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INTRODUCTION2

D uring the past eleven years, excavations at Tell Tweini, Syria have focused 
on different periods visible in  the archaeological record. Both the Bronze and  
the Iron Age periods are w ell a ttested  an d  have been exam ined extensively 
(Bretschneider -  Van Lerberghe 2009; Al-M aqdissi et al. 2008). Recently, however, 
traces of an  Early Iron Age settlement, often lacking at neighbouring sites, have 
been uncovered at Tell Tweini.

In the Eastern M editerranean, the period spanning the time between the end of 
the 13th and the 12th centuries B.C.E. is know n as a period of crisis during which the 
significant Aegean, Cypriot, Anatolian and Levantine centres deteriorated. Immedi­
ately after 1200 B.C.E., the entire M editerranean region was faced with catastrophic 
obliterations (Lehmann 2001). Considerable destruction and ash layers have been 
observed at num erous sites in the Levant. Once im portant sites a t the Syrian coast, 
like Ugarit, were abandoned and destroyed along with m any other M editerranean 
cities, never to be rebuilt. Lor this entire period, known as the Dark Ages, the archae­
ological and in particular the historical sources are especially scarce.

Based on  recently excavated data  from  Tell Tweini, significant know ledge 
about the developm ent of urbanisation, architecture, pottery, burial custom s and 
art in the N orthern Levant during the post-Ugaritic period can be acquired. M ulti­
disciplinary studies, combined w ith an analysis of the architectural structures and 
archaeological inventory, have allowed obtaining initial inform ation on a complex 
and obscure period in the history of the Ancient N ear East.

TELL TWEINI

The site of Tell Tweini is located on the southern bank of the River Rumeilah 
in the Syrian coastal plain, approxim ately 1,5 km  east of m odern-day Jebleh and 
40 km  south of Ras Shamra-Ugarit, the capital of the ancient K ingdom  of Ugarit

1 Catholic U niversity Leuven. This article presents research results of the Interuniversity Poles 
of A ttraction program  and the project is sponsored by the Fund for Scientific Research-Flanders 
and the Research Fund (O.T.) K.U. Leuven.

2 We w ould  like to thank Dr. Jana M ynárová and Petra M aríková Vlcková, for inviting us to par­
ticipate in  the w orkshop "Egypt and the N ear East -  The Crossroads". It was fruitful and very 
exciting.
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Fig. 2
Tell Tweini: Results of the 
geophysical survey

(Fig. 1). Since 1999, the site of ca. 12 hectares has been under excavation by the 
Syro-Belgian team  headed by Dr. Al-Maqdissi, Dr. Badawi (Department of Antiqui­
ties, Damascus) and Prof. Dr. Bretschneider (Catholic University of Leuven). Work 
has concentrated  on  three areas a t the sum m it of the tell (Fields A, B and  C). 
Especially Fields A (central part of the tell) and B (western plateau) have produced 
a full, un in terrup ted  archaeological sequence spanning  m ainly from  the Early 
Bronze Age IV (ca. 2400 B.C.E.) up  to the Iron III period (ca. 500 B.C.E.), m aking 
Tell Tweini a key site for the N orthern  Levant concerning ceramic sequences and 
architectural stratification from the Bronze and Iron Ages (Al-Maqdissi et al. in press). 

The m ost intensive occupation occurred during the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age 
periods, w hen a fortified city occupied the site (Figs. 2-3).

Over the last years the Tell Tweini project has been focusing on five key issues:
1) The origins of the settlem ent and  its developm ent into an  im portan t re­

gional centre during  the third m illennium  B.C.E. (Early Bronze Age).
2) The reduced occupation of the site in  the early second m illennium  B.C.E. 

and its im plications for the political, historic and economic situation at that 
time (M iddle Bronze I).

3) The revival of urban life betw een 1800 and 1600 B.C.E. (M iddle Bronze II).
4) The integration of G ibala's com m unity into the K ingdom  of U garit in  the 

m id- and late second m illennium  B.C.E. (Late Bronze Age).
5) The reorganisation and  process of state-form ation in the beginning of the 

Iron Age II period.

TELL TWEINI - SYRIA

7 5



Tell Tweini: A Multi-Period H arbou rT ow n  at the  Syrian Coast

Fig. 3
Field C: City wall a t the 
eastern edge of the tell

Second half of the third m illennium  B.C.E.: The first city

During the later Early Bronze Age, coastal Syria was characterised by the tran­
sition from  agriculturally based to complex urban societies. The first urbanisation 
of Tell Tweini occurred during  the Early Bronze Age IV period and is represented 
by a sequence of tw o m ain architectural levels including m udbrick constructions 
(Bretschneider -  Van Lerberghe 2009: 17-19). Since the Early Bronze Age, occu­
pation is only know n from rather small soundings, while the urban structures of 
the earliest settlem ents rem ain largely unknow n.

First half of the second m illennium  B.C.E.: The city  of the dead

Some tombs, dated to the M iddle Bronze Age II, were found in direct relation 
to the excavated houses (H am eeuw  -  Jans 2009: 75-82). D uring this period it was 
a custom  to bury  the dead underneath  the floors of the dwellings. A n extraordi­
nary  find from  this period was a com m unal tom b dated to ca. 1700 B.C.E. The 
grave contained the skeletons of 42 adults and 16 infants. Used as grave goods 
were 160 well-preserved ceramic vessels including a large quantity of Cypriote 
im ports, plates and dishes, several bronze pins and a figurine. A nother inhum a­
tion consisted of the grave of a w om an and her child accom panied by a sheep's 
head. In Field B, the rem ains of three m en w ere recovered from  a silo. A m ong 
others, the grave goods included  a fenestrated  axe, quite typical of this period. 
Similar axes have also been discovered at Sukas, Ugarit and Byblos and date to 
around 1800 B.C.E.
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Fig. 4
Late Helladic IIIC Early 
ceramic from the Late 
Bronze Age II destruction 
level 7 A

Second half of the second m illennium  B.C.E.: Harbour toion of the Ugaritic 
Kingdom and new foreign settlers from  the Aegean?

D uring the Late Bronze Age II period (14th and 13th century B.C.E.), Tell Tweini 
was part of the K ingdom  of U garit and is m entioned as Gibala in the treaty be­
tw een the H ittite king M ursili II and  N iqm epa, king of Ugarit. G ibala w as the 
southernm ost harbour tow n of the Ugaritic Kingdom, close to the border w ith  the 
K ingdom  of Siyannu. The material culture of the Late Bronze Age parallels that 
of Ugarit and illustrates a massive occupation w ith im ports from all over the East­
ern  M editerranean. It includes a H ittite-Luw ian hieroglyphic inscription and 
a w ide range of Cypriote and Late Helladic ceramics. A set of 14C dates (Kaniewski 
et al. 2010) and  sporadic finds of locally produced Late Helladic IIIC Early ceram ­
ics (Fig. 4) date the fall of the Late Bronze Age city of Gibala (Jung in press), prob-
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Fig. 5
Ceramic of the Late 
Bronze Age II destruction 
level 7 A (locus 185). 
Above right: handm ade 
and burnished cooking 
pot found together 
w ith LH III B kylix 
(above left).

ably caused by the "Sea Peoples", to around the first quarter of the 12th century 
B.C.E., sim ultaneously w ith the fall of the capital Ugarit. Contrary to Ugarit, Tell 
Tweini was directly resettled by "newcom ers" after a fire-destruction visible in 
the archaeological record as an ash layer, labelled level 7A .  W ithin this destruction 
level, an  im portant new  ceramological trait appears, nam ely handm ade and bur­
nished cooking pots (Fig. 5). This ware also appears in the Early Iron Age levels 
6GH and 6EF (Vansteenhuyse -  Bretschneider in press).

The production of local Late Helladic IIIC has been well docum ented for the 
Philistine area in the Southern Levant b u t evidence is m ounting that this m ight 
also have been the case at e.g. A m urru (Tell Kazel; Badre 2006), the Ugaritic region 
(Du Pied 2008) and the cA m uq Valley (Janeway 2008; H arrison 2009).

Early Iron Age

The stratigraphical research of the area form ing part of the Acropolis (Field 
A) w as part of a large-scale architectural investigation identifying a public build­
ing ensemble (Fig. 6). This area was recognised based on a geomagnetic and top­
ographical survey conducted in 2004, while the peripheral, topographically lower 
area in the w estern p art revealed m ore evidence from later period activity. The 
location of a series of trenches in the southeastern part of the sum m it of the tell 
offered the possibility to assess the date and nature of occupation in this area, at 
the same time allowing a better, diachronic understanding of the topographical 
organisation of the Late Bronze and  Iron Age settlem ents of Tell Tweini. Excava­
tions confirmed the existence of three m onum ental buildings in the public zone 
(Figs. 7-8). Buildings A, B and C were developed during  different construction
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Fig. 6
Field A: Late Bronze 
Age II to Iron Age II 
occupation

Fig. 7
Field A: Buildings A,
B and C. Situation 
of level 6C-D (beginning 
of Iron Age II)
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Iron Age II - Level 6D: ButWings A-C

Fig. 8
Field A: Buildings A,
B and C (Reconstruction: 
B. Bortolin and 
H. H am eeuw)

phases ranging from  the beginning of the Early Iron Age I to the Iron Age II 
(ca. 1200-750 B.C.E.).

T hroughout the period  of assum ed collapse -  the so-called D ark Ages -  ar­
chitectural features and ceramic evidence illustrate a transition and a continuity 
at the site of Tell Tweini, allowing the characterisation of both  social and  urban 
changes. D uring the m ost recent excavation campaigns, several clusters of Early 
Iron Age (6GE1 and 6EF) architecture have been identified across different areas 
w ith in  the city walls, especially underneath  the Iron Age II Building A and  its 
close surroundings (Fig. 9). The earliest Iron Age I urbanisation of the 12th century 
B.C.E. (level 6GE1) a t Tell Tweini is m arked by the creation of a new  city, con­
structed on the destruction debris (Level 7A) of the Late Bronze Age town. In sev­
eral locations Late Bronze floors and walls have been partly  reused.

The ceramological m aterial displays a continuation of the local material into 
the Iron Age w ithout the com m on im ported Late Bronze Age w ares from C yprus 
or the Aegean world. The handm ade and burnished cooking ware rem ained in 
use. Typical for Level 6G-H, the earliest Iron Age level, is a red fabric covered in 
white slip and red paint (Fig. 10). It relates to decorated pots from  Iron I a t Ras 
Ibn Flani, Ras el-Bassit (Courbin 1986: fig. 14; Du Pied 2008:169, fig. 6b-c) and Tell 
Kazel (Badre 2006, fig. 13:3). The w hite-slipped vessels, all am phoroid craters, at 
Ras Ibn Hani are restricted to "Fer 1 phase 1". Im portant is that at Ras Ibn Hani 
some vessels carry bichrome decoration, which is not the case in Tell Tweini where 
red pain t is used exclusively. The decoration includes triple bands in zigzag, 
checkerboards and grooved handles w ith  red paint. It remains lim ited to craters 
from Tell Tweini. The term  Syrian W hite Slip is being proposed for these vessels 
(Vansteenhuyse in press).

The precise date of the end of occupation level 6GH remains unresolved so 
far. D uring the second half of Iron Age I (level 6EF), a great num ber of room s and
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Fig. 9
Field A: Early Iron Age I 
structures of level 6GH 
beneath Building A

Fig. 10
Syrian W hite Slip crater 
from  Early Iron Age 
Level 6G-E1
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Fig. 11
Architectural rem ains of 
Early Iron Age Level 6 
E-F in  field A

structures w ere reused from  the underly ing  6GE1 phase. The foundations of a 
larger rectangular building w ith  several room  annexes to the south were uncov­
ered in Field A (Figs. 11-12), and is interpreted as the initial construction phase of 
the later m onum ental Building A. The final occupation phase is m arked by a fire 
destruction leaving the inventories of the room s in situ . M any Iron I vessels were 
found broken on the floors (Fig. 13). The storage function of the southern w ing of 
the edifice is attested through a row  of pithoi, leaning against the southern wall of 
the room. A num ber of 14C samples of seeds were taken from inside the vessels, 
giving us a destruction date between 1050 to ca. 1000 B.C.E. for level 6EF (Kaniewski 
et al. 2010).

The destruction layer not only contains well datable ceramics, like a Cypriot 
bowl of the type W hite Painted I on a conic foot (Nys -  M iddernacht in press), bu t
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Fig. 12
Field A: Storage vessels 
of Early Iron Age level 
6E-F

Fig. 13
Field A: Storage vessels 
of Early Iron Age level 
6E-F (1050-1000 B.C.E.)

also large am ounts of cylindrical shaped loom w eights and jar stoppers in clay. 
Three bronze arrow heads com plete the archaeological record in this area.

The loom  w eights (Fig. 14) m ay be regarded as cultural m arkers of foreign 
settlers who can be linked to the "Sea Peoples (migration)" as they are also present 
in the C yprus and Philistine settlem ents in the Southern Levant (Yasur-Landau 
2010).
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Fig. 14
Loom w eight of Early 
Iron Age level 6E-F 
(1050-1000 B.C.E.)

Two m onum ental Hieroglyphic Luwian inscriptions mentioning the "Land of 
Palistin", uncovered in the Temple of the Storm God at the Aleppo Citadel (Hawkins 
2009; Harrison 2009), seem to confirm the formation of foreign policies in the N orth­
ern Levant, possibly partly stimulated by changing climatic conditions.

Recently published results of palynological, sedim entary and paleo-ecological 
research at Tell Tweini linked to a pollen-based reconstruction of the ecosystem 
have convincingly suggested an abrupt climate change in the period between 1200 
and  850 B.C.E., and especially during  the Early Iron Age levels a t Tell Tweini 
(Kaniewski et al. 2008). The increasing aridity of the region, due to rising tem pera­
tures, m ust have had great im pact on the hum an and anim al populations, influ­
encing agricultural practices. Economy in particular and society in general w ould 
have been forced to adapt. Environm ental changes should therefore be taken into 
account w hile exam ining the transitional period of the Early Iron Age a t Tell 
Tweini since they m ay have had repercussions for the study of the claimed col­
lapse and societal developm ent.

First m illennium  B.C.E.: A ssyrians and Phoenicians

W ith the construction of Building A at the beginning of Iron Age II, a tradition 
of public buildings developed in the southern part of Field A. Excavations and 
a geomagnetic survey revealed a well-preserved plan of the city during  the Iron 
II/III period (ca. 900-500 B.C.E). By the end of the 8th century B.C.E., a significant 
architectural renewal occurred at the centre of Tell Tweini. Production of olive oil 
and w ine became the m ain economic activity of the tow n and  oil presses and re-
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fining installations were found in m any houses. The public buildings in Field A 
lost their original (sacred?) function and were divided into small cham bers where 
specific economic and commercial activities took place. These architectural and 
functional developm ents could be the consequence of the international politics in 
the 8thcentury B.C.E., w hen the Syrian coast came under Assyrian control.

CONCLUSION

The harbour tow n of Tell Tweini was occupied from the Early Bronze Age IV 
until the Iron Age III. D uring the m ost recent campaigns, the focal point has been 
the transition betw een the Late Bronze and the Early Iron Age.

After the destruction of neighbouring Late Bronze Age cities, an  event visible 
also in  the destruction layer (7A) of Tell Tweini, several m assive architectural 
structures dated to the Iron Age I (levels 6GH and 6EF) seem to emerge at the site 
w ithout an  actual hiatus. The tradition of ceramic shapes and pastes of the Late 
Bronze Age seems to have know n a continuation du rin g  the Iron Age I (level 
6GH), bu t the architecture shows a new  kind of urbanisation w ith a different struc­
tu ral orientation. N ew  14C results and  the fact th a t level 7A holds Late H el­
ladic IIIC Early ceram ics allow s dating  the destruction  to the first qu arte r of 
the 12th cen tu ry  B.C.E. This d ate  is com parable to the fall of U garit, Ras Ibn 
H ani, Tell Kazel and  m any other sites probably  destroyed by the Sea Peoples.
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