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PROTECTING URBAN SPACE: APPEARANCE AND EVOLUTION
OF DEFENCE SYSTEMS IN THE SOUTHERN LEVANT
AT THE EVE OF THE ASSYRIAN CONQUEST

Maria Tamburrini - Sapienza University of Rome

Since ancient times protection and defence of private spaces has been a fundamental human need.
With the emergence and development of organized and increasingly complex communities, this need
took shape in the construction of powerful defensive systems that demarcated the urban space and
evolved with it. Throughout a selection of sites - illustrative of different defensive typologies - this paper
examines the development and spread of fortified settlements in the Southern Levant, tracing the most
significant changes - as well as the adoption of new construction models and techniques - that occurred
from the end of the Late Bronze Age up to the advent of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. In such a historical
setting, largely determined by the codes war and conquest, it is possible that the employed construction
criteria were formulated in response to warfare and specific siege tactics. For these reasons, in addition
with the analysis of defensive patterns, the role of Assyrian warfare as an impetus for the use of new
techniques is also addressed.
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1. RESEARCH SETTING AND METHODOLOGIES

Innovation, integration, and hybridization, as promoted within the PRIN project, find
ample time as part of the development of defensive systems, and the prosperous centers of
the Levantine Iron Age are a privileged observatory for the study of this advance. The subject
of the analysis is specifically the fortified sites recognized in the area from Tel Dan/Tell el-
Qadi, in the Upper Galilee, to Beer-Sheba, in the Northern Negev between 1200 BC, the end
of the era of the Canaanite city-states, and 586 BC, the year of the destruction of Jerusalem
by Nebuchadnezzar I1.

The creation of a comprehensive database allowed us to recognize approximately 40 sites
exemplifying the development of defensive techniques and models and to analyze them
according to the methodological principle of multidisciplinary. The final goal of this paper is
to identify and contextualize, in the regional historical landscape, the different elements of
continuity or discontinuity recognized in defensive systems, but also to identify the reasons
behind the progressive strengthening of the defensive network.

2. FORTIFICATION TYPOLOGIES

Fortification is a phenomenon that originated before the Neolithic Period associated with
the idea of permanent settlement.? Beginning in the late 2" millennium BC, and then with
the rise of Assyrian expansionist aims from the 8" century onward, in alternating phases of
Egypt, and towards the end of the 6 century BC of the new Babylonian empire,? there is a
widespread strengthening of settlements and their rearrangement across the land.*

1 Liverani 1988; Nigro 2014, 263.

2 Kempinski 1992, 68; Nigro 2020a.
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In the period analysed, there are five main types of defences, the result of the adaptation
of pre-existing prototypes to both the local conditions, such as orography and/or availability
of raw materials, and the security requirements of that time.

2.1. Enclosed settlement

The very earliest Iron Age (Iron Age IA - Iron Age IB late/Iron Age 1A early), especially
in the hilly area, is characterized by the appearance of settlements known as enclosed, that
is, developed within very simple stone enclosures, little more than a meter thick, made to
protect the dwellings and herds that were centrally stationed.’ Examples of this typology are
the enclosures of Bedhat esh-Shab and Yafit 3 in the Jordan Valley® as well as Giloh,” Izbeth
Sartah ITI-II® (fig. 1:a-b), and Tel Mevorakh VIIL.® The enclosed settlement and following
thickening of the perimeter rooms of the three/four-room style'® dwellings represent the first
step toward the development of the proper casemate typology that spread later.

This pattern named incipient or intermediate casemate wall is characterized by stone walls
little more than a row thick and a not entirely linear profile resulting from the random
arrangement of the internal dwellings. It is possible to observe this arrangement at
Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim VA-IVB,* ‘Ai/et-Tell I-11,*? Khirbet el-Magqatir (fig. 1:c),* but
still at Khirbet Raddana 2-3, Khirbet ed-Dawwara,’® Gezer/Tell el-Jazari X-1X,6
Gibeon/el-Jib,'” Beth Shemesh/Tell er-Rumeileh 111! and Beer-Sheba VII-VL.Y® A
significant difference from the later period defensive compounds is certainly the belonging
of the perimeter rooms, which - absorbed entirely by the defensive system - most likely
changed their use from private to public.?

2.2. Casemate walls

The urbanization resulted from the political stability of the united monarchy also brought
with it its own dangers related to the growing need for protection.?* From the late mid-11t%
century BC (Early Iron Age IB) increasingly complex and monumental defensive systems
spread from north to south, probably under the impetus of a unifying central power.

Cooley 1997, 402.

Ben-Yosef 2017a; 2017b.

Mazar 1981.

Finkelstein 1986.

Stern 1978.

Typical of domestic architecture since the 12" century BC, they are characterized by one or more juxtaposed
long rooms accompanied by a perpendicular room on the short side (Shiloh 1987).

VB original phase of the peripheral buildings, the predecessor of the monumental solid wall with projections
and recesses (Ussishkin 2020).

12 Marquet-Krause 1949.

B Seevers 2018.

1 Lederman 1999.

¥ Finkelstein 1990.

6 Ortiz - Wolff 2017.

1 Pritchard 1961; 1964.

18 Bunimovitz - Lederman 2001; 2016.

¥ Herzog 1984.

2 Herzog 1992, 269.

2 Holladay 1995, 372; Faust 2000, 21.

© ® N o o

11

48



XXVIIN.S. (2024) Appearance and evolution of defence systems in the Southern Levant

Throughout Iron Age II, three defensive types are in use: casemate fortifications, the solid
wall in all its variations, and the composite system.

The casemate typology is the most widespread defensive system from the 10% until the
end of the 8" century BC.? Of the 37 recognized fortified settlements as many as 18 feature
casemate fortifications (tab. 1). At Gezer/Tell el-Jazari, Gibeon/el-Jib, and Beth
Shemesh/Tell er-Rumeileh it is possible to follow their complete evolution from incipient
form to full standardization with the thickening of the outer wall and harmonization of the
perimeter.? Only at Beer-Sheba this evolution is interspersed with the appearance in phases
V and IV of a solid wall with city gates. The perimeter of the fortifications is almost circular:
overall, the system started from a minimum thickness of 4 m to a maximum of 10 m, allowing
the passage at the top of a large number of soldiers in case of siege.?* Except for a few
fortresses in the Negev? in general, the dimensions of the various components are standard:
the outer wall has a thickness of around 1.60 m to which is added the cavity of varying size
from 1.40 m to more than 3 m interspersed with perpendicular walls of 1 m thickness and
finally the inner wall also around 1.50 m thick.

Among the first sites to exhibit this now well-codified defence system already around the
end of the 11" century is Khirbet Qeiyafa.?® The perimeter wall seems to have been the first
element to be built and then the dwellings, each assigned every two or three casemates (fig.
2). The thickness of the perimeter wall is greater than those of the dwellings, unlike casemates
from the earlier period. Finally, each casemate is accessible from the dwelling, but it is also
likely that all had a raised walkway and were thus accessible from above. Later examples are
at Beer-Sheba and Tell en-Nasbeh where it is also possible to observe an interior arrangement
of dwellings in concentric rings but again at Tel Harashim,?” Gezer/Tell el-Jazari,?® Khirbet
‘Aujah el-Foqa,® in Tell Jemmeh,*® Tel Halif/Tell el-Khuweilifeh,® Tel Rehov/Tell es-
Sarem,* Tel Mor,*® and Tel ‘Aroer.®* Sometimes it is possible that the casemate was filled
with debris as in the case of Hazor/Tell el-Qedah VIII.*® The width of the casemates at many
sites at any rate suggests that the houses and the surrounding wall were planned as one from
the beginning and thus the presence of a clear master plan.% Finally, the enclosures present
at Samaria (IIa late) and Ramat Rahel IIB-C more than defence systems are to be considered

22 Aharoni 1959, 36; Blakely 1981; Barkay 1992, 308; Herzog 1992, 265; Vergnaud 2012.

2 Shiloh 1978; Finkelstein - Fantalkin 2012, 42.

2% Aharoni 1982, 198-200.

% Meshel 1992, 294-295; Finkelstein 1995; Faust 2006.

% Garfinkel - Ganor 2009; Garfinkel - Ganor - Hasel 2014. Casemate-style walls are found throughout the Near
East from very early periods: the earliest known casemate-style walls were found in Tell Munbaqa and Tell Rad
Shaqrah, dated between 2600 and 2300 BC (Bielinski 1991; Werner 1998). Large-scale dissemination of the
model in the Southern Levant occurred then around the Middle Bronze III on the back of earlier Syrian (Lapp
1976, 25; Burke 2008, 61-63, 82-84).

2 Ben-Ami 2004.

28 Ussishkin 1990, 74-77; Ortiz - Wolff 2017.

2 Ben-Shlomo - Freikman - Hawkins 2022.

% Blakely 1981, 206-211.

8t Seger - Borowski 1977, 163; Seger 1983.

% Mazar 1999, 36; Mazar - Panitz-Cohen 2020.

3 Dothan 1993.

3 Biran - Cohen 1977; 1978; Biran 1993.

% Lapp 1976, 39; Herzog 1992.

% Shiloh 1978, 38.

49



Maria Tamburrini VO

ceremonial precincts enclosing representative buildings and distinguished by extremely fine
masonry workmanship.

2.3. Solid wall

Already known from ancient times, the solid wall revives a great flowering from the 10'-
9t centuries BC where it appears in as many as 16 sites, becoming the second most attested
type after the casemate wall (tab. 1). Two most common types can be distinguished: simple
solid and offset-inset walls.

The former, made of stone or mudbrick, is characterized by a linear profile often enriched

with round or square towers; the offset-inset wall has alternating sections set somewhat
protruding or somewhat receding from adjacent sections. This type of construction produces
a stronger wall than a straight-line construction, providing somewhat of a buttressing effect.
Unlike the casemate wall, the solid wall has no internal partitions and a thickness ranging
from 3/4 m*" to as much as 8 m.%® The thickness of course could depend on various factors
such as the material employed, the presence of additional elements such as overhangs or
towers, but most importantly the height of the circuit.
The building technique was based on the construction of two outer curtains between which
an uneven fill was poured as material, sometimes even scraping material from other
buildings. Buttresses or towers could be added to strengthen the wall: the latter built to reduce
blind spots also served as balconies from which army could hurl the counteroffensive.*’ The
buttresses, protruding about half a meter, make an overhanging and recessed motif that was
sometimes repeated on the inner face of the wall as well. The offset-inset type is present at
Hazor/Tell el-Qedah V,* Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim IVA-III (fig. 3),*? Tel Rehov/Tell es-
Sarem ITa*® but still at Tell en-Nasbeh 3b* and Tel Aroer 4.*° The buttressed wall with
towers and bastions is still present at Tel Dor/Khirbet el-Burj, Tell Ta’annek II, Timnah/Tel
Batash, Ekron/Khirbet el-Muganna, and Lachish/Tell ed-Duweir II where a buttressed wall
ca. 3.5 m thick replaced the massive composite system of the earlier period*® (§ 2.4).

2.4. Composite or multiline system

The pre-existing local conditions of some settlements led in some cases to adopt an even
more complex defensive strategy. The combination of two or more defensive elements, often
reused from earlier fortification, gives rise to what is called a composite system. The most
representative example of a composite system is surely that of Lachish/Tell ed-Duweir (levels
IV-III-1I) also known in the relief of the southwest palace of Quyunjiq (fig. 4). After the

37 Aharoni 1982, 198.

% Barkay 1992, 308.

% The height could reach a maximum of ten times the thickness, always considering that the height would not
become a danger to the city itself (Battini 2008, 190).
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destruction of Sheshonq’s military campaign*’ the city was promptly rebuilt by greatly
increasing the level of fortification (level IV). The perimeter of the site was provided with
two lines: an inner one, with a stone foundation and mudbrick elevation as much as 6 m thick
and enriched with towers, and an outer wall of offset-inset type at mid-slope supporting the
glacis. The latter is 3.65 m thick and roughly 5 m high.* The northwest corner has eight
buttresses implanted on the rock and protruding 4/5 m from the wall line useful probably for
stationing soldiers.* In the southwest corner where the difference in height between the tell
and the plain was at a minimum, the wall was reinforced by a tower of which only the
mudbrick base protruding from the defensive profile remains. The main access system,
located to the southwest, included two gates connected by a ramp: while the outermost gate
was protected by a large angular rampart, the innermost gate, the largest of the monarchic
period, was six-chambered, built of mudbrick on a stone base (25 m x 25 m) recalling the
gates found at Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim, Hazor/Tell el-Qedah, and Gezer/Tell el-Jazari.>

The layer III city known to have been attacked by Sennacherib in 701 BC was further
fortified by reinforcing the outermost wall no longer in mudbrick but entirely in stone and
adding a tower at the junction corner.>!

2.5. Entrances

Contemporary with the development of fortification systems was the evolution of
entrance systems. City gates were not normally related to military use, and benches and other
architectural elements have been found in many that suggest their use in daily life.

The most attested gateway is of three kinds: six-, four-, and two-chambered and, as with
the walls, they recall the patterns in use during the Middle Bronze Age in the southern and
northern Levantine area® with an evolution that saw six-chambered gates replaced by four-
chambered and then two-chambered ones and double-entrance complexes, in the early 9
century BC.%®

The six-chambered gate consisted of a central passage approximately 4 m wide with three
square guard chambers on each side and projecting outer towers, all built of ashlar; found at
the sites of Hazor/Tell el-Qedah X-1X,% Gezer/Tell el-Jazari VIII-VIL* Megiddo/Tell el-
Mutesellim IVA,* Timnah/Tel Batash I1I°7 and Lachish/Tell ed-Duweir IV-II1.8 The latter
was enhanced by an additional outer defensive annex built of ashlar and consisting of a
central passageway 4.2 m wide flanked by square guard chambers. The four-chambered

47 Mazar 1992, 426.

4 Kenyon 1965, 276; 1974; Blakely 1981; Ussishkin 1993, 911;2004b, 416-417, 423-425, 432-437; Herzog 1997,
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%8 Barkay 1992, 331; Herzog 1992, 265.
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gateway found at Tel Dan/Tell el-Qadi I11-IL,%° Tel Dor/Khirbet el-Burj VIL® Gezer/Tell el-
Jazari VIA,® Ekron/Khirbet el-Muganna 1,82 Ashdod IX,%® Khirbet Qeiyafa IV® and Beer-
Sheba V-II®® consisted of a central passage, flanked by only two guard chambers on each
side. The reduction in chambers was likely dictated by the increasingly military character of
the city gate; the reduction in size and floors of the gate certainly made it more strong and
less susceptible to attack by siege machines. The two-chamber gate consisted of a simple
central passage, flanked by a square guard chamber, or bastions, on each side. This gate,
usually used in double-access systems, has been identified at Tel Dor/Khirbet el-Burj V1,%
Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim IIL,%7 Tel ‘ Aroer 3,% Tell en-Nasbeh 3,%° Beth Shemesh/Tell er-
Rumeileh II,7° Tell Beit Mirsim,”* and Lachish/Tell ed-Duweir I1.7?

3. BUILDING TECHNIQUES AND EMPLOYED MATERIALS

As for building materials, where there was no availability of water and clay, stone was
preferred.” The qualities most used were meleke stone, which was more difficult to work and
used even in the Hellenistic period, and nari, which was chosen to produce blocks for large
constructions because of its ductility. Construction with large nari blocks is found in
Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim IVA, in the enclosures of Samaria I-II and Ramat Rahel, in
Hazor/Tell el-Qedah, Tell Ta’annek and Gezer/Tell el-Jazari.”* The walls of the large
defensive enclosures mostly consisted of two curtains, made of rough or worked stones, and
an inner core of aggregate material although there was no shortage of solid walls without any
filling.” Along with the walls with ashlar piers and fieldstone fills technique, that of ashlar
masonry, also known throughout the area from Old Testament sources,® is certainly the most
fashionable and distinctive of 10" century architecture.””

This technique, used from the 3™ millennium BC onward and then spreading throughout
the central and western Mediterranean,’® involved the use of rectangular squared blocks
mostly diatones put in place headers and stretchers laid with narrow joints in staggered rows
without the aid of mortar. The perfect interlocking of the blocks allowed for uniform weight
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% Stern 1990; Gilboa - Sharon 2008, Gilboa et al. 2018.
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8 Mudbrick is preferred in elevations (see Megiddo and Lachish) especially in areas with stable water sources
while stone is the most commonly used material in highland sites.
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relief and created an extremely solid and compact wall fabric. Final surface treatments were
made in full work and the face could be partially or totally smoothed;” often the edges were
smoothed and lowered to facilitate contact between bedding and joint faces while the central
area was left protruding and rough.®® Unlike later periods in which it became an ornamental
element, the central bulge played a functional role in this time, serving to grip where ashlar
was used in the foundation.®!

Well finished ashlar masonry was reserved for the most important sites, fortifications,
and royal architecture. Ashlar masonry constructions are present in Samaria in the outer
defensive wall and gate, in Jerusalem, in Khirbet Qeiyafa, but still in the inner part of the
casemate precinct of Ramat Rahel, in the Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim and Gezer/Tell el-
Jazari gates, and the podium of Tel Dan/Tell el-Qadi.®?

4. DEVELOPMENT AND DISTRIBUTION OF FORTIFIED SETTLEMENTS IN THE IRON AGE

In the aftermath of the crisis of the late 2" millennium BC, except for a few sites, most
settlements were characterized by the general absence of public buildings and thus
fortifications.®® Between the late 11" and early 10" centuries BC (IA-IB), settlements are
increased with the appearance of early enclosed settlements.

Starting from the Iron Age IIA late (10" century BC) we witness what many call “third
urbanization”.* In addition to an exponential increase in sites, during this stage it is possible
to observe important changes from a typological point of view as well the codification of the
casemate model and the introduction of other types such as the solid wall (fig. 5).

During Iron Age IIB the entire area was affected by massive building activity affecting
the major centers, with monumentality particularly evident in the northern kingdom. The
military issue was the one most favoured - this was certainly because of the constant
incursions - and the typology chosen in most of the settlements was the double-curtain wall
equipped with projections, indentations, and towers, which in several cases (Hazor/Tell el-
Qedah, Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim, Tel Rehov/Tell es-Sarem, Tell en-Nasbeh, Ashdod,
Beer-Sheba), replaced the casemate wall, which did not, however, cease to exist. The change
was influenced by the introduction of the Assyrian military techniques of siege machines.

The 9™ century BC not only marked the beginning of battles among the Arameans but
also saw the emergence of the Neo-Assyrian threat expanding northward.® Right around the
end of the 8" century BC (Iron IIB - Iron IIC), the latter came under Assyrian control,®” while
the Judean cities - still un-subjugated and at a time of growth under Hezekiah’s power -
employed their forces to further fortify the region.

With the beginning of the Iron Age IIC, Babylonian and Egyptian raids grew to the
detriment of an ever-diminishing Assyrian power, and a new phenomenon of empowerment
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8 Shiloh 1979, 60; Matthiae 1997, 268.

8 Avigad 1993, 1303; Franklin 2004.

8 Mumcuoglu - Garfinkel 2021, 474.
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8 Herzog 1997, 211.
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8 Mazar 1992, 404.

8 Liverani 1988, 799.
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affected the territory with a reversed trend from the previous period. The north, enslaved to
the now-decaying Assyrian power, left its cities in a state of neglect or unfortified; the south,
under the impetus of the reigns of Manasseh and Josiah, replied with a careful re-planning of
the regional defensive network that saw the construction of new border outposts and the
restoration of those destroyed in the 701 campaign.®

From a distributional point of view, the defensive network already established in the
region by the 10" century BC was zoned and was re-established numerous times until
Babylonian times. The strongholds occupied strategic positions protecting the main roads or
major centers as in the case of Samaria.®® In the north, the defensive line from Carmel reached
the Lake of Galilee and then descended to the Dead Sea on the border with the Kingdom of
Judah, and here during the Omride dynasty, numerous fortresses were erected.*® In the south
an elaborate system consisting of two main lines of defence was set up: an outer one facing
the Philistine coast and an inner one considered the true line of defence.®

4.1. A glance at Assyrian siege techniques

In light of this, it is clear that the evolutionary process of defensive architecture between
the 10™ and 7 century BC is to be understood as a poliorcetic adaptation of the fortifications
where every single element was part of a well-established action plan.®? Despite representing
an unidirectional and propagandistic narrative,” the Assyrian reliefs are the main evidence
of the attack/defence techniques employed at that time. To pitched battles the Assyrians much
preferred the siege,? concentrated on a single point against which a variety of breakthrough
techniques were tried, consequently reinforcement measures had to affect mainly the
perimeter walls.%®

To use defence as the best offense, numerous changes were made to the walls and beyond.
To the ramming with large attacking machines, such as rams and towers, cities replied by
thickening the defensive perimeter reaching up to 7 m and even 15/20 m in the case of multi-
line systems.%® This choice was decisive since covering a larger area reduced the success of
attacks with throwing weapons.?” In the construction of solid walls with a circular plan, the
use of towers was preferred since they reduced dead spots;* their distance was also crucial
in determining the number of men to protect the city. Also in response to the rams’ attack, it
became increasingly common (even in foundations) to build ashlar masonry. In some
Assyrian depictions, bodies of so-called spoil soldiers appear (fig. 6), armed with hooks
attempting to undermine the wall framework and make their way into the city.®® The
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technique of ashlar masonry was supportive of these episodes as it went to reduce the gaps
between stones.

The height of the fortifications was another crucial factor in the counterattack. In addition
to breaking through, the siege in fact could take place from above using ladders whose length
had to be secant to the wall. In the 1 millennium BC, an increase in ladder length thus
corresponded to an increase in the height of the fortifications.

Also decisive was the embankment/glacis unit whose degree of the slope determined the
angle of inclination of the enemy ladders and thus, if well proportioned, could help neutralize
the attack;!% the embankment then served as an additional obstacle to the engineers who in
digging tunnels could be spotted and attacked with fires or bees.10!

The choice of building materials also played a decisive role considering that one of the
Assyrian attack techniques was to melt the mudbrick walls by channelling water from nearby
watercourses against the besieged city. Water could also be an obstacle in the opposite
direction, in terms of water supply. In the configuration of fortifications, in fact, many cities
took care to include springs in the defensive perimeter or ensure in some way that they could
be reached through underground routes.

5. FINAL REMARKS

Drawing a general picture, it can be said that the evolution of defensive architecture,
which saw the transition from villages surrounded by enclosures to full-fledged strongholds
distributed strategically through the entire region, paralleled the sociopolitical changes that
affected the territory and led to the annexation of the region to neighbouring empires.

The widespread use of a certain patterns and construction techniques such as casemate
fortifications and ashlar masonry, not only testifies to their effectiveness in the siege warfare,
but also to the great cultural continuity between the regions not only of the Near East, but
also, giving their success in the West as well, of the entire Mediterranean area.
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Fig. 1 - The enclosed settlement of Izbet Sartah (a-b) (after Cabanes et al. 2012, fig. 1; ) and
Khirbet el-Maqatir (after Seevers 2018, fig. 4).

Fig. 2 - The reconstruction of the Khirbet Qeiyafa fortification system (left) (© Roy Albag
Architecture LTD) and the four-chambered gate as identified at the end of 2010 season (right)
(after Kang 2014, fig. 6.4).
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S pd
Fig. 3 - The solid offset-inset wall identified at Megiddo/Tell el-Mutesellim IV (after Lamon
- Shipton 1939, fig. 89).

/

RS

Fig. 4 - The siege of Lachish/Tell ed-Duweir by Sennacherib (above) (after Layard 1849, 23)
and the reconstruction of the multiline fortification system in the level III (below) (after
Ussishkin 1982, fig. 9).
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Fig. 5 - Distributive map of the fortification’s typologies during the Iron Age I and II.

Fig. 6 - Wall panel reliefs from the Ashurbanipal II North Palace in Quyunjiq depicting the
Assyrian sappers at work during sieges of an Egyptian fort (a), the Elamite city of Hamanu
(b) and an enemy city along a river (c) (© The Trustees of the British Museum).
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