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Fortifications

The LORD is my rock and my fortress and my 
deliverer,

My God, my rock, in whom I take refuge;
My shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold. 

(Ps 18:2)
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Fortifications in the Biblical Period

• Cities and villages
• Fortification terms: glacis, 

casemate wall, offset-inset wall
• Periods:
• Neolithic, Chalcolithic
• EBA
• MBA
• MB IIA
• LBA

• IR I
• IR II
• IRA Royal Fortresses
• IRA Solomonic Fortresses
• IRA Jerusalem
• IRA Megiddo
• Persian
• Hellenistic-Roman
• Gates
• Streets and public areas
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Cities and villages

• In the most ancient times the only distinction between village and 
city was that an assemblage of houses and buildings surrounded by 
a wall was reckoned a city and one without such surroundings was 
a village (Lv 25:29-31; 1 Sa 6:18; Ezk 38:11).

• Later, cities became distinguished by a large number of houses, as 
well as by the size, solidity, and magnificence of the buildings. 

• "Cities and their villages" are commonly mentioned in the 
apportionment of the land to the tribes of Israel (Js 13:23,28; 
15:32,36,41; etc.), from which we infer that some villages belonged 
to and were dependent upon the cities. 

• Naturally, with increased population and extension, villages and 
towns developed into cities, e.g., Hazaraddar (Nu 34:4), which was 
perhaps Hezron and Addar (Js 15:3); the two places being, 
probably, near together and growing into one. This may account for 
the fact that many places are designated now cities, not villages, as 
Bethlehem (Jn 7:42, village; Lk 2:4, city).
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Glacis

• (tp) Glacis at Tel Beer-Sheba. The excavated trench in the tell’s slope exposes a 9th c 
glacis (n), the steep artificial slope abutting the outside of the city’s walls, built to hinder a 
direct attack on the walls by battering rams or assault troops. 

• The base of the original 9th city-wall is present on the top of the mound, but cannot be 
seen in this picture. 

• Constructed with alternating layers of pebbles and clay, this glacis was topped of by a 
plaster layer to prevent erosion. The plaster layer appears as a white line in the trench’s 
right wall in the lower portion of the slope. 

• Toward the upper part of the slope, on the L side in the trench, a layer of large stones 
appears uncovered. This stone layer was laid above the plaster surface of the glacis in 
this section and would have been exposed then, as now. This facing also appears as 
stones jutting out of the trench’s right wall in the upper continuation of the white plaster 
line. 

• The stones seen on the surface at the top of the slope, to the R of the trench, constitute 
the surface of a later, possibly Roman, glacis.

Dan Cole
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Offset-Inset Wall

• (R) Offsets and insets along the 
fortification wall at Arad recede 
into the distance at L. The Arad 
fortress was built and rebuilt over 
a 500-year span (10th- 6th c); the 
restoration seen here represents 
its appearance in the 9th c.

• These walls reduced the direct 
frontage to the attackers and 
gave the defenders a broader 
field of fire from the battlements 
Projecting from the wall like 
sawteeth, the offsets, or salients, 
allowed the defenders to fire on 
the attackers from a second 
direction, from the flank as well 
as from the front. (n)

Hershel Shanks
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Casemate wall• Where defence was not as much a 
concern and more commercial space 
was needed, cheaper to build, casemate 
walls were used. This became the 
standard pattern in the more peaceful 
reign of Solomon, with examples at his 
fortress cities at Megiddo, Hazor and 
Gezer (1 Ki 9:15-19). While not affording 
the protection of solid walls, they did 
have the advantage of a lower cost, 
quicker construction, and the creation of 
premium space within the walls for 
warehouses and shops (n).

• (R) Casemate rooms line up, one behind 
the other, in the walls of the Nahal Aqrav 
fortress, located in the cn Negev. 

• Transverse walls partition the area 
between the parallel, casemate walls to 
create 24 casemate rooms along the 
fort’s © 124m. 

• These casemate rooms measured about 
W:2.4m, and L: ranging from 3-8m, may 
have served as lodgings and storage 
facilities.

Rudolph Cohen
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Neolithic and Chalcolithic periods 
• The earliest known fortified town in Israel seems to be 

at Jericho (T. es-Sultan), with a section of city wall and 
tower dating from the PPNA period. Kenyon found 3 
main building phases:

• Ph 1: A solid, free-standing stone wall 2m thick, 
preserved on the W side to a height of 3.7m.  On this 
side a huge stone tower was found, built against the 
inside of the wall and still standing to a height of 9m. 
The top of the tower was accessed through a passage 
on the E and up a steep flight of 22 steps.

• Ph 2: The city wall was associated with a rock-cut ditch 
W:8.2m, D: 2.7m.

• Ph 3: When the third wall was built the internal level of 
the city had risen, so that the wall on its inner side was 
partly leaning against a slope. 

• In 1986 O. Bar-Yosef proposed an alternative 
interpretation for the walls viz.  they were built in 
stages as a defence system against floods and 
mudflows, and that the tower was used solely for 
ceremonial purposes. P. Dorrell’s rebuttal was not 
published. 

• The Chalcolithic period was a time of open villages 
without fortifications. However, the external face of the 
structures built up one against the other at Tuleilat 
Ghassul could have given the impression of a fortified 
village.

Canaanite fortification walls of Tel-el-Sultan, 
oldest known inhabited settlement. Neolithic 
fortification. (Lessing) 
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EBA

• In this period, fortified towns are known from several sites, notably Jericho, Megiddo, Gezer, Ai, Arad, 
T. Stheikh el-Areini, T. el-Farah (N), T. Yarmut and Beth Yerah. The fortifications were built of stone, 
brick or a combination of both, with foundation layers of stones and brick construction above. These 
fortifications were destroyed and rebuilt several times. 

• Jericho Kenyon noted 17 phases of rebuilding -- the unbaked mud-brick walls rested on a foundation 
of one or more courses or stone. In the early phases the wall was 1m thick.

• Megiddo The first wall was from the Bronze Age (Str 18), built of stone, about T: 4.6m, later enlarged 
to 7.9m. 

• Gezer The stone wall was strengthened with buttresses of beaten earth. The structural history of the 
several stone walls at Ai is complicated and has not yet been clarified. 

• Arad The city wall was erected on bedrock. Between T:2.1-2.4m, its outer surfaces were of large 
stones, with a fill of rubble. The fortifications at Tell Sheikh el-Areini were more complex, consisting of 
a brick wall with bastions and a glacis.

• Beth Yerah The wall had 3 components: a vertical block in the centre and sloping walls on both sides, 
all constructed of brick. The base was T:7.9m. 

• T. el- Farah (N) R. de Vaux discerned 3 phases in the fortifications: (a) a rampart of crude brick 
blocking on the W side, T:2.6-2.7m and rising on a base of 3 courses of stone. It was strengthened by 
rowers or projecting bastions and an outer wall was added; (b) a wall of stones T:3m was added, also 
set behind an outer wall; and (c) a glacis up to T:9m was constructed against the rampart. To this 
same phase belongs the new rampart on the N side; this is made of stone, is about T:7.9m and is 
strengthened with a glacis.

Wall of the fortress of Arad, a large, 
fortified Chalcolitic and EBA settlement 
and a smaller IRA city with a contemporary 
temple. 
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Arad fortress• (tp R) Arad was 12ha in size in the EBA (3000-2300) 
and never reached this size again. Its importance at 
this time was because of trading expeditions which 
travelled from here to Sinai in the S to mine copper, 
and to the E for extracting bitumen from the Dead Sea.

• Canaanite Arad had an estimated population of 2,500. 
The city was surrounded by a fortified wall, some 
L:1,200m, T:2.4m, with many semi-circular or 
rectangular towers projecting from it. Two gates and 
two posterns have been found thus far in the wall. 

• The city itself was very carefully planned, with a 
network of streets. Along the inside of the wall was the 
main ring road; and from the gates ran cross streets 
towards the topographical depression at the city's 
centre, which drained rainwater into a large reservoir, 
to supply water during the long summers. 

• The excavated part of the city was divided into 
quarters, each with a specific function: in the W part 
was the temple complex; in the S the residential areas.

• (bt R) In the IRA, a major fortress was erected on the 
summit of the site to protect Israel's SE border 
(n). While Amalekites and other nomadic peoples 
could be troublemakers, Judah's chief enemy in this 
direction was Edom. This fortress was destroyed by 
the Edomites at least once.

Canaanite walls of Arad (BP)

IRA Arad (BP)
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EBA

• Many of the city walls were strengthened by semicircular 
towers, such as at Arad, Jericho and Ai. 

• At Jericho a rectangular corner tower was also found. 
• City gateways are known from Tell el-Farah (N) and Tel 

Yarmut. The former was constructed at the time of the first 
rampart and consists of two rectangular projecting rowers with 
a passage between. At a later stage this gate was blocked, 
but it was subsequently reopened. Massive fortifications and a 
monumental offset gateway were unearthed at Tel Yarmut.

• EB IV (Intermediate Bronze Age) is a period of rural and 
unwalled settlements. At Kh Iskander, however, a wall was 
found that appears to have been a fortification.
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EBA

• (R) The remains of two carved 
limestone walls, dating from the EBA 
(4th mill), were discovered during an 
excavation in Yiftach-El in the 
Galilee. 

• The parallel walls are 30m long and 
1m high, with a combined width of 
2.5m. 

• Both walls have rounded corners 
made of massive stones, suggesting 
that a watchtower may have been 
part of the structure. 
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MBA Town fortifications
• On the whole, town 

fortifications reached a high 
standard during the course of 
the MBA, and so far they have 
been found at Hazor, Megiddo, 
Jericho, Shechem, Lachish 
(R), Gezer, Tell el-Jarisha, Tell 
el-Farah (S), Tell el-Ajjul and 
Tell en-Nejileh.

• Many of the sites had the 
remains of earlier layers of 
occupation forming artificial 
mounds with sloping sides. It is 
against such slopes that the 
glacis were constructed. On 
top of them, at the perimeter of 
the town, the walls were 
erected, mostly of brick. Lachish
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MBA: Sandwich glacis
• Two different methods have been discerned 

in the construction of the glacis. 
• (a) the "sandwich" method, comprising 

separated layers of beaten earth (terre 
pisee), clay, gravel and stones, the outer 
surface being covered with plaster and 
smoothed (Hazor, Lachish, Tell en-Nejileh, 
Tel Dan). Tell el- Gerisa has the most 
complex structure of this type, where the 
stone layer of the glacis was strengthened 
by the addition of layers of bricks. 

• Hazor has the most impressive fortifications 
around a large MB city in Israel. The lower 
town's glacis of beaten earth is 700m long. 
At its widest point the base is 9m wide 
across the top and 40m at the base.

• This elaborate fortification system is clearly 
visible from aerial shots of the site that 
show the elongated mounds surrounding 
the MB city. Tel Hazor 2004
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MBA: Cyclopean wall

• (b) The cyclopean wall  was an even better system, comprising a 
battered stone glacis covering the foot of the hill (Hazor, Jericho, 
Shechem). 

• Several towns had a ditch below the glacis: Hazor, Tell el-Farah (S) and 
Tell el-Ajjul. The soil displaced during the excavation of this ditch was 
used to make the glacis.

• The construction of the glacis varied. At Tel Dan a wall of stones about 
T:5.5m formed the core of a sloping rampart on either side, constructed by 
the "sandwich" method. On top of this stone wall rose the brick town wall. 

• At Tell en-Nejileh an embankment of brown earth was laid against the slope 
of the mound. On the slope a T:2m brick wall served as a retaining wall for 
the glacis, which consisted of layers of crushed limestone, sandstone and 
brown earth. On its upper part the town wall proper was built. 

• In MB IIB, the fortifications became even more massive and complex. 
Earthen ramparts with glacis, plastered slopes, dry moats (= fosse) and 
other features surrounded the site. 
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MBA: Shiloh 
glacis

• Section drawing of MB glacis at Shiloh (Tell Seilun). The glacis consisted of 5 
principal layers of earth, debris and small stones, seen in the section drawing as 
coloured layers. The retaining wall and city fortification wall were constructed from 
large field stones. The section of the glacis shown in the section drawing was located 
on the N perimeter of the tell. 

• The base of the glacis on the E side of the tell, its steepest, extends about 25m from 
the wall, and its height next to the wall is 6m. The angle of declination is about 25º. 
Buried in the glacis, at about 1.8m from the fortification wall, is another wall H:3m, T: 
almost 1m, that served to stabilize the glacis. Two masses of large rough stones were 
laid at the base of the glacis; these too served to stabilize the glacis and prevented it 
from sliding down the slope. 

• In some places an earthen glacis may have shielded the city wall from battering rams 
and attacking bodies, but the glacis at Shiloh was intended, primarily, to reinforce the 
foundationl city wall than act as a defensive stucture (Finkelstein) (n). The buried 
slopes of the glacis give the tell its present prominent shape.
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MBA: Shiloh fortification
• (tp R) A deep excavation trench cut into the MB IIC earthen 

glacis at Shiloh, R and L, reveals its impressive height and 
girth. The ramp was built on the slope of the mound to 
reinforce the stone wall, centre back, that ran around the 
upper edge of the tell. Together, the earthen glacis and 
stone wall served as a massive fortification.

• The lower wall immediately behind the woman is the 
retaining wall of the glacis. It was built in order to prevent the 
earthen ramp from sliding down the slope. About 1.8m 
behind this retaining wall stands the city fortification wall; on 
the other side of the stone city wall are the remains of the 
settlement of Shiloh. 

• The base of the glacis on the E side of the tell, its steepest, 
extends about 24m from the wall, and its height next to the 
wall is 6.1m. The angle of declination is about 25º. Buried in 
the glacis, at a distance of about 1.8m from the fortification 
wall, is another wall that stabilized the glacis. Two masses of 
large rough stones were laid at the base of the glacis to also 
stabilize the glacis and prevent it from sliding down the 
slope. 

• In Area D and in the S part of Area F, only stone and earth 
fills were found leaning on the fortification wall. Inside the 
wall, delimiting the belt of rooms on the N of the site, earthen 
fill was laid that slanted up toward the summit of the tell. 

• (bt R) A section cut through the N end of the tell shows the 
following (from outside to inside): an earthen glacis, a solid 
fortification wall built of huge boulders, store rooms with 
floors laid on a dirt fill that goes down to bedrock (inside the 
fortification wall, a row of MBA rooms was built against the 
wall in a belt extending for about 110m on the N and NW 
periphery of the tell), the wall delimiting these rooms, and, 
behind this, earthen fills slanting toward the top of the hill. 

Mighty bulwark at Shiloh, showing glacis. (Moshe 
Weinberg, Michal Roche-Ben Ami and Israel Finkelstein)

The MB IIC (1650–1550)  city wall at Shiloh. The inner face 
of this wall is exposed on the L side of the excavated 
triangle in the centre of the picture. The full width of the 
field stone wall, 3.7m at this point, extends to the left of the 
excavated area; both edges of the wall are visible for a 
short distance on either side of the young woman. (Moshe 
Weinberg, Michal Roche-Ben Ami and Israel Finkelstein)
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MB IIA
• A complete change in town planning and fortification occurred in MB 

IlA, with the construction of walls, gates, rowers, glacis systems and 
earthen ramparts. 

• The earliest fortification lines in MB IIA (ca 1950)  were massive 
brick walls built on top of a stone foundation: Aphek (2.5 m thick), 
Megiddo (1.8 m), T. Beit Mirsim Str G-F (3.25 m), T. Poleg (2.7 m), 
T. Dan (2.0 m) and T. Zeror (4.0 m). 

• In the MB IIB period, the fortifications became even more massive 
and complex. Earthen ramparts with glacis, plastered slopes, dry 
moats (fosse) and other features surrounded the site. 

• It was once thought that the free-standing earthen ramparts were 
fortifications designed to protect the city walls from damage from the 
use of the battering ram and to prevent access with chariots (so Y. 
Yadin). This is no longer accepted and scholars (such as Z. Herzog) 
now believe that earthen ramparts were designed to demarcate city 
territories. Such fortifications are found in Syria, Israel and the 
Egyptian delta (see T. el-Yahudiyeh and Qantir).  Hazor, in 
particular, has massive fortifications. 
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LBA
• During this period few innovations were made in the system of fortifications. 

Those from the previous period continued to be in use or were 
reconstructed along the same lines. 

• MBA fortifications systems were reused in the LBA (Hazor, Shechem and 
Megiddo) without significant changes. New fortification systems were 
constructed at Ashdod, T. Abu Hawam, T. Beit Mirsim and Beth Shan. 
Some important sites (e.g. Lachish), however, show no significant 
fortifications and may even be unfortified. 

• Perhaps this lack of fortifications may be a direct consequence of the way 
Egypt disarmed the local population. Other evidence for Egyptian control of 
the population can be found in the EA tablets (Amenhotep III and IV) and 
inscriptions dating to the reign of Tuthmose III. 

• To the beginning of this period belongs a new wall at Gezer (R.A.S. 
Macalister's "outer wall"), T: 3.5m, strengthened by a glacis. This was built 
of huge stones with several rectangular bastions protruding on both sides. A 
number of them were erected with the wall, while others were added later.

• A migdol fortress may have been uncovered in Beth Shan VIII-VII. Although 
damaged by later Roman and Byzantine remains, the structure parallels 
contemporary fortresses along the "Way of Horus," the coastal road in the 
Sinai and at Tell Mor, Deir el-Balah. A building next to this migdol may, in 
fact, be a residency. It also varies from other contemporary buildings in that 
it lacks a courtyard. 
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IR I
• The last phase of the preceding EBA saw the collapse or decline of some of 

the great warfaring E empires. Thus IR I saw a decline in Canaanite 
fortifications. No fortifications can be attributed to IR I settlements in the 
highland regions, although some of them had belts of houses that could 
have formed exterior barriers (e.g. Izbet Sartah, Str 2). 

• A wall surrounding Ashdod (late 11th c) is known. The earliest known IRA 
fortifications in the highlands and foothills are the casemate walls at Tell en-
Nasbeh, Tell Beit Mirsim and Beth Shemesh, which some have attributed to 
Saul or David. 

• During the reign of Solomon a more elaborate system of fortification 
developed. Yadin identified or excavated part of the fortifications of 3 towns 
built by Solomon (1 Ki 9:15): Hazor (Str 10), Megiddo (Str 5a-4b) and 
Gezer. He believed that the casemate wall and six-room gates of the 10th c 
were replaced in the 9th c by solid walls and four-room gates. 

• Yadin's views regarding the typological development of IR II fortifications 
has been shown to be incorrect in view of the enormous variety of extant 
types with many hybrids now observed as a result of new excavations (see 
e.g. Yoqneam).
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IRA: Tell en-Nasbeh
• The major addition to the town plan was 

the massive new wall and gate complex, 
which is usually associated with Asa's 
fortification of Mizpah. 

• The wall was uncovered for its entire 
660m. It is estimated to have stood 12-
14m above bedrock, and at least the lower 
half of this was covered with hard plaster. 
It averaged about 4m thick. 

• 11 towers dotted the wall; these ranged 
between 6-9m in thickness, including the 
wall. Most of the stones used in the wall 
were unhewn, laid in mud mortar, with 
smaller stones used for chinking. In some 
sections, especially in the towers, ashlars 
were used as facing or to strengthen 
corners. 

• The towers were further protected by a 
stone glacis, and long sections of the wall 
itself on the W and E sides were so 
protected. Retaining walls were found 
along one part of the E glacis and one 
section of the N wall. 

• 3 sections of a dry moat were excavated 
along the perimeter of the defences; it is 
not certain if this feature is continuous, for 
no example of it was found outside the 
wall on the S. 

IR II Defences of Asa: Wall, revetment, retaining wall, moat 
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IRA: Tell en-Nasbeh

• Both gatehouses found at the site 
are assessed to have been buiolt 
by King Asa and functioned as an 
inner and outer gate complex until 
586 BC. 

• During the Babylonian period, the 
city’s defenses were reorganized 
and the inner wall and gate were 
dismantled. At the same time, the 
city was rebuilt on a grander scale, 
with more spacious homes, such 
as Building B. (Jeffrey R Zorn, 
BAR 23:05, Sep/Oct 1997)
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IR I: Tell Beit Mirsim

• Many of the fortification lines built in the Bronze Age continued into 
the IRA especially at sites in the lowlands. In the Philistine plain, 
several cities (Ashdod and Ekron) are surrounded by newly 
constructed solid brick walls, however. 

• In the hill country, which was sparsely populated in the Bronze Age, 
most newly established villages (Kibbutz Sasa, Ai, Raddana, Bethel, 
Tell Beit Mirsim, Arad, Tell Malhata, Tell Masos) were unfortified 
throughout IR I. Some sites, however, do have houses built around 
the perimeter, thus creating a flimsy form of protection. 
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IR I: Beer Sheba

Crisscrossed by excavated areas, Tel Beer-sheba is seen here from 
the air. Structures of Str II (destroyed by Sennacherib in the late 8th 
c) are being reconstructed. The W Quarter (1) is at left, the 
Governor’s Place (2) is in the centre, and the City Gate (3) and the 
storehouses (4) are on the right. Note the “brick factory” (5) on the 
edge of the tel in the foreground where sun-dried mud bricks are 
manufactured to use in reconstruction. (BAR/Avraham Hay)

A plan of the first fortified settlement at Beer-sheba (Str 7) dating to IR I in 
the early 11th c. The individual houses were arranged in a belt to provide 
defence. The large open courtyard could be filled at night by herds of 
sheep and goats. Some houses also existed outside the main belt, mostly 
near the well. The solid black areas represent walls actually found. The 
other walls are reconstructed on the basis of the excavated walls. Note the 
two rooms on either side of the gate (marked X). These rooms extend 
beyond the outer line of the settlement and were probably protective 
towers. (BAR/Ora Paran)
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IR II

• The time of the Divided Monarchy (Israel and Judah) saw great 
improvements in the fortification systems in Israel (Megiddo, Hazor, 
Beth Shemesh, Tell en-Nasbeh, Tell Beit Mirsim). 

• By 9th-8th  c new fortification lines replaced the 10th  c casemate wall 
systems at Megiddo, Hazor, Tell en-Nasbeh. These solid walls, 
some with crenelations, may have offered more protection against 
Assyrian siege equipment. 

• Casemate and solid wall construction continued. By late in the 8th  c 
and certainly in 7th  c, there is a return to the construction of 
casemate wall system. 
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IRA Royal fortresses
• These constitute a special type of fortification in the IRA and fall into two 

groups: (a) free-standing structures; and (b) structures forming part of the 
citadel. 

• Of (a) the earliest, excavated at Tell el-Ful (= Gibeah) is dated to IR I 
(according to the excavator, to 1025-950). WE Albright believed that its plan 
was rectangular, with 4 projecting corner towers, but this now seems 
unlikely and it was probably a solitary tower. There was a gap in occupation 
until the last decades of IR II, when it was strongly fortified again.

• Another fortress, Mesad Hashavyahu, on the coast half-way between 
Ashdod and Jaffa, is L-shaped, consisting of two rectangles, the larger 
containing a courtyard and rooms built against the fortress wall, the smaller 
with single apartments arranged in 3 rows with streets between. The fortress 
wall T:3.2m is strengthened by bastions at various points. It was built of 
bricks on a stone foundation except for the gateway, which was built entirely 
of stone. The latter has two bastions guarding the passageway. This fortress 
existed for a relatively short period of about 20 years. It was built by Greek 
settlers in the last third of the 7th c, conquered by Josiah a few years before 
609 and abandoned in 609 before the advancing Egyptian army.
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IRA Solomonic fortresses
• The offensive-defensive character, both on the strategic and the tactical level, of the 

main Solomonic fortifications, is seen by their locations.
• Hazor guarded the Via Maris to Syria, near where it branched off into two roads, one 

along the Jordan Valley past Ijon and on to Hamath or Damascus, the other ascending 
the Syrian plateau (the Golan Heights) straight to Damascus.

• Megiddo commanded the main W-E axis of Israel, that sector of the Via Maris 
branching off from the coastline and passed through the Jezreel Valley, either to Hazor 
or to Beth-shean and Gilead, where it met the road joining it to the King's Highway 
coming from the bay of Elath. Here it could effectively block the Iyron Pass across the 
Carmel ridge.

• Tamar = Hazeva (Arab. Ain Husub) commanded the S approaches of the realm 
through the Arabah Valley.

• Gezer was in the centre of the piedmont that served as the first natural barrier against 
anyone who attempted to penetrate the hill country in the direction of Jerusalem from 
the central coastal sector. It formed the advance guard for all approaches to the capital 
from the Jabneh-Jaffa-Lod triangle.

• Baalath (Mughar or another tell nr mod Gedera) was sited in the plain SW of the 
Judean highlands on the direct line of the most likely approach from Egypt or the 
Philistine coastal cities. It guarded the lower Sorek Valley that led up to that of Elah 
and Rephaim and served as an avenue of invasion for armies coming from Egypt, e.g. 
that of Shishak (924 BC) and Necho (605); the Ptolemaic forces in the 4th-3rd c; and 
later the Fatimids and Mameluks and even AIlenby's columns after his breakthrough at 
Beersheva in 1917.

• Lower Beth-horon blocked the Beth-horon pass, one of the main ascents to the central 
mountain plateau.
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IRA Royal fortresses
• From the 10th c onwards, mainly in IR II, several fortresses were built in the Negev in the 

course of the S extension of Israelite rule. > 20 have been found so far during surveys and 
a number have been excavated. The general plan includes an outer defence usually a 
casemate wall with rooms leaning against it and a courtyard in the centre. 

• There are 3 main types of fortresses. 
• (a) Rectangular, about 40x50m, with projecting towers, as at Kadesh-Barnea, Kh. Ghazze 

and Arad, dating from 8-7th c. 
• (b) Irregularly shaped forts without towers possibly be dated as early as the 10th c, about 

the same size or even larger than the later ones; these are known from Kadesh Barnea, 
Ain Ghadyan on the road to Elath and elsewhere; and 

• (c) Fort without towers, about 21m square. Examples have been discovered on the roads 
to Kadesh Barnea and in the deserts to the S; they are also dated to about the 10th c.

• The best example of the Negev fortresses is at Arad, where 6 were found (Str 11-6), 
covering from the 9th to the early 6th c. Each of these was built on the ruins of the preceding 
one. Each was exceptionally strong, and built of wellcut and well-bossed ashlar masonry, 
but the type of fortification varied from one level to another. The wall of the first fortress 
was of the casemate type, while that of the second was solid and strengthened with a 
beaten earth glacis and an outer wall below. This kind of wall existed throughout 4 
successive phases, being additionally strengthened by rooms built against the inside of the 
wall. The last fortress was again built with a casemate wall.

• An example of (b), the citadel within a town, was unearthed at Hazor. Measuring about 
21x26m with a wall T:2m, it was built at the W end of the upper town. It was surrounded by 
Solomon's casemate wall, which was however filled, and turned into a solid wall with 
bastions. Outside, near the NE corner, was a two-chamber watchtower. This citadel was 
built in the first half of the 9th c and was used throughout the Israelite period.
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IRA Solomonic fortresses
• All the fortresses mentioned in Slide 23 

above have the following tactical features 
in common: 

– An easily defended position, often on a 
steep hill, and amply provided with water

– Loc in terrain allowing swift marshalling 
and deployment of chariots. This explains 
the choice of Lower Beth-horon over Upper 
Beth-horon, which though much better-
sited further inland, was unsuited for 
chariot deployment. 

– Occupied a flanking rather than blocking 
position, to enable the forces based upon 
or convening upon, any of them to attack 
the enemy from his flank, or to attack in 
their own time. and under no less 
favourable conditions, all those enemies 
who were aware of the danger to their flank 
and rear and had become pinned down in 
a siege of one of the major fortresses.
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IRA Solomonic fortresses

• Tadmor  (2 Ch 8) = Palmyra, was in a 
category apart. 

• Tadmor was the key to the great and rich 
trade route that passed through the Syrian 
Desert from Damascus to Mesopotamia. 
From its halfway point, the desert was 
policed, Israelite control was exercised and 
the caravans were furnished or refurbished 
with all necessary tools, equipment and 
victuals. 

• By establishing himself in Damascus 
towards the end of Solomon's reign, Rezon 
could harass the communications between 
Tadmor and the Israelite territory and thus 
upset the general flow of trade.

General view of Palmyra from the Arab citadel 
(PEF/F. Cobbing, 1997) 



Fortifications in the Biblical Period 30

IRA: Jerusalem 
• In King David's time (10th c) Jerusalem/Jebus was still a free city-state, however small it 

may have been. David may have wanted to occupy it, not so much because it threatened 
his growing power, but rather because it was still free, not belonging to any of the clans 
of Israel or Judah. Since he wanted to unite the N and S tribes, he needed a capital 
unconnected with either side. Here he could house his personal army, the Kereti and 
Peleti, set up his administration, and build a palace and the Temple, and rule as other 
neighbouring kings did. Jerusalem achieved this goal as it was located on the boundary 
line between the N and S tribes, on an important N-S route. 

• Whether David had to capture the city is not exactly clear from the texts. The word sinnor 
('pipe' /'shaft'?) poses a difficulty; and the obscure references to 'the lame and the blind' 
are not part of the Chronicles version, and may be later supplements. But he did take the 
city with a very small force and apparently without violence. There is no record of the 
population being massacred or expelled; rather, David seems to have taken over the 
administration; and Zadok, of apparently Jebusite origin, is one of his two principal 
priests.

• Archaeologically little has been found that can be connected with the few building 
activities ascribed to David; no trace has remained of the palace he built in the city (2 Sa 
5: 12) or the wall around it (2 Sa 5:9), nor of his grave in the city of David (1 Ki 2: 10). 

• The architectural remains from the 10th c that have been found in Jerusalem are usually 
assumed to be the work of Solomon, who executed an extensive building programme, 
presumably to transform the small settlement of his father into a beautiful ‘royal’ city, 
worthy of the mighty king that Solomon was. He built several palaces and the temple, 
and In doing so, he extended the city to almost twice its size.
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IRA: Jerusalem (Ophel)

• Aerial view of the modern location 
of the City of David (Ophel), looking 
from S-N.  The white broken-line is 
where the Ophel was located 
(which is outside the city wall 
today).  

• The gold domed building is the 
Dome of the Rock. It is surrounded 
by ancient retaining wall of the 
Herodian Temple Mount. 

• This picture gives distance 
perspective. The Kidron valley can 
be seen on the L side.
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IRA: Jerusalem 
(Ophel)

• Solomon was the builder of the wall of Jerusalem (1 
Ki 9:15) and of a structure called the Millo (Heb. stem 
meaning “to fill”). Excavations have revealed only a 
small stretch of a casemate wall on top of the SE hill, 
which could have formed part of the encircling wall of 
the new extension of the city. 

• Stepped stone structure. To the S of this wall more 
remains from the 10th c were recovered. Kenyon, who 
excavated a much larger part of the stepped stone 
structure, dated it to the beginning of IR II. It was 
disused somewhere in the 8th c when a 5m wide city 
wall was built lower down the slope of the hill, 
superseding its defensive function. A residential area 
was built over the structure in the 7th c.

• The terrace system from the 12th c was enlarged on 
both its E and S sides with a kind of stepped glacis 
based on heavy stone foundations. It consists of a 
mantel of stones and some adjoining terraces which 
were laid out over the pre-existing buildings and the 
debris on the slope of the hill. 

• Originally the glacis was at least H:27m, W:40m at 
the top, making it the largest and most impressive 
structure of this kind. It must have had a defensive 
function and it would have had a plaster covering, 
preventing the earlier remains from sliding down the 
slope, and forming a substructure for an important 
building on top of it. As the glacis in Jerusalem has a 
'filling' of stones, it is one of the candidates for the 
'Millo'. Without epigraphic evidence, we can never be 
sure.

The Millo? Stepped stone structure found by Yigal 
Shiloh. It was a massive rampart, H:12.8m, W:13m, in 
5 graduated courses of limestone blocks and smaller 
stones. (BP)
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IRA: Jerusalem (Ophel)
• (1) The foundation of the Stepped Stone structure was a complex system of skeleton walls that 

once ran along and across the slope, forming “boxes” that were then filled with stones, making a 
massive and imposing fill structure. Though she suggested that this should be identified with the 
Millo, Kenyon was doubtful: “None of the translators of the Bible, down to those of the New 
English Bible, attempts to interpret the term [Millo; see 2 Sa 5:9; 1 Ch 11:8], but simply 
transliterates it from the Hebrew, of which the basic meaning is “filling.” Many writers on 
Jerusalem have made suggestions about the building to which the authors of the Biblical 
accounts are referring. Some have suggested a tower, some the infilling of a ditch, and so on, in 
different places and for different purposes, and there has been no consensus of opinion.”

• A building was constructed on top of the 12th c glacis covering the structure. Only a few traces of 
this building have remained. The building was located on a strategic point: the NE corner of the 
old Davidic city, from where the spring Gihon could be protected. Similar stepped stone 
structures, though much smaller, also dating from 10th to 9th c, have been discovered at other 
sites like Lachish, Tell el-Hesi, and Tell en-Nasbeh.

• Apart from the above mentioned casemate wall no other town wall from this period has been 
discovered on the SE hill. The old MBA city wall halfway down the slope was replaced in the 7th c 
by a new city wall, and there is no evidence at all that the old wall was used or rebuilt in the 
intervening period. Some remains (small walls, bread ovens) at the foot of the Stepped Stone 
glacis testify to scant occupation there, apparently outside the fortifications. The town itself was 
probably restricted to the top of the hill, defended there by a wall of which no traces have 
survived the intensive building activities of later periods. So the casemate wall and the Stepped 
Stone structure are the only tangible remains from the 10th c. 

• (2) A small part of a casemate wall (W: 5m) was discovered on top of the hill. It links with the 
Stepped Stone structure. It ran in N direction. It may have been part of a small fortified building 
located on top of the hill. Or it may have been a town wall, connecting this part of the town with 
the citadel excavated at the foot of the Temple Mount. 
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IRA: Jerusalem (Ophel)

• (3) Just S of the Temple Mount an imposing citadel was found. It had a 4-
chambered entrance gate (bldg B), almost identical in size to those of 
palace gate 1567 in Megiddo. Adjacent to this gate, was a building "of royal 
character" (bldg D). The first phase of both buildings was dated to the 9th c. 
Only a small part of this citadel could be excavated, as it was partly hidden 
under the later Herodian terrace wall. The combination of ashlar wall 
(ashlars were suitable for governmental buildings), 4-chambered gate, and 
royal building indicate the presence of an important complex there. 

• (4) Building elements normally used for public buildings were found as well. 
Near the above mentioned citadel a fragment of a wall built of large ashlars 
was excavated by Kenyon. Near the base of the Stepped Stone structure 
ashlars were found in a tumble, coming from a building that had once 
crowned this structure. (tp) Here too the largest proto-aeolic capital in Israel 
was found, dated by Shiloh to the 9th c.

Proto-Aeolic capital. (LOTB)
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IRA: Jerusalem 
• To get an idea of the city itself we have to look at other sites. In the 10th and 9th c, the 

majority of the population consisted of farmers, living in unwalled villages or small 
provincial towns. Most cities, however, were not built to house the population, but as 
'official cities', founded by the king as centres to control the countryside and to collect 
taxes. Megiddo (Str 4A) is a good example of such a 'royal city'. 

• About 75% of the buildings had an official purpose: fortifications, storehouses, barracks 
and government buildings. No doubt mainly soldiers and officials lived there. But 
Jerusalem was the ultimate example of a royal city, where the king lived and where the 
Temple was. Many buildings would have been official buildings and residences for the 
royal household and the high officials, for the priests, soldiers, clerks, and their servants.

• As long-distance trade was the economic mainstay, there would have been many 
warehouses and caravanserais for foreign traders and their convoys. Excavations have 
revealed that the area between the 'royal compound' in the N and the 'lower city' in the S 
was still an open space in the 10th c. It could hold the markets. 

• 10th c towns were very small. Jerusalem grew to about 12ha (but cf. Nineveh 700ha, 
Babylon 1000ha; even MBA towns were much larger cf. Hazor 84ha, Ashkelon 55ha). 
Despite its splendour, Jerusalem was only a small governmental city.

• Estimated population numbers are mostly derived from the area occupied by the city. 
Modern research tends to reduce the index of population density in ancient towns from 
the traditional 500 people/ha to < 200. If this is correct no more than about 2,000 people 
would have lived in Jerusalem at that time. In the following centuries the town slowly 
expanded. In the open area S of the royal quarter more official buildings were erected; 
excavations have revealed a large tower-like structure dating from the 9th c, possibly a 4-
chambered gate with an adjoining 'royal building' of which the lower floor was used for 
storage (Mazar & Mazar 1989, 50).
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IRA: Jerusalem 
• On the E slope of the SE hill, outside the fortifications, a series of houses was built from 

the 9th c onwards. This seems to have been a quarter where the common people lived, 
the small traders and artisans, who settled at the fringe of the town and sold their 
products to the farmers. These were certainly not rich or important people; the buildings 
were simple and small, and nothing valuable was found there. Several small caves full 
of complete pots were discovered behind the houses. When excavated, the first 
impression was that these were tombs, but there were no human bones inside.

• The repertoire of the crockery reminds one rather of the kitchen of an inn: cooking pots, 
many small jugs and drinking beakers, and only a few storage vessels (Franken & 
Steiner 1990). Maybe these buildings were some sort of guest-houses, receiving traders 
doing business in Jerusalem as well as the many pilgrims who visited the city on high 
festivals. 

• One larger cave also contained dozens of small pottery figurines and some cultic 
objects. This may have been a small shrine.

• Traces of occupation from the 9th and 8th c have also been found on the W hill, an area 
not occupied previously. It seems that Jerusalem slowly changed from a governmental 
town, 'for officials only', to a city where common people lived and worked too. Artisans 
such as bronze-smiths, bakers, potters and fullers are mentioned in the Bible. There 
was even the bakers’ street (Je 37:21); and it may be that the potsherd gate (Je 19:2) 
was not an exit for rubbish but led to the potters' district outside the town. 

• New suburbs are mentioned, located outside the City of David: the Maktesh, (the 
mortar) where the merchants lived (Zp 1:11), and the Mishneh, the new or second 
quarter, probably a rich, residential part of the town, since the prophetess Huldah and 
her husband, a high court official, lived there (2 Ki 22: 14).
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IRA: Jerusalem 
• The growth of the population was partly the result of the city's relative wealth and the possibility of 

making a living there, in a time when the countryside was more and more subject to heavy taxes. 
The many wars of the kings of Judah and the heavy tributes they had to pay to Assyria and Egypt 
slowly depleted the resources of the country. Many new inhabitants may also have been refugees 
from NKI, which overthrown by Assyria (8th c).

• The Assyrian threat induced the kings of Judah to fortify their capital more strongly:
– Uzziah (769-741) built towers in Jerusalem at the Corner Gate and at the Valley Gate and at the corner 

buttress and fortified them (2 Ch 26:9). 
– Jotham (741-734) built the upper gate of the house of the LORD, and he built extensively the wall of Ophel  

(27:3). 
– Hezekiah (715-697) rebuilt all the wall that had been broken down, and erected towers on it, and built 

another outside wall, and strengthened the Millo in the city of David (32:5-6). 
– Manasseh (697-642) built the outer wall of the city of David on the west side of Gihon, in the valley, even to 

the entrance of the Fish Gate; and he encircled the Ophel with it and made it very high (33:14).
• The geographical indications mentioned here are not very clear; these texts were written by 

people who lived in Jerusalem and knew exactly where the Gate of the Corner was, or the Angle. 
Even when stretches of an IRA city wall were discovered on the E slope of the SE hill, it is not 
clear who built it as the building of a city wall as a lengthy undertaking, started by one king and 
finished by another. 

• An 8th c 7m wide city wall was discovered during the excavations in the Jewish Quarter. This wall, 
of which 70m could be excavated, encircled part of the W hill. As such, the exact size of 7th 
Jerusalem is still undecided. Both this wall and the wall on the SE hill were built to protect the 
undefended quarters that surrounded the old city. Underneath both walls the remains of houses 
were discovered that had to be abandoned to make room for the new  walls, as Is 22:10 says you 
tore down houses to fortify the wall. 

• 7th c Jerusalem measured about 50ha, housing up to 10,000 people, making it the largest city of 
all Israel (Ekron on the coast only measured 20ha, while most other towns ranged from 5-10 ha). 
Whereas in former days Jerusalem was just one of the many small governmental towns of the 
kingdom, albeit the most important one, it had now become a real ‘metropolis.’
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IRA: Jerusalem
Jerusalem between Solomon's reign 
and Hezekiah's expansion of the city, 
10th-8th c. Map created by Lawrence 
Stager and K. Vagliardo (SMH)

Diagram showing the newly 
discovered late 8th c city wall 
enclosing the Gihon Spring

http://www.fas.harvard.edu/~semitic/HOAI/images/pic-16-1map-lg.png
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IRA: Jerusalem and Hezekiah’s Wall

Hezekiah’s defence wall, 
Jerusalem 

The remnants of a large city wall from the time of Hezekiah (727 - 698) was found and bore 
witness to the size of Jerusalem in the First Temple period, which had been a long-standing 
controversy till this uncovering.
The wall exposed here is about L:65m, W:7.5m, H:3m, but it was probably originally H:10m. 
Remains of older buildings were found on both sides of the wall, confirming Is 22:10.
The wall was erected hastily to protect the area of the city that had expanded beyond the 
Solomonic city walls, from the Assyrian invasion.
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IRA: Megiddo
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IRA: Megiddo

Scale model of the Solomonic 
fortress at Megiddo. 
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Persian Period

• Knowledge regarding the fortification of this period is improving 
in the light of recent excavations. 

• A good example is the Phoenician settlement at Tel Megadim 
(Cartha), where the city was laid out according to a rectangular 
plan and surrounded by a wall, mostly of the casemate type. 

• Fortresses dating from the mid-5th  c have been found N of 
Ashdod, Tel Michal, at Horvat Mesora and at Tell es-Saidiyeh.
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Hellenistic-Roman Periods

• During these periods a city was nearly always surrounded by a stone wall. Excavations of 
such walls have been undertaken at Samaria, Mareshah, Tiberias, Jerusalem and 
Gerasa. Fortresses have been unearthed at Beth Zur, Tell ej-Judeideh, Arad, Herodium, 
Nessana and other places.

• At the beginning of the Hellenistic period in Sebaste the Israelite wall was reused to 
surround the acropolis, but huge towers were added. In about the 2nd c a new wall was 
built. 

• Little is known of the Hellenistic wall of the lower town, a small section of which was found 
near the Roman gate to the W. The entire Roman wall was traced, encircling an area of ≈ 
70ha. The gateway was protected by two round towers standing on square bases, most 
probably the bases of earlier Hellenistic towers. In both periods the masonry was 
excellent. The outer face of the stones of the Hellenistic tower was carefully smoothed. 

• The Roman wall (apparently built by Herod with additions in the time of Septimius 
Severus) consisted of stones with heavy projecting bosses with comb-picked margins on 
all four edges, laid in courses of headers (at right angles to the wall) and stretchers 
(sideways to the wall). 

• A gateway with two round towers was also unearthed at Tiberias, dating most probably to 
the foundation of the city in the second decade of the 1st c AD.

Sebaste
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Hellenistic-Roman Periods
• Mareshah, (laid out according to the Hippodamian plan) was nearly square. 

The town wall had buttresses and 4 corner towers. There are two walls, the 
inner at the edge of the mound and the outer a few metres down. The rough 
masonry found is apparently pan of the foundations. Some of the towers are 
built on thin brick-like blocks of soft limestone dressed with a broad chisel, 
often diagonally. On the NE and part of the N side the stones are set in mud 
with wide joints, roughly flaked and with no distinct dressing. Between the 
inner and outer wall there was a revetment, in order to strengthen the inner 
wall, which was built on debris.

• The wall at Gerasa was built or rebuilt under C. Claudius Severus, a legate of 
Trajan in AD 115, as recorded in an inscription set into the North Gate. The 
town had 4 gates and a water sluice defended by two towers, whose inner 
faces were set at oblique angles to the source so that the water was 
concentrated in a narrow channel. 

• The wall was built of large stones, headers and stretchers alternating in pairs. 
Great care was taken when laying them so that no continuous lines were 
formed by the joints, while rough bosses were left inside a wide marginal 
drafting. The wall is ≈ T:3.4m.

• Another type of fortification of the Roman period was the military fort, of which 
a number were built in the late Roman period in the Negev, in Transjordan 
and along the Arabah. Several forts also belong to the Byzantine period. An 
example of a Byzantine city wall was unearthed at Mampsis, and a fortified 
citadel at Oboda.
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Gates

"All these were cities fortified with high walls, gates and 
bars, besides a great many unwalled towns.” (Dt 3:5)
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City gate uses
• Now David was sitting between the two gates; and the watchman went up to 

the roof of the gate by the wall, and raised his eyes and looked, and behold, 
a man running by himself. (2 Sa 18:24)

• Among the busiest and most vulnerable features of the walled city was the 
city gate which (a) gave access for the inhabitants, (b) was an assembly 
area for important governmental and religious announcements, and (c) acted 
as the commercial and legal centre of the city.

• During the monarchy period the diagonally positioned, 6-chambered gate 
became the norm. At Beth Shemesh, Hazor, Shechem, Gezer, Megiddo, 
and Tirzah, the multi-storied entrance way was a meeting area for business 
and legal matters, as well as garrison space for watchmen and defenders. 

• The gate in which David sat may have been one of this type. He sat between 
the two gates and the watchman was on the roof of the gateway (v 24). This 
would have been the first line of defence within the gateway. Each segment 
of the gate complex would have contained a set of metal-hinged, wooden 
doors. These were flanked by indented chambers where defenders would be 
stationed.

• David's sitting between the gates signalled to the people his personal 
command of the city and his desire to be kept informed about the battle and 
the defence of the city. After David learned of the death of Absalom, he then 
went up to the chamber over the gate to mourn the loss of his son (v 33). 
This may have been in one of towers flanking the gate or in one of a set of 
rooms in the upper story of the gateway itself. Again, architecture varied 
based on the topography of the site and its wealth and importance.
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City gate uses
• Hate evil, love good, And establish justice in the gate! (Am 5:15)
• During peace times the gate served as a gathering place for merchants (Gn 19:1; 2 Ki 

7:1). Here would be found the stalls and booths of craftsmen and hawkers as well as 
the produce market for the surrounding villages. Fresh produce was bartered for bread, 
pottery, leather goods, and clothing. Egyptian jewellery, Phoenician furnishings, 
perfumes from Arabia, and ingots of metal from Cyprus and Anatolia all were available 
in these open air bazaars (see Is 3:18-24 for a list of some of these imported products).

• Like the threshing floor in the unwalled villages (cf., Ru 3:10-14 and Aqhat v: 5-8), the 
city gate functioned as a gathering place for legal activity. Each of these places was 
intimately tied to the economic and social well-being of the community and each was 
large enough for a crowd to gather and a trial to be held. 

• Dt 21:18-21 is a good example of the gate area’s use as a legal forum. The parents of a 
stubborn and rebellious son were required to bring him to the gate to testify against him 
to the elders. Following this, the son was stoned to death by the men of his city. This 
type of communal execution was designed to bring home to the entire community that 
crime was not just an individual matter -- it was a physical and religious threat to the 
entire population of the city.

• The gate thus became the place of judgment for the city. Here the elders habitually sat 
(Pr 31:23) awaiting the summons to hear testimony and make pronouncements based 
on the law. On a higher level of authority, the king was also supposed to listen to the 
cases of his people. Thus when David failed to provide a hearing for the complaints of 
tribal officials, this gave Absalom an opening for his rebellion. He stood beside the way 
to the gate and commiserated with these men, assuring them that he would have given 
them a fair judgment if he were king (2 Sa 15:1-6). 

• The legal role played by the gate area is also found in the period just before the fall of 
the NKI (c. 750). Amos listed as one of the gravest crimes of the people that justice had 
been perverted in the gate (Am 5:10-15).
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Securing the gates
• As the city gate was an entry way through the walls it was invariably the focal point of 

any attack upon the city (Jg 9:44 and 2 Sa 18:4). The multi-use character of the gate 
area required ingenious construction that would provide a fairly broad entrance and 
activity space for the population and visiting merchants. 

• At the same time, it had to present a significant obstacle to potential attackers. Special 
measures were taken to secure this weak point in the fortifications. These included: 
towers, guard rooms, angled approaches and inner gates with several sets of piers. 

• Towers were used in the walls to protect the dead area at the foot of the fall, as was 
the glacis. 

• Most cities built on tells had one main gate, or one inner and outer gate. Large cities, 
such as Jerusalem, had a number of gates. Up to c 1000 BC a number of posterns, 
small gates easily defended, allowed soldiers quick passage because open battle was 
preferred. 

• Before the need for a straight entrance for chariots, angled gates with two doors 
hampered the enemy's assault. With the advent of chariots c 1700, towers and a 
complex gate with several piers or pilasters provided greater security. The towers and 
upper rooms enabled the defender to fire down on the foe. One upper room possibly 
was a special royal chamber (cf 2 Sa 18:33). 

• In the patriarchal age gates had two sets of 3 piers, as did the Solomonic gates, 
although with the entrance towers and walls this created 3 guardrooms. 
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Securing the gates

• At Dan and T. en-Nasbeh an overlap in the walls formed a hollow square at 
the rear of which the gate was loc. 

• At en-Nasbeh a large tower on the R (outer wall) could handle attackers on 3 
sides. 

• At Dan, stone benches before the gate, and between the outer and inner 
gates, where there is also a probable throne base and canopy, mark the 
place of judgement (Ru 4:1-2; 2 Sa 19:8). 

• The city gate was closed by massive wooden double doors supported by 
posts sunk into the ground where they pivoted on hollowed-out stones. 
When closed against the threshold stone the door was barred by a large 
beam held in position by sockets in both doorposts. To prevent it catching 
fire, the doors were often covered with metal sheets. 

• The towered gateway was a virtual fortress or citadel by itself. The term 
‘tower’ (migdāl, et al) may also mean an inner citadel, a palace or temple, 
which provided an inner fortress for a secondary stand should the doors be 
breached. Sometimes a city was divided into sections for similar defensive 
reasons. 
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City Gates

FTR
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Gates

• The earliest gates in MB IIA were 90º 
angular gates often with a large tower 
giving added protection to the gate area.

• MBA gates have been unearthed at 
Megiddo (Str XIII), Hazor, Shechem, Tell 
el-Farah (N), Beth Shemesh and 
Gezer, Tell Beit Mirsim (Str E), Tell Dan 
and Tell Poleg. 

• The gate at Tell Dan is particularly 
instructive.  The triple arched gate 
constructed of mud-brick, has towers on 
both sides. The general superstructure 
of the gate was preserved. 
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Gates in MBA
• The main feature of the town gates of the MBA was the direct approach, with 

a passageway about L:15-18m, W:3m. 
• Within this were 3 pairs of pilasters to which 3 doors could be fixed, thus 

forming two gate rooms within the passage. Usually there were large towers 
on either side of the passage, almost certainly multi-storied. 

• These towers were subdivided into rooms (Tell el-Farah (S), Beth Shemesh, 
Hazor) or had a passage through which they could be entered from the town 
(Shechem).

• The gateway of Gezer had no towers. 
• At Hazor the gate was built high on the mound and thus an approach from 

the outside had to be provided. A path was constructed across the slope, 
protected by a thick revetment. In front of the gate enough space was left for 
a chariot to turn. 

• The angled gate of Megiddo (Str XIII) is from MB IIA, consisting of a tower, 
an inner and an outer gate and a stepped approach. The inner gate lay 
parallel to the line of the city wall and led to the outer gate; only after a right-
angled turn could the inner gate be entered. Of the adjoining town wall only a 
short section has been traced.
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Gates in MBA: Tel Dan

• (tp) A remarkably well-preserved mud-brick triple arch gate faced 
with white plaster was uncovered at the SE corner of the ramparts at 
Dan. Another well-preserved gateway has been unearthed at 
Ashkelon.

Reconstruction of MBA gate at 
Tel Dan (Avihu Shapira, 
<www.ynet.co.il/articles/0,7340,
L-3253776,00.html>

http://photos1.blogger.com/blogger/5070/1863/1600/tel_dan_gate.jpg
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Gates in MBA: Tel Dan

• (tp R) On the N frontier of the 
kingdom, Dan was particularly well 
fortified.  This gatehouse was built 
in the 9th c, probably by Ahab, and 
is part of a series of gateways 
discovered.

• (bt R) This may have been a place 
for the ruler next to the gate or a 
place for an idol to be set up (cf 2 
Sa 18:4 and 2 Ki 23:8). 

The Canaanite gate at Tel Dan. The  Dan fortification was built by 
Jeroboam (10th c); the gate itself (29,5 x 17,8 m)  comprises two 
towers with two guard rooms on either side. A reconstructed throne 
is at the entrance. (BP)
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Gates in MB IIB
• Angular gates were replaced in MB IIB by the 

straight entrance gate:  Hazor, Megiddo, Shechem, 
Gezer, Beth-shemesh, Yavneh-yam and Tell el-
Farah (S). On each side of the gate, there were 3 
piers which restricted access to the city.

• The earlier form of this gate may have been more 
compact if the successive gates at Hazor can be 
used to indicate the evolution of this structure.  

• Direct-entrance gates continue to be used in later 
periods and might be compared with 10th c gates at 
Ashdod, Gezer, Hazor, Lachish and Megiddo that 
are often labelled Solomonic. 

• Gate systems follow the same general plan as 
those from the MBA. The gate systems at 
Megiddo, Hazor and Shechem continue to be used 
throughout the period and undergo little significant 
modifications. Parts of a 3 pier gate may have 
been construction at Beth Shan (Str IX).

Drawing of Megiddo gate. 

Drawing of Hazor gate. 
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Gates in MBA: Hazor

• Archaeologists have 
uncovered a six-chambered 
gate at Hazor, which is nearly 
identical in size and design to 
gates at Megiddo and Gezer.

• The best explanation for this is 
that these gates were all built 
by the same government.

• These gates are a remarkable 
testimony to Solomon's 
building activity as described in 
1 Ki 9:15.
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Gates in IR II

• Example of gates of the "indirect 
approach" type are known from 
Megiddo, Tell en-Nasbeh, Tell Beit 
Mirsim, Tell el-Farah (N), Lachish, Tel 
Dan, Tell el-Kheleifeh and possibly 
Samaria. 

• Some were destroyed during the 
period and renewed with modifications.

• (tp R) The last gate at Lachish is an 
elaborate structure, the gateway proper 
being situated between the inner and 
outer town walls, the latter being 
strengthened with recesses and 
bastions.

The fortifications of Lachish- near the city gate, conquered 
and destroyed by Sennacherib in 621 (Lessing)

Tel el-Farah (N)
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Gates in IRA: Gezer

Solomonic gate at Tel Gezer (2006) Drawing of Gezer gate. 
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Gate in IRA: Tell en-Nasbeh

• (tp R; visible from the road) The 
most prominent remains on Tell 
en-Nasbeh are a massive city 
wall which was not constructed in 
a continuous line. L:660m, 9 or 10 
towers, associated with King 
Asa’s time. 

• The 9th  c city gates are the best 
preserved in Israel. 
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Gates in IR II: 
Bethsaida

• Bethsaida At the far end of a plaza stood the inner gate, consisting of two 
towers, each 6.1 x 9.8m. 4 large chambers, two on each side, measuring 
about 3.7 x 9.8m each, lay behind the towers. 

• The four-chambered gate is the largest and best-preserved ever found in 
Israel. It include cultic worship (n). 

• In Chamber 1 (#4 in photo) beyond the R tower, were 15 arrows and 
spearheads and a thick ash layer, evidence of Tiglath-pileser III’s conquest in 
734. The next chamber on the R (#3) served as a granary: Fully one ton of 
burnt barley lay in it, confirming the attack. 

• The gateway measures 17x35m, preserved to H: 3m; built of partly dressed 
basalt stones, plastered in red and covered with whitewash. Its upper stories 
(there may originally have been 2 or 3) were built of large sun-dried bricks that 
were also plastered and completely covered with whitewash.

• The gateway was predominantly white. None of the black basalt core was 
visible on the outside. A low bench ran in front of the towers, where the city 
elders may have gathered to hold court. A 9th c palace was also found (n). 

Two gates—an outer and inner 
entranceway—guarded Bethsaida in the 
9th c. The photo shows the inner gate; 
soundings from ground-penetrating radar 
lead the excavators to believe that the 
city’s 10th c gateway lies directly below. 
(Bethsaida Excavations)
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Streets and public areas
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Streets

• Ben-hadad said to him, "The cities which my father took from your father I 
will restore, and you shall make streets for yourself in Damascus, as my 
father made in Samaria." (1 Ki 20:34)

• Since the inhabitants of cities were in effect recycling existing sites at tells, 
city planning was practically impossible without razing large portions of the 
tell. Many of these cities had been captured and rebuilt in the past without 
much attempt at establishing thoroughfares or market squares. Being built 
on the crown of the tell  there was only a small amount of space within the 
citadel area and this was reduced each time the city was rebuilt.

• The average size of city sites in the biblical period was 2-4 ha, so planning 
considerations often were set aside when the administrative complex grew. 
Thus the city often expanded beyond its walls and down the slope of the tell. 
Often this new area was then walled in with fortifications. This was how sites 
of Hazor and Dan grew to 80ha and 20ha in size respectively.

• With space at such a premium, it is no wonder then that there is no word in 
biblical Hebrew for street. Hus,  which is to be translated "outside," may 
refer to bazaars in the city streets of Samaria in 1 Ki 20:34; however, these 
"streets" would have only been narrow paths between buildings, ending 
many times in a blind alley. They were also often choked with traffic, carts 
and booths, and accumulated garbage.
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City squares

• "Then you shall gather all its booty into the middle of its open square and 
burn the city and all its booty with fire as a whole burnt offering to the LORD 
your God; and it shall be a ruin forever. It shall never be rebuilt.” (Dt 13:16)

• What little open space did exist for public assembly and market activity was 
in front of important buildings like the palace and temple and in the vicinity of 
the city gate. These relatively open areas are called a rehob. This term is to 
be translated simply as "broad area." 

• In Dt 13:16 and 2 Sa 21:12 it can be loosely translated as '"public square." 
In the first of these texts the "square" served as the site for the burning of 
captured loot following the capture of a Canaanite city. 

• In the second instance the rehob was a place of execution and assembly. It 
functioned as the marshalling area for Hezekiah's troops in yet another text 
(2 Ch 32:6).

• Considering the space limitations in most ancient walled cities, however, the 
most likely place for the rehob would have been immediately outside the city 
gate area. 

• 1 Ki 22 is an example. In this impressive event was staged, King Ahab of 
Israel and King Jehoshaphat of Judah sat enthroned before the city gate of 
Samaria in the rehob surrounded by court officials and 400 prophets. Such a 
spectacle would have been too cramped within the confines of the city walls.


