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Protecting the People:
The Fortification Systems of Middle Bronze Age Jericho
in Light of the Italian-Palestinian Excavations
Chiara Fiaccavento and Elisabetta Gallo
Sapienza University of Rome

Abstract: The Middle Bronze Age in the Southern Levant was a period of prosperity and urban revival, with major
urban centres dominated by massive fortification systems. This study aims to use the case study of ancient Jericho
to highlight the significance of these fortifications to the region and its inhabitants. It will examine the MB II–III
rampart partially exposed by the Austro-German Expedition of E. Sellin and C. Watzinger, encountered by K. M.
Kenyon in the deep cut of Trench III, and further explored by the Italian-Palestinian Expedition in areas A and E. It
will show how renewed excavations at the site from 1997 have allowed a deeper understanding of the urban layout
and related fortifications of the Middle Bronze Age. These have revealed that three massive defensive systems
were laid out on the slope over the course of this period, with each operation regularizing or partially removing
the remains of previous constructions and adding new elements to the system. The earliest system, dating from
MB I–II, saw the erection of a massive rectangular mudbrick tower on foundations of orthostatic stone boulders,
with a residential neighbourhood growing up around its eastern part. The next phase, dating to MB II, saw these
fortifications doubled in size, with the construction higher up the slope to the north of a second circuit wall. The
final development took place at the beginning of the MB III, when the fortifications were rebuilt with a huge rubble
rampart covering the slope, sustained by a massive retaining wall in stone, marking a major transformation of the
city and its defences.
Keywords: Middle Bronze Age, Jericho, cyclopean masonry, fortifications, stratigraphy.

two periods (MB II, 1800–1650 BC, and MB III, 1650–1550
BC) these new towns continued to develop into major
urban centres, with southern Levantine Middle Bronze
urban culture reaching a peak by the end of the period.
The growth of these urban centres is well represented
by their massive fortification systems, which are the
most common form of monumental construction in
the Southern Levant during the 2nd millennium BC.
They commonly consisted of huge ramparts or glacis,
crowned by defensive walls, strengthened by towers
and bastions, and protected by deep ditches. This paper
will examine the fortification systems at Jericho, as an
example of the wider phenomenon of Middle Bronze
Age fortifications across the Southern Levant, to show
how these systems were developed and expanded over
time, and their impact on the urban landscape.

Introduction
The Middle Bronze Age in the Southern Levant
represents a second period of urbanisation for the region,
following on from the destruction and abandonment of
the earliest urban centres at the end of Early Bronze
III (c. 2350/2300 BC), and the post-urban Early Bronze
IV period (c. 2300–2000/1950 BC). This period extends
through the first half of the 2nd millennium BC and
coincides with the Middle Kingdom and the Second
Intermediate Period in Egypt. The chronology and the
archaeological periodization of the Middle Bronze Age
has been widely discussed (Marcus 2003; Fischer 2006;
Cohen 2012; Sharon 2014, 53–55; Burke 2014, 403–404).
This study will adopt a modified version of Dever’s
terminology (1987, 149–151), which has been embraced
by the Italian-Palestinian Expedition (see below), and
which recognizes the subdivision of the period into
Middle Bronze I, II and III (Table 1; Falconer 2008; Nigro
2007, 2009a, 2018; Burke 2014).

Middle Bronze Age Tell es-Sultan: Topography and
Historical Setting
The collapse of the Early Bronze Age urban centre of
Tell es-Sultan (Nigro 2014a, 77–81) was followed by a
period of semi-pastoralism, which is represented by the
numerous EB IV tombs of the necropolis (Nigro 2003,
134–139). Then, at the beginning of the 2nd millennium
BC, a new city arose on the mound of Tell es-Sultan,
with its centre on Spring Hill and a completely new
fortification system. There followed a complex urban

During the first phase of the period (MB I, 2000/1950–
1800 BC) the sudden revival of urban life was marked
by the reoccupation of abandoned Early Bronze Age
sites, which soon increased in area and density, and
developed impressive new fortification systems.
Several new settlements were also established in
previously unsettled regions (Figure 1). In the following
231
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Figure 1. Map of Middle Bronze Age sites in the Southern Levant. Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.
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Table 1. The archaeological periodization of the Middle Bronze Age at Tell es-Sultan/Jericho
(after Nigro et al. 2011, 572, table 1).
Archaeological
Periodization

Kenyon’s Periodization

Italian-Palestinian
Periodization

Dating

Early Bronze IVA-B

Intermediate Bronze Age

Sultan IIId1-2

2300-2000/1950 BC

Sultan IVa1

2000/1950-1900 BC

Sultan IVa2

1900-1800 BC

Sultan IVb1

1800-1700 BC

Sultan IVb2

1700-1650 BC

Sultan IVc

1650-1550 BC

Middle Bronze IA
Middle Bronze IB
Middle Bronze IIA
Middle Bronze IIB
Middle Bronze III

Middle Bronze I
Middle Bronze II
Middle Bronze II

history, from the beginning of MB IB until the end of
MB III; the chronological details are outlined in Table 1.

1948, 99–101; Nigro 2019), was partly exposed by the
Italian-Palestinian Expedition in Area G, where it was
found to conceal a group of tombs used by the city’s
elite during the earlier Middle Bronze I period (Nigro
2009b, 361–368, fig. 9). The temple, thought to be dated
to the MB II period, is only partially preserved (Nigro
2016, 15).

The Middle Bronze Age city of Jericho was characterized
by the establishment of a major urban area at the top
of Spring Hill, the artificial mound beside the spring
of ʿAin es-Sultan with a rectangular plan (100 × 50 m),
extending towards the north, where the palace and the
temple were located (Nigro 2014b, 38). The MB II–III
palace, called the ‘Hyksos Palace’ by Garstang (1933, 41;
1934, 100–101, pl. 15 nos 80, 81; Garstang and Garstang

At the beginning of the Middle Bronze Age the city
was also provided with a new defensive system, which
was built at the bottom of the tell, running along the

Table 2. Summary of the architectural components of the Middle Bronze Age defensive systems of Tell es-Sultan, as recovered
by different excavation projects.

Period

Middle
Bronze I
(Sultan
IVa)

Defensive
system

Solid mudbrick wall
with adjoined
rectangular
towers

Sapienza-MOTADACH
Area A Area E

Tower
A1

Two successive
earthen
ramparts,
Middle
Tower
Bronze II crowned by a
A1 (still
mudbrick wall
(Sultan
in use)
and sustained by
IVb)
a massive stone
wall
Middle
Bronze III
(Sultan
IVc)

-

Other excavation areas
Sellin &
Watzinger

Garstang

-

Eastern
Tower

Curvilinear
Stone
Structure
(W.5)

Rubble rampart
supported
by triangular
Cyclopean Wall
terrace walls and (W.4)
a Cyclopean Wall
at its foot

Kenyon

-

Israelitische
Boschüngsmauer
(southern
foot)

Sq. H
Tr. II Tr. III II-IIIVI
Wall
HAJHAKHAL +
Tower
HBJHBKHBL,
Walls
HCJHCP
Walls
NFL,
Walls NFM,
Walls
OEK, NFN,
KA,
OEL, NFO,
KB, KC
OEM Wall
NFP
(=W.5)
Walls
Wall
NFK,
KD
Wall NGJ,
(=W.4), OEO NGK
Wall (=W.4) (=W.4),
113
Walls
71+72
Tr. I
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Sapienza-MOTADACH
Area
Area Area
B
C
D
West

-

-

W.7

-

W.84
W.93
W.98 W.112
L.111

Triangular
retaining
walls
(W.53-W.98)
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Figure 2. General view of the MB IB–III fortification systems in Areas A and E, from the south.
Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.

enlarged southern and eastern sides of the Lower City
and including a portion of the oasis around the spring
(Nigro in this volume, fig. 19). As the city of Jericho
grew, its fortification system was further developed,
being rebuilt and strengthened on several occasions,
each time in a more massive and monumental form, to
meet the needs of its increasingly powerful Canaanite
inhabitants. A summary of these defences, and their
different architectural elements, is presented in Table
2.

135; 2000, 199–207; Nigro 2006, 26 and 33; Nigro and
Taha 2009; Nigro et al. 2011, 573–577). This tower was
found in an extraordinary state of preservation in Area
A, on the southern slope of the tell, just to the south
of Kenyon’s Trench III. It was built up directly on PrePottery Neolithic B layers at the bottom of the tell and
represents the earliest Middle Bronze public building to
be erected in the Lower City, dating to Sultan IVa2 (MB
IB, early 19th century BC).
Tower A1 may have been contemporary with the huge
Eastern Tower excavated by Garstang at the eastern
foot of Spring Hill, opposite the spring of ʿAin es-Sultan
(Garstang 1931, pls I, VI; 1932, 15, pls IX, XXc; 1934, pls
XIII, XV; Garstang and Garstang 1948, 85–86; Marchetti
2003, 309, figs 8, 10; Nigro 2009b, fig. 8). It may also be
linked to the results of the 1997–1998 excavations in
Area D, located in a strategic area of the tell between
the spring of ʿAin es-Sultan and the Acropolis. Here
a huge mudbrick wall (Wall 7) was uncovered at the
bottom of the eastern sloped terraces of the site, and
interpreted as part of the eastern fortification system
of the MB IB city (Nigro 1998, 95–96, figs 2.2, 2.3;
2000, 165–167, 169–170, figs 3.1–3.7), connected to the
structures previously exposed in this portion of the site
by Garstang (see above), and by Kenyon in Squares HII,
III, VI (Kenyon 1981, pls 331a–b, 340).

The MB I–III Fortifications
One of the major results of the Italian-Palestinian
Expedition has been further exposure and careful
excavation of the Middle Bronze Age defences on the
southern slope of the tell (Figure 2). These structures
were discovered in Areas A and E during the 1997–2000
seasons and subsequent work in the 2009–2014 seasons
has focused on exploring their architecture, function,
stratigraphy and chronology. The data collected in
this part of the tell has provided new insights into the
Middle Bronze I–III fortifications of Jericho, showing
that the classic earthen and crushed limestone rampart
was only one part of a more complex fortification
system overall.
The Middle Bronze IB: Tower A1 in Area A

Tower A1 was a rectangular structure with mudbrick
walls, built upon an orthostatic foundation after razing
the area at the southern foot of the pre-existing tell,
where Neolithic, Early Bronze I–II and Early Bronze IV
occupational strata had accumulated. It was a massive
building, with walls up to 2 m wide, oriented northwest to south-east, with a rectangular tower (Tower
A1) and a long western side wall that was at least

The formative phase of the new Middle Bronze Age
city at Tell es-Sultan is complex and still under
investigation; however, the analysis of the fortification
structures brought to light in the 1990s has made some
elements of the system clearer. One of these is Tower A1,
a monumental structure related to the earliest phase of
the Middle Bronze fortifications (Marchetti 1998, 124–
234
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Figure 3. Area A: general
view of Tower A1, from the
south-east.
Copyright University
of Rome ‘La Sapienza’
ROSEPAJ.

destruction might be attributed to an Egyptian military
intervention (possibly attributed to Amenemhat III,
see Nigro 2013, 5; 2014b, 37). The event is dated by the
ceramic repertoire, which includes shapes belonging to
the mid to late MB I period, including a red burnished
stepped rim juglet and a Tell el-Yahudiyeh jug
fragment (Figure 5). The pottery collected from the
destruction layer along the southern fortification line
is comparable to the assemblages from the intra moenia
burials excavated in the Spring Hill area by E. Sellin
and C. Watzinger (Tombs 1–8; Sellin and Watzinger
1913, 70–71), Garstang (Burial 2; Garstang 1934, 119, pl.
CVII.15–17), Kenyon (Tombs HAR, 10, 11; Kenyon 1981,
349–350, 356, figs 10, 13; Kenyon and Holland 1983, figs
161–162, 174), and by the Italian-Palestinian Expedition
(Tomb D.641; Nigro 2009b), and from Tomb K3 in the
necropolis (Kenyon 1965, 203–206, fig. 93). Comparisons
can be traced in contemporary assemblages from Tell
Dan stratum XII (Ilan 1996, 163–165, 213–231, 242–244;
Maeir 2010, 39–40); Tell Kabri stratum 4 (Kempinski
2002, 39–42, 55–57, 68–70, 109–120); Tell el-Ifshar Area

15 m in length (W.1659/W.19), facing an open space
(Figure 3). The foundation trench of the orthostatic
main wall (P.1687) cut the earliest Middle Bronze layer
attested to in the area, which regularized the previous
occupational strata (Figure 4). Excavations revealed
other details of the building techniques used. The
western foundation wall consisted of big boulders (0.9
× 0.8 m), displaced at different elevations, following the
slope of the foot of the tell: two steps in the foundations
are visible, each of around 0.26 m in elevation, sloping
towards the south-east. A line of pebbles, lying on top
of the orthostates, protected the foot of the massive 1.6
m wide tower superstructure, made of regular reddishbrown mudbricks (36 × 52 × 15 cm), bonded by a grey
mortar, and preserved up to 2.4 m in height (see Ripepi
in this volume).
A thick destruction and collapse level uncovered
on a floor west of the tower indicates that Tower
A1 was destroyed by a fierce fire at the end of MB
IB, marking the end of its earliest phase of use. This
235
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Figure 4. Area A: the western foundation wall of MB IB Tower A1, from the west.
Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.

C, phases C–G (Paley and Porath 1993, 611–612); Aphek
strata A XVII–XII/B V[c–a]–IV/ X 18–17 (Beck 2000a,
112–131; 2000b; Yadin 2009, 111–135); Khirbet Kerak/
Bet Yerah period F (Greenberg et al. 2006, 165–168) and
Tell el-Hayyat phase 4 (Falconer and Fall 2006, 49–52).
This evidence suggests that Tell es-Sultan/Jericho was
already a flourishing centre during the mature phase of
the Middle Bronze I, around 1900–1800 BC.
The Middle Bronze II: Tower A1 in Area A and the
Curvilinear Stone Structure in Area E
After the fierce destruction at the end of Sultan IVa,
the Middle Bronze Age city of Jericho was rebuilt, and a
new fortification system erected around the tell. At the
beginning of MB II (Sultan IVb) Tower A1 was damaged,
probably by an earthquake, and then repaired. The
base of the foundation walls was reinforced by walls
strengthening the existing structures on three sides,
while on the northern side an adjoining transversal
north–south wall was constructed to add support. The
floor of the courtyard outside the tower was refurbished
at the same time. After this repair, Tower A1 remained
in use during the whole of the Sultan IVb period, by

Figure 5. Tell el-Yahudiyeh Ware jug fragment
(TS.09.A.167/1) from destruction layer F.1678 in Area A.
Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.
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Figure 6. Area A: MB II houses built against the eastern side of Tower A1, from the north-east.
Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.

At around the same time that Tower A1 was repaired, a
new fortification system was being erected all around
the tell at a higher elevation. This MB II defensive
system consisted of two ramparts with a massive
retaining stone wall at the base; another stretch of this
wall has also been found at the south-western foot of
the tell in Area E (the Curvilinear Stone Structure, see
below). The wall supported a series of earthen layers,
strengthened by crushed limestone and plastered with
clayish huwwar (a soft, chalky, white limestone). The
top of the ramparts was crowned by an upper mudbrick
wall with subsidiary buildings over it, as demonstrated
by the excavations of Italian-Palestinian Expedition
north of Kenyon’s Trench I (Sarieʾ 1998, 101–114, figs
3:1–8). The massive structure of the Middle Bronze II
rampart was first found by Kenyon and unearthed in
Trench I, II and III (Kenyon 1981, 108–111, 120, 167–169,
215–219, pls 89b, 90a–b, 91a, 92b, 106b, 109a, 127a–b, 236,
260b, 271–275a). In 1997–1998 the Italian-Palestinian
Expedition resumed the excavations in Area C, north
of Kenyon’s Trench I, for the purpose of investigating
the crowned mudbrick wall set on the summit of the
MB II rampart. During these excavations a series of
supporting walls were identified just below the summit

which time it had become encircled by houses as the
city expanded in size towards the oasis.
The discovery of this MB II lower city has been one of
the major results of the Italian-Palestinian excavations
to date. These have revealed a residential quarter on
the southern sides of the tell, contemporary with the
second phase of use of Tower A1 (Figure 6). This links
to new information from Area T on the south-eastern
corner of the tell, that shows the extension of the
Middle Bronze II Lower City into the area around the
spring, to the east and south of Area A. The group of
houses excavated in Area A provided a wide set of
finds similar to those already known from previous
excavations (especially in the necropolis), including
pottery, pestles, grinding stones, wooden bowls and
baskets, showing household craft activities related to
food preparation (Marchetti 1998, 134–135, figs 4.16
and 4.18; 2000, 194–195, 207–216, figs 1.17, 4.15, 5.7–9,
5.23–24, 5.26–30; Nigro 2006, 33). While private houses
abutted over the tower on the eastern side, on the
western side there was a wide area, paved with pebbles
and free of buildings, which has been interpreted as an
inner courtyard.
237
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of the rampart, while a major mudbrick structure was
excavated, possibly related to a building erected on
top of the fortification (Marchetti 1998, 104–105; Nigro
2006, 30).

in order to permit the construction of these massive
defensive structures (Marchetti and Yasin 2000, 181–
182).
Excavations exposing the southern outer face of the
CSS enable us to determine the method and phases
of construction. The CSS was made of large limestone
boulders arranged in sections of varying heights,
lengths and widths. Up to five lengths of wall have
been excavated to date. The easternmost preserved
section of wall (Wall 5) had a length of 4.5 m and had
been previously investigated by Kenyon as her Wall
NFP, on the south-western edge of Trench III (Kenyon
1981, pls 271a, 272a–b, 273). This is characterized by
a monumental corner built of regular boulders that
suggests the presence of a passage; it joins two other
walls, Wall 560E and Wall 560W; the latter is turning
northwards.

The main supporting structure discovered in Area E
was called the Curvilinear Stone Structure (hereinafter
CSS). This was a massive stone wall, 1.1–1.7 m wide,
preserved with a varying elevation of 1.5 to 3 m, and
built up with juxtaposed stretches turning from east to
west, gradually curving northwards from south-east to
north-west following the morphology of the tell (Figure
7). The CSS was part of a remarkable building effort
carried out on the south-western flank of the site in the
MB II period, in which the pre-existing occupational
layers of the Early Bronze Age settlement were levelled

Roughly at the middle of the excavated part of this wall,
a rectangular 7.5 x 2.1 m buttress (Buttress W.270) was
added to strengthen it. West of this buttress, the northwest extent of the CSS is represented by two further
sections. The first (Wall 274) was a 1.2–1.8 m thick
straight wall, 4.5 m long; the second and westernmost
exposed stretch (Wall 1824) was made of larger regular
stones and boulders, with a regular width of 1.6 m,
curving to the north, and in a south south-east to
north north-west orientation. Some structures and
installations contemporary to the use of the CSS were
exposed outside of it, close to its easternmost stretch,
in the space facing Wall 5 and Wall 560, where a street
(L.1725) runs parallel to the wall (Figure 8), bordered to
the north by a low battering wall (W.1703).
As the monumental and complex fortifications from
the southern part of the site demonstrate, Sultan IVb
probably represents the high point of Middle Bronze
Age Jericho, although the city was destroyed at least
twice during this period. These destructions are
attested to by deposits in the Tower A1 courtyard. The
first comprises a rubble filling with ashes, representing
the end of the Sultan IVb1 period, namely the end of
MB IIA, roughly corresponding to the mid-13th Dynasty
in Egypt. The second event is illustrated by layer of
collapsed mudbricks, dated to the end of MB IIB (Sultan
IVb2), which seems to be connected to the latest reuse
of the area. The same stratigraphic sequence has been
identified in Area E, where a collapse layer with smashed
mudbricks at the foot of the westernmost stretch of
CSS represents the destruction of the fortification
superstructure. In this layer, the handle of a fine calcite
jar and a double handled small jar were found (Figure
9); comparable examples to the latter were found in
Garstang’s Tomb 351 (Garstang et al. 1935, pl. XXXIV.47).

Figure 7. Aerial view of the MB II Curvilinear Stone Structure
in Area E, from the north-west.
Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.

The cause of this destruction of the Sultan IVb city is
unknown. All the layers and the buildings related to
238
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Figure 8. MB II retaining wall bordering the street parallel to the Curvilinear Stone Structure in Area E, from
the south-west. Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.

Figure 9. MB II double handled jar (TS.11.E.1823/1) found in the collapse layer F.1823 outside the Curvilinear
Stone Structure in Area E, from the south. Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.
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the MB II settlement were subsequently covered by
the massive rubble filling of the MB III rampart, which
represents the last stage of the Middle Bronze Age
defences of the site.

43, fig. 42ff; Burke 2008, 263), and Tell el-Mutesellim/
Megiddo (Loud 1948, fig. 376; Kempinski 1989, 110, 150,
fig. 38).
The MB III defensive system was investigated by the
Italian-Palestinian Expedition in Area A, where the
building technique of the latest rampart was clarified.
The Jericho rampart shows an impressive mass of
rubble forming the main sloping layer of the structure.
It was a supplemental rampart, a monumental rubble
embankment supported by a huge stone structure,
Cyclopean Wall W.4 (see below), built up at the foot of the
tell, and by a series of triangular retaining walls which
were attested at several points around the perimeter of
the tell: Area C (Sarieʾ 1998, 105), Trench I, Trench III
and Area B West. The rampart, which included layers
of mudbrick debris, rubble, stones, limestone and flint
chips in addition to earth, was laid down in a series of
overlapping strata of decreasing size from bottom to
top. The materials and techniques used in construction
of this rampart were very different; there was no single
approach to how the rampart should be built. One of
the most important factors in selecting materials for
rampart construction was drainage, although choice of
materials was also dependent on the site’s location.

The Middle Bronze III: Cyclopean Wall (W.4) in Areas A
and E
The last stratigraphic phase of development of
Middle Bronze Age city of Jericho (MB III, Sultan IVc)
is represented by a general major transformation of
the urban layout and an overall reconstruction of the
fortification system. The area of the city was reduced in
size, and part of the southern lower town was razed for
the construction of a massive rubble rampart sustained
by a huge retaining wall set within a foundation trench
at its foot and a series of terrace walls on the slope
and covered by a superficial revetment of crushed
limestone.
Earthen ramparts spread in Southern Levant during
the MB II–III (1850–1550 BC). In existing sites, these
were restored or built up against previous fortifications
— such as at Tell el-Fukhar/Akko (Dothan 1976, 6–14)
and Tell Gerishe/Gerisa (Geva 1982, 56, figs 3, 16–22)
— while at newly founded sites, they were built up
ex novo. Ramparts can be split up into two subtypes:
freestanding, generally linked with new foundations,
and supplemental, usually related to older sites.
Freestanding ramparts are completely built up, usually
in open areas, as seen at Tell Mardikh/Ebla (Matthiae
1989, 136, 141–143, 310–312, pls 74–75, 115; 1997, 380–
384) and Tell Mishrifeh/Qatna (du Mesnil du Buisson
1926, pls 52f, 57). Supplemental ramparts are usually
erected to exploit the natural or pre-existing slopes of
tells.

The massive Middle Bronze III rampart was associated
with the construction of a cyclopean retaining
wall, which is the most monumental element of the
fortification system of MB Jericho to have survived
(Figure 10). The impressive retaining wall was first
traced by the Austro-German Expedition, who called
it the Israelitische Boschüngsmauer (Sellin and Watzinger
1913, 54–62); it was subsequently exposed by Kenyon
and named Wall KD in Trench I, Wall OEO in Trench II,
and Walls NFK, NGJ, NGK in Trench III (Kenyon 1981, 110,
169, 216–219, pls 92a–b, 93a, 125b, 127b, 236, 259, 271b–
273, 274f). This wall has now been extensively excavated
by the Italian-Palestinian Expedition in Areas A and E,
who have named it Cyclopean Wall W.4 (Marchetti 1998,
135–140, figs 4.36–41; 2000, 218–218, figs 5.59–67; Nigro
2006, 34–35; Nigro and Taha 2009, 734). On the southern
slope of the tell the erection of the Middle Bronze III
defensive system involved partially razing the lower
town, where Tower A1 (Marchetti 2000, 219), the CSS
(Nigro et al. 2011, 581–583) and other elements of the
earlier MB I–II fortification system went out of use.

A detailed study by Aaron Burke recognized three types
of structural elements which constitute ramparts:
retaining walls, core walls and revetment walls
(Burke 2008, 54). Retaining walls were constructed
to address potential instabilities at specific points,
identified during construction; they were usually built
of fieldstones only few courses high and a few meters
long and they were buried within the rampart’s fills.
Stone core walls were erected in order to provide a solid
foundation for the construction of the town wall and to
stabilize the rampart. Revetment walls were exclusively
built at the foot of earthen ramparts to prevent erosion.
They were better constructed than other structural
walls, employing cyclopean-style masonry and being
between 2–10 m high and 1–4 m wide, suggesting
considerable planning in the construction of city’s
defences. This characteristic building technique has
been recognized at Tell es-Sultan/Jericho (see below)
and several other major urban centres of the region,
such as Tell Balata/Shechem (Dever 1974, figs 2, 4 and
9; Seger 1974), Tell el-Jazari/Gezer (Dever et al. 1970,

The building technique of Cyclopean Wall W.4
included a foundation trench (P.1677), 0.8 m wide,
filled progressively with superimposed courses of big
limestone boulders (Figure 11). These were moved
and set in place using mudbrick or stone ramps, with
big blocks thrown into the trench and each course of
stones filled up with earth; stones were bound with
limestone slivers and mud mortar. The supporting wall
incorporated cyclopean masonry, consisting of medium
and large boulders, roughly dressed on the outer face
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Figure 10. General view of MB III Cyclopean Wall W.4 in Areas A and E, from the east.
Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.

A survey conducted in the surroundings of the site
allowed us to verify that this monumental defensive
structure also extended into the oasis area and around
the ʿAin es-Sultan Spring, which was included inside
the fortified area of the city (Nigro 2014b, fig. 1.7).

and set into the flank of the mound, with smaller chips
set in between them to bind them together. The section
shows that the wall had a slightly curving profile up
to two-thirds of its height, where the stones start to
become smaller: the largest blocks were placed around
1.5 m from the underground base of the structure,
apparently to provide firmer support to the upper parts
of the wall; the wall itself was between 5–8 m high. The
upper part of the wall, preserved at maximum elevation
of 8 m from its base, was capped with a mudbrick wall,
either to regularize its top. The Cyclopean Wall was
completely buried by the rubble filling of the rampart,
so it was clearly not intended to be seen. This was
especially evident in the eastern section of the area,
where the MB III rubble is clearly visible filling up a
series of houses, built to the east and north of Tower A1
in MB II (Marchetti 2000, 194–195, 207–216; Nigro 2006,
33). The principal function of the Cyclopean Wall was
clearly to support and constrain the huge earthen mass
of superimposed settlements constituting the core of
the tell itself.

In spite of the extra effort devoted to the city defences,
MB III Jericho was destined to suffer a dramatic
destruction around 1550 BC. Damage was particularly
evident in the so-called ‘Palace Store-Rooms’, which
were covered by a thick layer of ash and bore several
signs of a conflagration (Garstang and Garstang 1948,
107–108). Although this event cannot be attributed to
a specific enemy, the strengthening of the fortification
walls at the beginning of the Middle Bronze III testifies
to a concern with the possibility of attacks during
what was a long period of political instability, which
resulted in the final destruction of many Levantine
centres (Massafra 2014, 191–192). After this destruction
Jericho was abandoned for more than a century, until
the beginning of the Late Bronze II, around 1400 BC
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Figure 11. Cyclopean Wall W.4 in Area A, with its foundation trench on the left, from the south-east.
Copyright University of Rome ‘La Sapienza’ ROSEPAJ.

(Bienkowski 1986, 136–137), when a new smaller
settlement was established on the site.

the huge ruins of the monumental Early Bronze II–III
fortifications on the southern, western, and northern
edges of the tell. A long stretch of the MB II supporting
wall, known as the Curvilinear Stone Structure (CSS),
has been investigated by the Italian-Palestinian
Expedition in Area E on the southern slope of the site.

Conclusions
Tell es-Sultan/Jericho, located near the southern end
of the Jordan Valley, developed next to a perennial
spring at a crossroads connecting the central hills with
the eastern shore of the Jordan River: this position and
natural resources provided favourable conditions for
the development of a complex series of settlements
over several millennia, from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic
to the Iron Age (Nigro 2014a, 80–81). The huge effort
required to erect the massive fortifications around
Jericho’s urban centre in the Middle Bronze Age,
surely representing the most monumental Canaanite
construction of the city, can be seen as reflecting the
importance of the site during the 2nd millennium BC.
Excavations undertaken by the Italian-Palestinian
Expedition in Areas A and E on the southern slope
of the tell, in conjunction with data collated from
previous excavations, have now established a complete
stratigraphic and chronological sequence for the
development of this fortification system.

At the end of the period (Middle Bronze III, Sultan IVc),
the urban layout of the settlement was completely
reorganized, and the lower flanks of the city were
covered by massive ramparts, retained at the base
by a revetment wall of cyclopean masonry, which is
attested in both the areas excavated by the ItalianPalestinian Expedition on the southern slope of the
tell. This defensive line also extended into the oasis,
encompassing the area of the spring (Nigro 2014b, 38–
39, fig. 1.7).
The construction of massive and increasingly buttressed
defensive systems during the Middle Bronze Age at Tell
es-Sultan/Jericho and other major Southern Levantine
urban centres is one of the most characteristic features
of the period and was the result of a twofold concern.
No doubt their first purpose was to hamper the
physical approach of aggressors, in a political climate
where increased competition between local city-states
led to a great investment in the development of the
defensive architecture of the region. Common features
identifiable between the fortification systems of the
major MB cities of the Northern and Southern Levant
demonstrate the highest degree of uniformity between
the two regions, a cultural koiné visible in several
aspects — material culture, fortress-temples, and burial
customs — of which fortifications are just the most
outstanding one. The second purpose for such a massive
endeavour was to create a monument with social and

The first of the Middle Bronze defensive structures at
Tell es-Sultan was erected during the Middle Bronze IB
(Sultan IVa2), the earliest MB phase attested to in the
site, and consisted of a solid mudbrick wall on stone
foundations with towers at regular intervals, including
rectangular Tower A1 and Garstang’s East Tower.
After the destruction of the MB IB city, the successive
phase (Middle Bronze II, Sultan IVb) saw the earlier
defensive line replaced by a series of supporting
walls, built-up terraces, and ramparts regularizing
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symbolic significance, modelling the surrounding
landscape and its domain, and visually defining Tell esSultan/Jericho as a stronghold controlling the oasis and
the road network of the Southern Jordan Valley.
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