
Introduction

Fortifications have long been considered one of the
hallmarks of the first urban period in the southern
Levant. Massive construction at sites such as cAi,
Jericho, Tel Yarmuth, and Tel Dan has been cred-
ited a major role in transforming the settlement
landscape (Philip 2003), introducing the mound, or
tell, as a permanent point of reference for all future
generations, ancient and modern. Tel Bet Yerah
(Khirbat al-Karak), at the southern tip of Lake
Kinneret (Lake Tiberias, Sea of Galilee), ranked as
one of the most impressive of these early towns – if
not as the prime site of south Levantine urbanization
(Fig. 1). With an original size of 30 ha or more (a
significant part of the site has eroded into the lake),
and an exceptional occupational history spanning all
phases of the Early Bronze Age (EBA; c. 3500–2300
BCE), Tel Bet Yerah played a role in EBA urbaniza-
tion from its village antecedents, through its
mid-third millennium climax, to its ultimate demise
(Esse 1991; Greenberg and Paz 2004). Throughout
much of its history, EBA Bet Yerah was massively
fortified. The fortification, built in several successive
phases, has been extensively excavated, and could
serve as a point of departure for discussion of archi-
tectural and social issues in EBA urbanization.
Unfortunately, the long sequence of excavations at
the site, beginning in 1933 and continuing through
the 1990s, has failed to produce any coherent

account of the fortifications. Brief and rather 
garbled précis have appeared (Maisler, Stekelis and
Avi-Yonah 1952; Bar Adon 1953; 1954; 1955;
Hestrin 1993; Getzov 1998), but these tend to
obscure, rather than clarify, the major issues in 
question. 

In the wake of a three-year research project1 we
are able, for the first time, to present a comprehen-
sive account of the excavated remains, and to
provide a fairly accurate chronological framework
for most of the fortification elements. Three super-
imposed fortification systems are described, the
earliest a massive mudbrick fortification (including a
paved direct-entry gateway) stretching across the
southern edge of the mound, the latest an extraordi-
nary stone and brick system of which 700 meters (!)
have been cleared, furnished with numerous towers
and a sortie tunnel. Between the two lies a rather
poorly preserved, though by no means insubstantial,
stone and mudbrick wall. The three systems can be
related to significant excavated remains in the inte-
rior of the city, however this relationship is no simple
affair. Fortifications and domestic complexes have
different development trajectories and offer differ-
ent, if complementary, perspectives on urban
development. Moreover, a far greater sample of the
fortifications has been excavated, when compared to
the interior. We will therefore focus on the fortifica-
tions alone, with other architectural remains
receiving only passing mention. 
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Figure 1. Tel Bet Yerah: topographic map showing the extent of the excavated fortifications. Note truncation of the mound on
the east. 



History of research

The prominent ridge marking the southern edge of
the mound attracted the attention of several early
visitors to the mound (Albright 1926, 27–31;
Saarisalo 1927, 76–81), but although road cuts
made in 1921 and in 1933 for the Samakh–Tiberias
highway certainly bisected significant remains of the
southern fortifications, little can be learned about
them from the reports of local antiquities inspectors.
In 1944–5 Maisler (Mazar) and Stekelis carried out
the first controlled excavations in the southern part
of the mound. They excavated a trench 7–10 meters
wide and 100 m. long perpendicular to the southern
edge of the mound and, in addition, cleaned a sec-
tion cut through the fortifications by the Rutenberg
power plant concession, about 40 meters east of the
main trench.2 These excavations recorded the exis-
tence of an early mudbrick fortification, dated to EB
I or II, and a later, narrower stone fortification dated
to EB III (Maisler, Stekelis and Avi-Yonah 1952,
170, 172–3). In 1952–5 large-scale operations were
undertaken by P. Bar-Adon, who revealed some 700
meters of the latest, stone and mudbrick fortification
along the southern and most of the western edge of
the mound, as well as substantial portions of the ear-
lier systems. Bar-Adon’s contribution (beyond the
often perfunctory clearance of the entire preserved

length of the late fortifications) included the excava-
tion of numerous test trenches along and
occasionally through the fortifications, the excava-
tion of several well-preserved towers, and the
discovery and excavation of a gateway in the earliest
mudbrick fortification. Furthermore, Bar-Adon
identified an interim phase of fortification, postdat-
ing the mudbrick wall but preceding the stone
fortification, and excavated architectural remains
within and without the fortification system that con-
tribute to the dating of its various components.
Bar-Adon published only brief descriptions of his
excavations (1953; 1954; 1955). These descriptions,
as well as numerous unpublished lecture notes and
field diaries, revealed misgivings and doubts, espe-
cially as concerns date and stratigraphic attribution.
This was especially noticeable in his treatment of the
latest fortifications. For years, Bar-Adon preferred
an ‘MB I’ date for the fortification (a rather idiosyn-
cratic term denoting a late third–early second
millennium cultural phase that most would term
early MB IIA). Following the 1955 discovery of
Hellenistic material in some of the towers, Bar-Adon
(1955) was led to doubt the earlier dating, and pro-
posed a Hellenistic date for the entire system. 

The most recent excavation to tackle the southern
fortifications was that conducted by N. Getzov in
1994–5 in conjunction with road-works along the
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Figure 2. Plan of the three fortification systems: Fortifications A/B in gray, Fortification C in black. Late EBA domestic struc-
tures are shown at the south-east tip of the mound.



Tiberias highway. In a preliminary description of the
results, Getzov (1998) corroborated the existence of
three fortification systems, added further details on
successive stages in the mudbrick wall, which he
dated to EB IB (c. 3300–3100 BCE), and assigned
the two later systems to EB III. 

The present description takes account of all earlier
work, but is based mainly on the results of the Bar-
Adon excavations. Experience has taught us that, at
so large a site as Tel Bet Yerah, only an extensive
sample can be considered representative. On the
side of caution we wish to point out that the quality
of Bar-Adon’s excavation methodology and record-
ing was inconsistent. Pending future excavation, our
interpretation should be viewed as no more than the
best reconstruction possible at this time. 

In the pages that follow, we present a review of the
fortification systems and their stratigraphic relations,
detailed descriptions of the three systems, and the
arguments for their date. The concluding discussion
will place the fortifications in the context of the
development of the town at Tel Bet Yerah, as well as
the broader context of Early Bronze Age urbaniza-
tion. 

The three fortification systems: overview and

stratigraphy

As noted above, both Bar-Adon and Getzov noted
the existence of three fortification systems. All three
are truncated by the scarp marking the present east-
ern edge of the mound, and there is no doubt that a
considerable portion of the mound has been washed
into the lake (Fig. 2).

Fortification A, a massive mudbrick wall attaining
a width of eight meters and more, was identified
along the entire southern edge of the mound. It is
presently unclear whether or not the wall extended
along the western flank of the mound, parallel to the
ancient Jordan riverbed. Several sections through
the fortification reveal it to have been composed of
three, and in some places four, parallel, abutting
massive walls established on virgin soil, with but-
tresses or other additions added at various points. A
direct-entry gateway with paved passage pierces the
wall near the south-east corner of the mound. This
fortification functioned during EB II, but may have
been established at an earlier date.

Fortification B, consisting of a 3.5–5.0 meter wide
stone foundation with mudbrick superstructure, was
identified at various points along the southern and
western edge of the mound. It seems to have been
established (at least in the south) on top of
Fortification A, usually along its outer perimeter.

Fortification B was poorly preserved, either because
it was never more than a repair of Fortification A, or
because it was dismantled during the construction of
Fortification C. It thus often takes on the character
of a ‘ghost’ wall. It dates to the early and middle
phases of EB III.

Fortification C, the latest, best-preserved fortifica-
tion, was a stone and mudbrick affair built in many
discontinuous segments. It incorporated some 15
towers, both round and rectangular, as well as what
appears to be a sortie tunnel. The wall was 4–7
meters wide, and for the most part runs inside the
earlier fortification systems or atop them. This wall
was built in late EB III.

The stratigraphic relations between the systems
can be illustrated at a number of locations. In the
following description, the term ‘Fortification’ will
refer to each system as a whole, and ‘Wall’ to the rel-
evant portions of the curtain-wall in each phase.
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Figure 3. Excavations at the south-east tip of the mound,
illustrating the relation between Wall C (at left), the founda-
tions of Wall B (upper right), and the massive mudbrick
structure of Wall A below them. Looking east. 
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Figure 4. The stratigraphic relation between the three fortifications systems illustrated in two section drawings between Towers 6
and 7.

Figure 5. The relation between the three fortification systems at Tower 8.



1. At the south-eastern tip of the mound, just east of
the Fortification A gate complex (described below),
remnants of the stone foundation of Wall B were
uncovered overlying the outer part of Wall A (Fig.
3). The massive stone foundations of Wall C can be
seen inside (north) and above Wall A.

2. Between Towers 6 and 7, fragments of Walls A
and B were revealed alongside Wall C, as illustrated
in Bar-Adon’s cross-section (Fig. 4). The abrupt
changes in the height of the stone foundations of
Wall B and their relation to the bricks of Wall A are
typical of that fortification. Wall C can clearly be
seen to cut both earlier fortifications.

3. West of Tower 8 in Fortification C, the section
drawing clearly shows all three systems (Fig. 5):
Wall A to the south, Wall B at center, with stone
foundation and mudbricks still preserved, and the
stone foundations of Wall C inside and above them.
The plan shows Wall B ending abruptly before
Tower 8, though its course is continued by the early
brickwork beneath Tower 8, again illustrating the
opportunistic character of this fortification system. 

4. At Tower 13, on the west side of the mound (Fig.
6), systems B and C can clearly be observed, with the

later wall running, as always, just inside the earlier
wall. The tower itself overlies earlier masonry, perhaps
a semi-circular tower belonging to Fortification B. 

In Getzov’s excavations, a similar stratigraphic
relationship between the three systems has been
reported, with Wall B built over the mud-bricks of
Wall A, and Wall C built well inside it (Getzov
1998). 

Fortification A

Significant remains of Fortification A were encoun-
tered at three points along the southern perimeter of
Tel Bet Yerah, and traces of it at several additional
locations. The main excavated sections include an
18 meter stretch between the south-east tip of the
mound and the south-eastern city gate (A1), a short
stretch exposed in the transverse trench excavated
by Mazar in 1944–5 and expanded by Bar-Adon in
1952–3 (A3), and parts of the wall exposed in the
road-cut between 1933 and 1995 (A4). Significant
evidence regarding the course of the wall and its
construction is provided by the cross-section (A2)
cleaned on the western border of the ‘wadi’, a
depression that separates the south-east promontory
from the main mound. 
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Figure 6. Tower 13 of Fortification C, on the western side of the mound, superimposed on a tower of Fortification B.



Fortification A had a complex history of construc-
tion. In the three recorded cross-sections (at the
eastern sea-scarp, across the ‘wadi’, and at the main
road-cut) three to four clear blocks of abutting mud-
brick construction are evident, each marked by a
predominant brick-color (Fig. 7). Bricks were of
similar dimensions, being characteristically broad
and flat (e.g. 40 ¥ 25 ¥ 8 cm). All lines were estab-
lished on the Lisan marl or on a dark layer of sterile
soil formed on the marl. This, coupled with the fact
that there is little evidence for weathering on the
adjoining faces within the wall (preserved at some
points to a height of four meters and more) indicates
that the parallel lines were built within a relatively
short span of time. In addition to the three or four
main blocks there are indications of repairs and but-
tresses. Among the latter is a stretch of massive
mudbrick construction found in the Mazar trench,
sandwiched between Wall C and an Early Bronze I
fill. Although the excavators were not able to estab-
lish the precise orientation of this block and its
relation to the main fortification, a floor containing
restorable pottery abutted this wall, dating its use to
EB II (see below). Getzov and Bar-Adon both

reported additions to the mudbrick fortification built
on top of the main blocks.

The most significant element revealed in
Fortification A is the south-east gate. This is the
only gate excavated at Tel Bet Yerah, though topo-
graphical considerations, as well as the general
layout of the city, point to several additional loca-
tions as possible gateways (e.g. the depression
evident between Towers 10 and 11 on the western
flank of the mound). The gate passage was exca-
vated by Bar-Adon in 1952–3, briefly reported in
preliminary notices (Bar-Adon 1953; Yeivin 1955,
164), and then virtually forgotten. It consists of a
paved passage passing directly through the mudbrick
wall (Figs 8, 10, 11). This passage had two clear
phases of use and one phase interpreted by the exca-
vator as representing its intentional blockage. Earlier
deposits were explored in a small trench dug
beneath the earlier gate passage, but their relation to
Fortification A is unclear. In both phases of use, the
paved gate passage extended southwards beyond the
line of the mudbrick fortification. We therefore sur-
mise that the approach to the gate could have been
indirect, and may well have been protected by an
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Figure 7. A view of Bar-Adon’s excavations along the ‘wadi’, near the south-east tip of the mound, looking west. The adjoined
blocks of mudbrick construction forming Wall A can be seen at left; Wall C (right of wooden tower) is being excavated well inside
and above the earlier fortification. 



external bulwark, now completely eroded. 
In the earlier phase (Fig. 8), the gate passage was

approximately 2.5 m. wide and paved with packed
beach-gravel and small cobblestones. The east face
of the passage was interrupted by a niche, about one
meter wide. Abutting the south-east side of the gate
passage, leaning on the original right doorpost, was
an ensemble interpreted as a gate shrine. It consisted
of a large pierced basalt stela and three or four adja-
cent basalt blocks that appear to have served as
offering-tables (Fig. 9). Large stones set in the cob-
ble pavement just west of the stela mark the gate
threshold. No clear evidence for gate towers can be
ascribed to this phase. However, if we were to asso-
ciate the gate with an early phase of Wall A, when it
had not achieved its full width, the existence of
external towers similar to those at Tell al-Farcah
North (de Vaux 1962, pls 19–21) could be posited. 

The later phase of the gate passage (Figs 10, 11)
was constructed upon a massive fill of brick mater-

ial, at least one meter thick, overlying the earlier pas-
sage. This fill is no doubt the product of the rapid
deterioration of the soft mudbrick of the unpro-
tected face of Wall A, possibly exacerbated by the
chronic tectonic instability endemic to the Jordan
Valley. Evidence for such instability can be seen in
similar, massive fills of mudbrick detritus found all
along Fortification A. The response of the renova-
tors of the gate was the re-facing of the entire gate
complex with stones and the laying of a more mas-
sive basalt pavement. The gate passage was now
3–3.5 meters wide, and was protected on the west by
what appears to be a stone gate tower built directly
upon Wall A. This presumed tower was badly dam-
aged by the recent pit that intrudes upon the entire
northern part of the complex. A wall approaching
the inner eastern jamb of the gate was interpreted by
the excavator as evidence for a guard tower project-
ing inward from the gate. A large stone socket set in
the stone pavement marks the location of the inner
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Figure 8. Plan of the south-east gate, EB II (early phase).



portal of the gate, about 1.5 m. from the end of the
gate passage. Above this socket, a clear seam can be
seen in the eastern face of the gate (Fig. 11). The
socket may thus indicate the original location of the
inner threshold of the gate, and the seam the addi-

tion of one of the parallel mudbrick wall-lines com-
prising Wall A. Several parallel gaps in the pavement
(Fig. 12) seem to indicate the presence of wooden
sleepers, some of them serving perhaps as supports
for an external wooden portal. Similar sleepers were
identified as stairs at Tell al-Farcah (de Vaux 1962,
pl. 21); at Bet Yerah, the pavement is fairly level.

In its final phase, the entire gate passage appears
to have been blocked (or raised?) with intentional
mudbrick construction. The former gate shrine, by
now entirely buried but for the tip of the large stela,
seems to have been replaced by a carefully laid semi-
circular structure (Fig. 13, at far right). This phase
of the gate may well be associated with the beginning
of EB III and the replacement of Wall A by Wall B.

The date of Fortification A

Although Fortification A was established on the 
natural Lisan marl, at the same elevation as stratified
EB IB remains excavated inside the town, no floors
of that period have yet been identified in direct asso-
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Figure 9. The gate shrine, BS 101 (early phase). Looking north.

Figure 10. Plan of the south-east gate, EB II (late phase).
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Figure 11. View of the south-east gate, EB II (late phase), looking south. Note door socket in pavement, foreground, and the
partially buried gate shrine, center. 

Figure 12. Stone pavement of the gate passage, with gaps indicating the presence of wooden sleepers. Looking west.
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Figure 13. Mudbrick construction blocking (raising?) the gate passage; to right, semi-circular construction incorporating the gate
stela. EB III, early phase. Looking east.

Figure 14. Block plan of EB II gate (late phase), in relation to EB II domestic strata excavated inside the gate. 



ciation with the wall. Massive amounts of late EB I
pottery found in the mudbrick collapse and fills
attributed to Wall A provide no more than a terminus
post quem for its construction. The excavations in the
gate area could have provided a more secure date;
unfortunately, the verbal descriptions and the sur-
viving sherd material from the gate are inconclusive.
Convincing indirect evidence for the date of the gate
is, however, provided by the similarity in construc-
tion and orientation between the paved gate passage
and the paved EB II street excavated some 15 m. to
the north by Bar-Adon (Fig. 14). Additional evi-
dence for EB II use comes from the Mazar-Stekelis
excavations adjacent to Tower 4 in Fortification C
(Fig. 15). Here, a thick mudbrick wall crossing the
southern edge of the trench was clearly abutted by
EB II floors (Fig. 16), and apparently overlay an EB
I fill. We interpret the mudbrick construction as the
inner face of Wall A, or of an inner buttress or tower
attached to it. 

In view of the complex construction history of

Fortification A, we may safely say that the wall cer-
tainly served the EB II city, but that its construction
may have been initiated in late EB I.

Fortification B

The late EB II/early EB III transition at Tel Bet
Yerah appears to have been marked by a crisis of
sorts. Inside the town there is evidence for partial
abandonment of structures and in the area near the
wall there was a considerable build-up of mudbrick
detritus, presumably the result of the collapse of sec-
tions of Wall A due to poor maintenance. By
mid-EB III, structures began to be constructed on
top of the inner (northern) portion of Wall A.
Fortification B therefore seems to have been con-
structed at this point as a repair of Wall A, when the
former had deteriorated to the point where it could
no longer serve its original function. Wall B seems to
have been, at least in its southern flank, an oppor-
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Figure 15. Plan and section of Tower 4, illustrating the complex relation between fortification systems A and C. The mudbrick
construction in the 1944 trench (Area MA) appears to be a buttress associated with Wall A. 



tunistic wall, set upon the mudbrick of Wall A and
probably utilizing the better-preserved segments of
the earlier fortification (as illustrated near Tower 8,
where the Wall B stonework ends abruptly before a
preserved portion of Wall A). Built as a low stone
foundation with mudbrick superstructure, parts of
Wall B seem to have been dismantled in order to
serve the construction of the later Fortification C.
Thus, Wall B has the character of a ‘ghost wall’, pre-
served only in short segments.

Wall B was identified at the following points:

B1 – at the eastern end of the fortification, as a stone
foundation of between one and three courses, set
upon the outer part of Fortification A (see Fig. 3,
above). This foundation was abutted by structures
built atop Wall A. The stone foundation seems to
end just short of the gate area; however, the stone
facing on the eastern wall of the gate passage shows
a clear addition approximately in line with Wall B
(see Figs 11, 13). Thus, the intentional mudbrick fill
in the gate passage may have been intended to

repair, rather than block, the gate at the time of the
construction of Wall B.

B2 – between Towers 6 and 7, in an area recorded
only in a perfunctory manner by Bar Adon. The
cross-section shows an abrupt shift between a stone
foundation which was three-courses high and over
three meters wide, clearly cut by Wall C, and a one-
course foundation set upon the bricks of Wall A.
Bar-Adon viewed these remains as part of a glacis
related to Fortification C. Arguing against this inter-
pretation are (a) the height of the stone foundation
in section B–B and (b) the carefully recorded foun-
dation trench of Wall C, that clearly cuts the stone
construction.

B3 – in the Getzov excavations of 1994–5, as a well-
built stone foundation abutted by an EB III
house-wall (Getzov 1998). 

B4 – near Tower 8, where a stretch of stone masonry
with mudbrick superstructure was identified sand-
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Figure 16. EB II pottery from the floor abutting Wall A in Area MA. 



wiched between Fortifications A and C (see Fig. 5).
The precise configuration of Wall B is not clear in
the plans left by Bar-Adon, but the character of the
foundation and its abrupt termination closely resem-
ble those of segment B1. 

B5 – at the south-west corner of the mound, where
the later fortification swings northward. Here, a
broad stone foundation runs just outside Wall C,
curving northward to enclose the western part of the
mound (see Fig. 2).

B6 – near Tower 13 and below it. Here Wall B
appears as a low stone foundation, turning inwards,
possibly to enclose a round tower (see Fig. 6). 

To sum up, Wall B seems, for the most part, to
have run along the external line of Fortification A,
but was only half as broad as the earlier fortification.
In contrast to what we presently know of
Fortification A, Wall B clearly turned northward to
defend the city on the west. As noted earlier, the
existence of Wall A on the west side remains conjec-
tural.

The date of Fortification B

The date of Fortification B is clearly EB III. Judging
by the structures cut or overlaid by the later
Fortification C, Wall B sufficed for much of EB III,
including the main phases characterized by the use
of Khirbat Karak Ware.

Fortification C

This system, built just inside the previous fortifica-
tions, was traced over a length of 700 meters, from
the sea-scarp in the south-east to more than halfway
up the western flank of the mound. Unlike Walls A
and B, Wall C was freestanding; no EBA structures
abutted it directly. For the most part Wall C consists
of massive fieldstone foundations (usually basalt,
occasionally limestone), at times preserved to well
over two meters in height. These are topped by
mudbrick, at some points preserved to a height of
8–10 courses. The width of the wall varies from 3 to
7 meters, but for the most part maintains a width of
about 4 meters. An important feature of the wall is
its segmentary construction. There are numerous
‘seams’, additions and buttresses in the foundation,
as well as segments of mudbrick construction that
fill in gaps between the stone segments. 

The wall exhibits a curious combination of
planned military engineering and ad hoc construc-
tion. The use of salient and re-entrant angles to form
a sophisticated saw-tooth pattern is consistent on

both the southern and western flanks, as is the pro-
portionally narrower breadth of the perpendicular
wall-segment at each angle (see Fig. 2). Yet, as
noted above, various additions and buttresses inter-
rupt the course of the wall, and the length of the
various segments is inconsistent. The fifteen surviv-
ing towers and tower fragments are not of uniform
size or plan, yet all are organically bonded to the
town wall and have shared characteristics such as
thinner external walls and the lack of a ground-level
entry. The latter feature suggests that the lower part
of all the towers could have been used for storage.
The west flank of the fortification seems to consist of
alternating pairs of square towers and round ‘eye’
towers (e.g., Tower 13); the southern flank has alter-
nating single square towers and round ‘horseshoe’
towers (e.g., Tower 4). The pattern on the south is
interrupted at two points: at Tower 5, a large dou-
ble-roomed bastion that may have protected a
gateway which was unfortunately obliterated by the
modern road; and between Towers 2 and 3, where
the wall makes a clear turn northward to enclose the
gully that probably washed away the earlier fortifica-
tions at this point.3

An odd stretch is that located between Towers 3
and 4. A 25 meter-long, massive mudbrick segment
awkwardly connects rather patchy stone masonry
associated with the two towers at either end. Bar-
Adon identified an ash layer underlying both the
brick and masonry foundations, making them con-
temporaneous. However, he noted that the stone
construction appeared to lean upon the bricks, sug-
gesting that the latter could be some sort of relict
Fortification B construction. Into this mudbrick seg-
ment, about 10 m. west of Tower 3, what appears to
be a sortie-tunnel was inserted (Fig. 17). Built of
large basalt boulders, the interior of the gabled pas-
sage is lined with hewn limestone blocks and slabs
(Fig. 18). It is 0.85 m. high and 0.75 m. wide at its
inner (northern) end, and 1.05 m. high and only
0.35 m. wide at its outer end. Too large to serve
merely for drainage, the tunnel seems to have been
intended for human passage. Intrigued by this struc-
ture, Bar-Adon trenched it from every side,
effectively stripping it of all stratigraphic relation-
ships. The possibility therefore remains that the
tunnel was introduced into the mudbrick wall at a
late date. 

A few of the towers identified by Bar-Adon were
excavated to floor level. Of these, several exhibit sig-
nificant architectural and stratigraphic details:

Tower 4. This tower, though only partially pre-
served, had two floor levels (Fig. 15). The
lowermost, at elevation –200.55–65, lay directly
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upon the mudbricks of Wall A and probably pre-
dates the tower; the upper, partly paved floor was
found at elevation –200.00. Wall fragments found
above the floor indicate later reuse.

Tower 5, the Bastion, is the largest of the
Fortification C towers (Fig. 19). It is a thick-walled
two-roomed structure with external dimensions of
14.5 ¥ 15 m. that may well have had two, if not
three, stories. Excavation in the tower revealed at
least two distinct phases of use. The earlier phase is
represented by the 1 m. high stone foundation and
lower brick superstructure to an elevation of approx-
imately –197.80. An ash layer intervened between
this phase and the later rebuilding of the external

walls of the tower, attributed by Bar-Adon, on rather
slender evidence, to the Hellenistic period. 

Tower 8 is of the ‘horseshoe’ type (above, Fig. 5). Its
northern and eastern section was preserved to a
height of well over a meter, but severe erosion on the
south and west left only a number of stone founda-
tion courses. The tower clearly rests upon a
mudbrick platform, presumably belonging to Wall A
and perhaps reused by Wall B. The tower seems to
have gone through several phases of use: the exter-
nal wall itself shows a clear horizontal interface, and
two floors were noted by the excavators. The lower
floor, with patches of stone paving may actually pre-
date the tower and belong to Wall A or B. The later
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Figure 17. Plan and section of the mudbrick segment of Fortification C, into which the sortie tunnel was inserted.



floor yielded EB III pottery, and it too was topped
with even later stone construction. A rectangular
brick-lined cist grave cut into the earlier floors con-
tained Hellenistic pottery.

Tower 11 (not illustrated) is a rectangular tower that
also exhibited signs of late re-use. The added ele-
ments were clearly superimposed on the extant
tower, with their base at an elevation even with the
tops of the Fortification C foundations.

Bar-Adon made several attempts to trace Wall C
in the north-western quadrant of the mound, but to
no avail. It seems that the wall was dismantled in
favor of late antique construction in the northern
part of the mound, where a Roman bridge, a
Byzantine church, and an Early Islamic (?) fortified
palace have been identified. 

The date of Fortification C

The peculiarities of Fortification C have made its
dating a vexed issue ever since its discovery. The
absence of adjoining structures and the trench
method adopted by the excavator have resulted in
the near-absence of directly associated deposits con-
temporary with the use of the wall. Its unique

combination of massive dry fieldstone/mud-brick
construction and integrated square and round tow-
ers defy typological categorization. We will show
that intrinsic and circumstantial considerations sup-
port a late EB III date for the construction of this
system. Keeping in mind the sophistication and
imagination demonstrated by the architects of forti-
fications such as those of EB III Tel Yarmuth
(Miroschedji 1990; 1999), Tel Dan (Greenberg
2002, 32–5), or Byblos (Saghieh 1983, 65–66;
Margueron 1994, 19–20), this ascription should not
be considered overly bold or unlikely. 

A terminus post quem for the construction of the
fortifications is provided by the stratigraphic rela-
tions evinced in the Bar-Adon excavations at the
south-east tip of the mound (Area BS). Here, the
wall clearly overlies or cuts walls associated with
phases of the mid-EB III (local strata 9–8). Only the
latest phases of the EBA (local strata 7–6) can be
seen to run parallel and at some distance from the
wall. It is therefore no earlier than late EB III (Fig.
20). 

A terminus ante quem for the wall is provided by a
number of Middle Bronze Age graves nestled in the
angles of the wall or between Wall C and adjacent
structures (Fig. 21). Middle Bronze Age occupation
layers were found inside the wall, at an elevation
approximately one meter above its foundations. An
indirect terminus ante quem is provided by the Area
BS, Local Stratum 6 remains. These, as can be seen
in the schematic plan (above, Fig. 2), clearly took
account of the existence of the wall. As they are
dated to a terminal phase of the EBA (Greenberg
and Eisenberg, forthcoming), we may assume that
Wall C was in existence by this time. 

Intrinsic dating for the wall comes from Bar-
Adon’s trenches and from the excavated towers. The
trenches, though a stratigraphic nightmare, consis-
tently yielded EBA pottery with only occasional,
localized instances of later material. In the towers,
undisturbed EBA contexts provided typical EB III
pottery (Figs 22, 23), including Khirbat Karak Ware
(Figs 22: 10; 23: 9–12). In a number of towers there
was clear evidence for Hellenistic re-use. It seems,
however, safe to say that the Hellenistic material
consistently derives from late deposits, including cist
tombs (e.g. in Tower 8 and in the Getzov excava-
tions), stratigraphically distinguishable from the
original Fortification C surfaces.

It therefore transpires that Wall C can be placed
in the latter part of EB III. Keeping in mind that the
construction of fortifications can be a very lengthy
process, and that their fortunes are not necessarily
linked to those of the houses built within them, the
beginning of the construction might be pushed back

96 LEVANT 37 2005

Figure 18. View of the sortie (?) tunnel, looking south.



to mid-EB III, perhaps at about 2500 BCE (conven-
tional dating). As for the rather intensive Hellenistic
re-use of Fortification C, the following explanation
may be offered. When the planned orthogonal set-
tlement of Hellenistic Bet Yerah, generally identified
with Ptolemaic Philoteria, was founded in the third
century BCE, the Fortification C remains still domi-
nated the southern part of the mound. As the
Hellenistic builders advanced toward the southern
edge of the mound, the early remains still protruded
slightly, causing the Hellenistic construction to
change its orientation in proximity to the fortifica-
tions (Fig. 24). With the site still protected on three
sides by water, the new settlers would have had

merely to restore parts of the early fortification,
mainly along its southern flank, in order to provide
protection for their new site. This led to the
Hellenistic deposits observed in several towers on
that side.

General discussion

The three fortification systems revealed at Tel Bet
Yerah resemble contemporaneous fortifications of
the southern Levant, yet differ in significant details
from them. Fortification A appears, at first blush, to
fall into the well-known category of early EBA
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Figure 19. Plan of Tower 5 (the bastion). 



Jordan Valley fortifications such as Tel Shalem
(Eisenberg 1996), Tell al-Farcah North (de Vaux
1962) or Jericho (Kenyon 1957, 178; 1979, 91).
The similarity extends to details, such as the con-
struction of parallel brick walls (Tel Shalem), the
type of bricks used (Jericho), and the architectural
history of the gate passage (Tell al-Farcah North).
Wall A, however, is more massive than the usual EB
I-II fortification, while at the same time simpler in
concept. Where contemporary fortifications often
represent a consolidation of spread-out villages and
a demarcation of their sites from the surrounding
countryside, the Bet Yerah fortification boldly sev-
ered the landward end of the Bet Yerah peninsula
from the Kinrot valley, appropriating the enclosed
area for all future development. Early EB II Bet
Yerah probably did not occupy the entire mound
(estimated at 30 hectares, including parts since
eroded into Lake Kinneret); earlier EB I and later,
denser EB III settlement never exceeded it.
Furthermore, the south fortification line of Bet
Yerah, with its paved direct entry gateway (presum-

ably this was not the only entrance into the town),
served as a sort of baseline for the planners of the
urban settlement. The junction between the paved
gate street and a major east/west artery was exca-
vated by Bar-Adon about 15 meters north of the
gate. Both previous and subsequent excavations
revealed parts of eight or nine paved streets and
unpaved alleys in different parts of the mound, all
oriented similarly according to the primary
north/south-east/west grid (Greenberg, forthcoming
a). 

The unique gate shrine is one of the earliest exam-
ples of a concept that was to receive further
elaboration over the millennia. Blomquist’s recent
(1999) treatment of Iron Age gate cults addresses the
most pertinent aspects to be considered in such
installations: the ambivalence of gates as representing
both the power of the town and its vulnerability, and
hence the need for divine protection; the civic aspect
– the degree to which a gate cult would have been a
‘public’ or ‘private’ affair; the symbolic aspect – the
specific referent of the standing stone, whether a
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Figure 20. Wall C overlying EB III construction (Local Strata 9-8); at left, walls of Local Strata 7-6, attributed to final EB,
built parallel to Wall C.



deity, an observance, or even an event. Occurring at
the very inception of the urban template in the south-
ern Levant, when ideas about the requisite plan, size,
or number of gates had yet to crystallize, the presence
of the shrine appears to speak of a stand being taken
by the local authorities, en route to the increased sur-
veillance and control characterizing later third and
second millennium urban planning: the threshold
was not to be crossed casually.

The burial of the stela while the gate was still in
use is intriguing. Would it have been replaced by a
similar installation? Is the semicircular construction
that incorporated the top of the buried stela a later,
extramural shrine? Lastly, does the discovery, in a
post-EB tomb excavated by Kochavi (1971) just 100
m. south of the walls of Bet Yerah, of reused pierced
and unpierced stelae, indicate that the shrine dis-
covered by Bar-Adon may have been only one of a
number of similar installations erected outside the
city’s southern fortifications?

The pierced stone stela belongs to a class of
objects ubiquitous in the Kinneret region and a spe-
cial favorite of curators of local archaeological
collections (Nun 1975; Vinogradov 1993; 1998). A
number of such anchor-like slabs, of different sizes,
have been found in and around Tel Bet Yerah, though
the gate stela is the only one of these that may be
considered to be in its original position. Ranging in
height from 70 to 180 cm., and in weight from
80–500 kg., all but the smallest of these stones seems
too large to have served a functional use in Lake
Kinneret. The largest tend to exhibit a noticeably
rough base, indicating that the lower part was set
into the ground. The form, perforation, and pattern
of distribution around the lakeshore argue in favor of
their identification as symbolic anchors (for a dis-
cussion of the type and its use in ritual contexts see
Frost 1969; 1979). If this is correct, they may be
considered to testify to an intimate relation between
the site and the lake as an economic and symbolic
resource. This relationship is underscored by the
apparent lack of fortification on the water-bound
eastern and western flanks of the mound. Tel Bet
Yerah’s original fortification served as a land-barrier,
but left the maritime approaches to the mound open.
In this, the mound is reminiscent of several late-fourth
millennium sites on the middle and upper Euphrates
associated with the Uruk expansion (e.g., Habuba
Kabira South and Shaikh Hassan: Strommenger
1980; Boese 1995), in which the river-bank was left
unfortified, presumably due to the river being per-
ceived as the lifeline of the settlement. 

Judging by the large and rapid accumulation of
disintegrated mudbrick in proximity to Wall A and
between the pavements of the city gate, maintenance
of the soft mudbricks was problematic. Despite
attempts to shore up parts of the city wall with a
stone facing, late EB II found the interior accumula-
tion at points away from the gate (e.g., near Tower
4) nearly flush with the top of the deteriorating town
wall. The resultant rebuild (Wall B) was, however,
relatively modest, suggesting either a lack of
resources (i.e., diminished population) or a lack of
motivation (i.e., peaceful times). Arguing in favor of
the former option is evidence, from various parts of
Tel Bet Yerah, of partial abandonment of structures
in late EB II and the subsequent arrival of ‘Khirbat
Karak Folk’, bearers of the EB III ceramic culture
that was to be a hallmark of the site. Table 1 pre-
sents a rough estimate of the sheer volume of the
three fortification systems, illustrating the relatively
small investment required for the construction of
Wall B. 

Whatever the explanation for the modest Wall B,
Fortification C testifies to a major shift in outlook,
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Figure 21. MBA grave abutting Wall C, looking north, with
Wall C in the foreground.



typifying late EB III in general. Town Wall C is one
of the most complex fortifications ever constructed
in the Bronze Age Levant. Where most EB III towns
made massive statements, this wall expresses an
additional investment in military planning (only the
fortifications exposed at the north-west corner of Tel
Dan, or at Leviah and Qasr Bardawil in the Golan
are comparable). However, the piecemeal construc-
tion of the wall, the lack of uniformity in the plan of
the towers, and the possibility that the northern end

was never completed appear to indicate the onset of
a crisis even as the fortification was being con-
structed. 

Its construction comes at an interesting point in
the town’s development. Evidence from the 2003
excavations in the Circles Building (Greenberg
forthcoming b), the only excavated structure on the
acropolis of the mound, indicates that in late EB III
that structure surrendered its original function as
(possible) central granary and was given over to
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Figure 22. EB III pottery from Tower 4, Fortification C. 
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Figure 23. EB III pottery from Tower 5, Fortification C.



small-scale workshops. In other aspects as well, such
as domestic construction, there appears to be a shift
in focus away from the historical center of the
mound toward its periphery. The towers of Wall C,
with their deep foundations and lack of entrances,
may well have doubled as storerooms or silos,
underlining the decentralization of public functions
in the late EB town. 

Looking beyond the town walls, late EB III was a

time of instability in the Levant as a whole. Political
crises, possibly exacerbated by Egyptian incursions
and by declining agricultural yields due to changes
in the precipitation regime, led to large-scale aban-
donment of agricultural villages and withdrawal into
increasingly isolated and heavily fortified urban cen-
ters. At Tel Bet Yerah, as at many other sites, the
reaction to instability and either real or perceived
military threats appears to have been focused on an
ever-increasing investment in defensive measures. In
economic terms, Wall C represents a threefold
increase in relation to earlier construction, not only
in direct costs (i.e., labor-years required for con-
struction), but in implied costs: maintenance of the
mudbrick superstructure, manning gates and tow-
ers, and probably the administration of the storage
facilities. Thus, while the actual construction of the
wall could have been achieved, with a concerted
effort, within a few years (for a detailed explication
of the economics of wall-construction see Boas-
Vedder 2001), its continued functioning would have
required a re-orientation of priorities on the part of
the townspeople and their leadership. Coming at a
time of possibly declining agricultural yields due to a
combination of climatic and social contingencies
(Rosen 1995; Greenberg 2002, 103–104), the ever-
increasing investment in defence may ultimately
have been one of the main components in the even-
tual collapse of the urban polity at Tel Bet Yerah. 
In the end, the EBA town of Tel Bet Yerah was
overwhelmed by no external force, but by the conse-
quences of its priorities. Judging by the orderly
abandonment of late EB structures, Tel Bet Yerah
succumbed, so to speak, without a shot being 
fired. 

The three fortification systems at Tel Bet Yerah, far
from being typological examples of a cultural norm,
are both a reflection and a generative principle of
significant social and political realities in the site. As
such, they serve as a ‘running commentary’ on the
changing fortunes of the site and on the peculiar
qualities of south-Levantine urbanism in the Early
Bronze Age.
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Figure 24. Block-plan of Hellenistic town-house (right), built
at oblique angle to fortification (left, hatched), with adjunct
structures wedged into intervening space. 

Table 1. Comparative dimensions and estimated volumes of the three fortification systems at Tel Bet-Yerah, assuming an aver-
age height of 5 m. for freestanding walls and 2 m. for the Wall B repair. Length is calculated for south (including portion washed
into sea) and west (Walls B, C) sides only. The greater length of Wall C stems from re-entrant angles and towers.

Length Breadth (avg) Height Cubic m. Remarks

Fortification A 400 8 5 16,000 Mudbrick only

Fortification B 1500 4 2 12,000 Modest stone foundations

Fortification C 2000 4 5 40,000 Massive stone foundations



Notes

1 Conducted with the aid of grants provided by the Israel
Science Foundation (nos 0671971–3) and the Shelby
White–Leon Levy Publications Program. 
2 The Department of Antiquities inspectors’ files indicate
that Rutenberg’s illicit earth-quarry was set up in 1932 to
provide fill for the Deganya barrage (Department of
Antiquities File ATQ 123).
3 This natural gully, visible in early photographs of the
mound, was subsequently greatly widened by quarrying in
the 1920s and 30s, and was more recently landscaped by
the school located on the southern part of Bet Yerah.
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