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ASHQELON, BARNE‘ANEIGHBORHOOD: REMAINSFROM THEROMANTO EARLY ISLAMIC PERIODS

ILAN PERETZ

In May 2012, a salvage excavation was undertaken prior to residential development in Ashqelon’s Barne‘a
neighborhood (Yo’ash Ben Gideon Street; map ref. 159169-228/621886-963; Fig. 1). Following the mechanical
removal of a layer of sand partly mixed with modern refuse (1-2 m deep), ten excavation squares were opened
(c. 240 square meters; Plan 1). The finds date from the Early Roman to the Early Islamic periods (Figs. 4, 7,
12, 15, 16). Extensive damage to the site, in addition to budgetary constraints, made it impossible to fully link
the architectural remains. The excavation identified four strata (IV-I; Plan 1), but a clear stratigraphy was only
exposed in a few of the squares. Thus, the stratigraphic assignment of some of the finds is based on height
differences, and therefore is not conclusive. The excavation did not reach virgin soil.

Two walls (W12, W14; Figs. 2, 3) built in two construction phases—possibly comprising a single wall—were
attributed to Stratum IV (the Early Roman — begining of the Late Roman period; first — early third century CE;
Fig. 4). They belonged to a building in the north of the excavation area that extended eastward, beyond the
excavation area. Wall 14 was initially built of dressed stones arranged as headers and stretchers and from a row of
small stones and lumps of gray plaster. In a second phase, W12 was constructed of finely dressed ashlars bonded
with gray plaster and arranged mainly as headers and stretchers. Very few ashlar walls from the Roman period
have been found in Ashgelon; it is therefore likely that the two walls enclosed a large structure, possibly a public
building. A refuse dump from Stratum I in Square B2 (L139; Fig. 5) yielded a Corinthian capital from the Late
Roman period that may have belonged to this building.

Four to five rooms (1-5; Figs. 3, 6) were assigned to Stratum III and belong to a building from the Late Roman
period and perhaps also the Early Byzantine period (second half of the third century — fourth or early fifth century
CE; Fig. 7) that was erected over the remains of the ashlar building. The walls were constructed of two rows
of partially dressed kurkar stones with kurkar fieldstones of various sizes inserted between them; most of the
stones were laid lengthwise, interspersed with a mortar fill made of earth and small stones. Among the building
remains were fragments of mosaic floors (Figs. 3, 9), wall frescoes (Fig. 11), plaster, mortar, marble and ceramic
tiles. These finds show that although the building was not built as meticulously as that in the earlier stratum, it
was probably an attractively decorated building with a tiled roof. Also found in the remains of this stratum were
third- and fourth-century CE coins (Nos. 2, 4, 5) including a very rare coin of the SPES PVBLICA type from the
rule of Saloninus (Fig. 16:2); a Gaza jar fragment of a type that first appears in the fourth century CE (Fig. 7:17);
and an iron arrowhead from the Roman period (Fig. 8:3). In the south part of the excavation area, the remains of a

wall built of small kurkar stones (W11) abutted by a gray plaster floor (L132; Fig. 10) were attributed to Stratum
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III. Refuse dumps exposed in this excavation square and attributed to Stratum I (below) yielded architectural
fragments (Fig. 15:11-13) from this layer or from Stratum IV.

During the Byzantine period (fifth—seventh centuries CE; Stratum II; Fig. 12), a plastered installation (L159)
with walls built of kurkar stones bonded with gray mortar was erected in the center of the excavation area. The
installation was floored with gray cement and probably had a vaulted roof. This installation, a strong wall (WS;
Figs. 13, 14) preserved to a height of up to six courses in the south of the excavation area, and sagiye jars found in
this layer (Fig. 12:7-10) suggest that a water-related complex—possibly a well, a fountain or a bathhouse—was
situated here. Winter (2016) believes that two fragments of glass vessels found in the refuse dumps in Stratum [
are related to Christian liturgy; these finds, together with a fragment of a marble slab bearing a Greek inscription
found previously about 10 m from the excavation, may indicate that a church once stood here.

A plastered channel (L105; Figs. 13, 14) in the south of the excavation area was attributed to Stratum L. It dates
from the end of the Byzantine period and the beginning of the Early Islamic period (seventh—eighth centuries CE;
Fig. 15). Also attributable to this period are the earliest parts of refuse dumps discovered in the excavation area,
including a dump in Installation 159, which had fallen into disuse by this time. The pottery and numismatic finds
(see Nos. 20-24) show that the site was only reoccupied at the end of the Mamluk period, and this occupation
continued into the beginning of the Ottoman period, when the site became a target for stone robbing and sand
quarrying that damaged the ancient remains. The building stones may have been removed to construct the tomb
of Sheikh ‘Awad (Fig. 1:4) or to build houses in the nearby town of el-Majdal (Fig. 1:7).

Along with remains from previous excavations in Ashgelon, these finds augment our understanding of the
extensive settlement of Maiumas-Ascalon that spread northward from the tell; this city probably sprang up during
the Hellenistic period, but reached its zenith during the Byzantine period. We know neither the extent of this
city that continued to exist in the Early Islamic period nor its precise date. From the beginning of the Ottoman
period to the modern day, the remains of Maiumas-Ascalon, including the remains unearthed in this excavation,
lay buried under the sand. When Ashqgelon’s new neighborhoods were being built, sand was probably extracted

around the site, and the resulting pits were used for the disposal of construction waste.

CAPTIONS TO ILLUSIRATIONS

Fig. 1. Location map.

Plan 1. The excavation area, plan and section.

Fig. 2. Squares B—C/6—7 at the end of the excavation, looking northeast.
Fig. 3. Squares B-C/6—7, looking southwest.

Fig. 4. Pottery from Stratum V1.

Fig. 5. Corinthian capital.

Fig. 6. Squares B—C/6—7, Stratum I1I, Rooms 1 and 4, looking east.
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Fig. 7. Pottery from Stratum III.

Fig. 8. Metal items from Stratum III.

Fig. 9. Stratum III, remains of a mosaic floor in Room 4.
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10. Square B/1, looking southeast.

11. Fragments of wall frescoes found in Fill 126.
12. Pottery from Stratum II.

13. Squares B—C/1, looking west.

14. Square B/1, looking southwest.

15. Finds from Stratum I.

16. Coins.



