in Baysan's (Beth Shean/Scythopolis) streets raised his eyes he could still see a 
skyline composed of impressive colonnades, porticoes, the remains of the scaenae frons of 
the theater, the upper story of the nymphaeum, and even the remains of the pronaos of the 
temple in the city center. If he lowered his eyes he would see how the lower parts of these 
monuments were concealed by ordinary residential buildings, shops, and workshops that 

were inserted into the porticoes of the streets and leaned against monumental facades.68 

Military Threats and Urban Responses 

While the previous two topics dealt with changes in the physical landscape that 
resulted from domestic pressures, the final category of urban transformation reflects 
the impact of an external stimulus.  A phenomenon common to each of these 
locations was a massive investment in city defenses—namely the construction of 
new walls.  As has been seen in the discussions of the previous two types of 
evidence, the 5th and 6th centuries were not necessarily periods of decline for the 
cities of Late Antique Palestine.  In fact, quite the opposite seems to be the case as 
these urban centers saw the development and introduction of new industrial and 
commercial areas.  Many of these cities, such as Caesarea, were at their maximum 
size precisely when the fortifications were built.69  Before discussing the implications 
of this type of investment, let us first take a brief look at the significant geopolitical 
changes in this period. 

The beginning of Late Antiquity coincides rather closely with the victory of Ardashir I 
over his Parthian overlords in 224 CE and the subsequent rise of the Sasanian 
Empire.  This change in political control brought with it a dramatic shift in the balance 
of power on the Roman frontier, as the newly formed Sasanian state began an 
almost 30 year period of frequent military engagement.70  The Roman stronghold of 
Antioch, the third largest city in the empire at the time, fell temporarily in 252/253 CE 

                                                           
65 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 113. 
66 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 121. 
67 Holum (2005), 92. 
68 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 137. 
69 Holum (2005), 91. 
70 Edwell (2008), 149-151. 

Figure 16 - Mosaic Portico – 
Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), Figure 24. 
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and the Emperor Valerian was captured by Shapur I around 260 CE.71  Antioch was 
important to Roman control; the Sasanian victory opened up large areas of modern 
day Syria and Turkey to several years of raids.72   

The next several centuries were marked by the frequent eruption of intense conflict 
between the two empires, with the Romans often taking heavy losses at the hands of 
their Sasanian counterparts.  For example, Armenia’s conversion to Christianity 
opened the door for the Sasanian invasion that led to the capture of the Roman 
fortress at Amida in 359.73  Opportunistic groups on the fringes of these conflicts 
often exploited of periods of weakness on each side to conduct raids of their own.  
The Huns capitalized on exactly this type of vulnerability in 395.74  The 6th century 
plundering expeditions of the Sasanians and the Lakhmid Arabs even show the 
direct involvement of border peoples and danger they posed to the region as a 
whole.75 

It is in this context of frequent skirmishes 
and open warfare that one finds the now 
cities of Palestine increasing their 
defenses.  The prevalence of military 
threats in this period led to innovation and 
an increase in imperial support for 
defensive construction.76 Scythopolis was 
a prime example of the priority placed on 
security in this period.  At some point after 
the Roman period, the city built a wall that 
was 2.5 to 3 m thick and approximately 
4.8 km long.77  Based on inscriptions 
associated with the wall, its construction 
appears to 
date 

somewhere within the 4th or 5th century, with a 6th-
century restoration. 78  This massive fortification project 
was likely at least in part funded by imperial 
patronage.79 

The focus on defense also seems to be a larger regional 
phenomenon at this time, as nearby cities evidence 
similar investments in fortifications.  A new city wall in 
Caesarea, built in either the late 4th or possibly 5th 
century CE, greatly surpassed the previous defenses.  It 
enclosed an area of 95 hectares, two to three times 
the size of the earlier fortifications.80  Jerusalem saw a 

                                                           
71 Yarsharter (2008), 124-126. 
72 Edwell (2008), 190-198. 
73 Yarsharter (2008), 137. 
74 Yarsharter (2008), 142. 
75 Holum (2005), 94-95. 
76 Holum (2005), 103. 
77 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 100. 
78 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 101. 
79 Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), 125. 
80 Holum (2005), 91. 

Figure 18 - City Walls of Caesarea  
Holum (Forthcoming), Figure 7. 

Figure 17 - Walls of Scythopolis 
Tsafrir and Foerster (1997), Figure C. 
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similar defensive investment.  Also built at some point in either the 4th or 5th 
centuries, its wall encircled an urban space of approximately 120 hectares and made 

the city either the second or third largest urban space in 
the region.81  Even Gerasa saw built walls during this 
period, though their quality seems to be such that they 
would likely not have withstood a protracted siege.82  One 
has to wonder if the city’s lack of official status and imperial 
patronage played a role in the lesser quality of the 
structures. 

Taken as a whole, there is good evidence for the necessity 
of improved fortifications in the 5th and 6th centuries CE.  
While this activity is likely a response to the increased 
external threats, it is also important to remember that 
building activity on this scale was only made possible by 
the economic prosperity of the region at this time.  Though 
there was increased fighting following the rise of the 
Sasanian Empire, most of the conflict affected regions to 

the north.  Instead, the 2nd through the 6th centuries in Palestine were periods of 
relative calm with steady population growth that facilitated the financial expansion of 
the cities in question and the region as a whole.83 

Conclusion 

In the region of Palestine, Late Antiquity was a time of urban investment and 
renewal.  Many of the cities of this region witnessed a tremendous growth, both in 
terms of a physical occupation that extended beyond their previous borders and 
economic growth that saw the introduction of new structures and industries.  While 
this period of time was largely positive for the region, it also brought with it a complex 
series of social, political, and religious changes that transformed the urban 
topography of its cities. The sum total of these changes is expressed in the 
movement away from the urban ideal of the Classical period to the seemingly chaotic 
neighborhoods and bustling markets of the Early Islamic era. 

Exposing the shifting social realities that lie behind this changing landscape has long 
occupied the attention of scholars.  The Late Antique urban transformation is 
reflective of larger inter- and intra-regional pressures, such as the expansion of 
Christianity, changing economic production centers and systems, and foreign military 
threats.  At the same time, it is important to remember that each of these problems 
was negotiated on the most local of levels.  As has been illustrated in this paper, 
alterations to the urban topographies of Late Antique Palestine represent a real time 
response to specific concerns, resolved in a local manner under local constraints.  
Whether it be the construction of a Christian Church, the repurposing of a former 
public building, or the construction of a fortification wall, the built environment of Late 
Antiquity embodies the human response to the complexities of everyday life. 

  

                                                           
81 Holum (2005), 96. 
82 March (2009), 66. 
83 Bar (2004), 316. 

Figure 19 - City Walls of 
Gerasa 

Marsh (2009), Figure 12.7. 
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