
 

The Amuq Plain: A Millennial History of a 
Levantine Crossroads 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The Amuq Plain, known in classical antiquity as the "plain of Antioch" and in modern Turkish as 
the Amik Ovası, is a broad, fertile valley in the Hatay province of southern Turkey, bordering 
the Syrian Arab Republic.1 For millennia, this region has served as a critical geographical and 
cultural nexus, a pivotal crossroads connecting the Anatolian plateau to the north, the 
Syro-Mesopotamian lowlands to the east, the Levant to the south, and the Mediterranean 
world to the west.2 Its exceptional fertility, a product of thick alluvial soils deposited by the 
Orontes River and its tributaries, has supported dense and continuous human occupation 
since at least the 7th millennium BCE, making it one of the richest and most significant 
archaeological landscapes in the entire Near East.1 

The paramount importance of the Amuq Plain in modern scholarship stems from the 
foundational chronological framework established there. The pioneering work of the 
University of Chicago's Oriental Institute in the 1930s resulted in the creation of the "Amuq 
Sequence," a detailed stratigraphic and ceramic typology spanning from the Neolithic to the 
Iron Age.5 This sequence, designated by phases lettered A through V, has become a 
fundamental benchmark for dating and comparing archaeological assemblages across the 
Northern Levant and beyond, cementing the plain's status as a reference point for the cultural 
history of the wider region.3 

This report synthesizes the vast body of research conducted in the Amuq Plain to present a 
comprehensive history of this storied landscape. It traces the region's long-term 
development, beginning with its geological formation and the establishment of the first 
Neolithic farming villages. It then examines the rise and fall of the great Bronze and Iron Age 
kingdoms that had their capitals on the plain's ancient mounds, or tells. Subsequently, the 
report details the region's dramatic transformation into the agricultural hinterland for the 
classical metropolis of Antioch, one of the great cities of the Roman and Byzantine Empires. 
Finally, it follows the plain's history through the medieval and Ottoman periods to its 
present-day status as a vital agricultural zone in the Republic of Turkey. By integrating 
evidence from geomorphology, archaeology, epigraphy, and historical texts, this analysis aims 
to illuminate the complex interplay of environment, culture, and politics that has defined the 
Amuq Plain for over eight millennia. 
Table 1: The Amuq Chronological Sequence (Phases A-V) 
This table provides a consolidated reference for the archaeological chronology of the Amuq 



Plain, correlating the established phases with approximate dates, major historical periods, and 
key material culture indicators as identified at principal excavated sites.5 
Amuq Phase Approximate 

Dates (BCE) 
Major Period Key Material 

Culture 
Characteristics 

Key Type-Sites 

A c. 6000–5500 Early Pottery 
Neolithic 

Dark-Faced 
Burnished Ware 
(DFBW), simple 
coarse wares 

Tell al-Judaidah, 
Dutlu Höyük 

B c. 5500 Middle Pottery 
Neolithic 

Washed-Impresse
d Ware, 
continuation of 
DFBW 

Tell al-Judaidah, 
Dutlu Höyük 

C c. 5500–5200 Late Pottery 
Neolithic 

Halaf-related 
painted pottery 

Tell Kurdu, Tell 
al-Judaidah 

D c. 
5200–5000/4900 

Early Chalcolithic Transitional wares 
between Halaf 
and Ubaid styles 

Tell Kurdu 

E c. 
5000/4900–4400
/4300 

Middle 
Chalcolithic 

Ubaid-related 
monochrome and 
bichrome painted 
wares 

Tell Kurdu, Tell 
al-Judaidah 

F c. 4300–3500 Late Chalcolithic Uruk-related 
wares, 
Chaff-Faced 
Simple Ware, 
arsenical copper 

Tell al-Judaidah 

G c. 3500–3000 Early Bronze Age I Wheel-made Plain 
Simple Ware, early 
tin-bronze 
metallurgy 

Tell al-Judaidah 

H c. 3000–2800 Early Bronze Age 
II-III 

Red-Black 
Burnished Ware 
(RBBW) / Khirbet 
Kerak Ware 

Tell Tayinat, Tell 
al-Judaidah 

I c. 2800–2300 Early Bronze Age 
III-IVA 

Continuation of 
RBBW, Plain 
Simple Wares, 
Ebla influence 

Tell Tayinat 

J c. 2300–2000 Early Bronze Age 
IVB 

Smeared-Wash 
Ware, Syrian 
Bottles, Depas 

Tell Tayinat 



cups 
K c. 2000–1800 Middle Bronze 

Age I 
Painted wares, 
emergence of 
Alalakh 

Tell Atchana 

L c. 1800–1600 Middle Bronze 
Age II 

Syro-Cilician 
Painted Ware, 
Yamhad kingdom 
influence 

Tell Atchana (Level 
VII) 

M c. 1600–1200 Late Bronze Age 
I-II 

Nuzi Ware, 
Bichrome Ware, 
Cypriot and 
Mycenaean 
imports 

Tell Atchana 
(Levels IV-I) 

N c. 1200–900 Iron Age I Aegean-style 
painted pottery, 
local painted 
wares 

Tell Tayinat, Chatal 
Höyük 

O c. 900–600 Iron Age II Red-Slipped 
Burnished Ware, 
Assyrian-style 
pottery 

Tell Tayinat, Chatal 
Höyük 

P–V c. 600 BCE – 600 
CE 

Iron III, Persian, 
Hellenistic, Roman 

Later wares, 
largely 
unpublished from 
original sequence 

Tell al-Judaidah 

 

Part I: The Physical and Archaeological Landscape 
 
 
Section 1.1: The Geological and Geographical Setting 

 
The fundamental character of the Amuq Plain is a direct consequence of its dynamic 
geological setting. The plain is a tectonically active region, situated on the northern terminus 
of the Dead Sea Fault Zone (DSFZ), a major strike-slip fault system extending over 1,000 km 
from the Red Sea.17 Geologically, the plain constitutes a down-faulted basin, or graben, that 
formed during the Late Pliocene (c. 3.6–2.6 million years ago) as a pull-apart basin between 
the Dead Sea Fault and the Karasu Fault.17 This tectonic origin accounts for the region's 
pronounced seismicity, a recurring and often destructive force throughout its history that has 



leveled cities, most notably Antioch, on multiple occasions.17 

Topographically, the plain forms a roughly triangular expanse of approximately 500 square 
kilometers (190 square miles).3 It is naturally enclosed by prominent mountain ranges: the 
Amanus Mountains (Turkish: 
Nur Dağları) to the west and the lower Kurt Dağ mountains to the east, which create a 
well-defined geographical unit that often corresponded to a distinct political territory in 
antiquity.17 The plain's exceptional fertility, which has made it one of Turkey's most productive 
agricultural regions, is derived from a thick layer of rich alluvium deposited over millennia by 
the floodwaters of the rivers that traverse it.1 The soils are a complex mixture of alluvial and 
colluvial deposits, Terra Rossa, and basaltic soils, which have supported intensive cultivation 
for thousands of years.17 

Beyond agriculture, the surrounding landscape provided a wealth of essential resources that 
were fundamental to the region's economic and technological development. The Amanus and 
Taurus Mountains were sources of high-quality timber for construction and fuel, as well as 
significant mineral deposits, including copper, serpentinite, and gold.2 Access to these metal 
ores, in particular, played a decisive role in the Amuq's emergence as a center for 
metallurgical innovation from the Chalcolithic period onward.7 

 

Section 1.2: Hydrology and Environment: The Orontes and the Lake of 
Antioch 

 
The hydrology of the Amuq Plain is dominated by three primary river systems. The largest is 
the Orontes River (Turkish: Asi Nehri), which has its headwaters in Lebanon and enters the 
plain from the south. It is joined by the Kara Su river from the north and the Afrin River from 
the east.2 The Orontes follows a meandering course across the southern portion of the plain 
before making an abrupt westward turn at Demirköprü, eventually flowing past modern 
Antakya to the Mediterranean Sea.17 

Until its drainage in the mid-20th century, the central and western part of the plain was 
dominated by a vast freshwater lake known as the Lake of Antioch (Turkish: Amik Gölü).5 At its 
peak, the lake covered an area of roughly 10,000 hectares and was surrounded by an 
additional 25,000 hectares of marshland, creating a massive wetland ecosystem.17 This 
environment was a crucial habitat for hundreds of thousands of migratory birds and 
supported a vibrant local economy based on fishing, hunting wildfowl, pastoralism (grazing 
cattle and water buffalo), and harvesting reeds for construction and crafts.17 

The physical environment of the Amuq was not a static backdrop for human history but rather 
an active participant, whose dynamic processes directly shaped settlement, economy, and 
even the survival of the archaeological record itself. Geoarchaeological investigations have 
revealed that the large lake of recent memory was a relatively late feature in the landscape's 
history.17 Archaeological sites dating to the Bronze Age, such as AS 181, have been located 
deep within the former lakebed, indicating that when these settlements were occupied, the 



lake was either significantly smaller or did not exist at all.11 The major expansion of the lake 
and its surrounding marshes appears to have occurred much later, likely in the mid-to-late 
first millennium CE.27 This expansion was not solely a natural process; it was intrinsically linked 
to human activity. Intensive land clearing and deforestation in the surrounding hills, 
particularly during the Roman period when settlement expanded into the uplands, led to 
massive soil erosion.17 This surge in sedimentation choked river channels and caused the 
gradual aggradation of the valley floor, which in turn impeded drainage and fostered the 
growth of the lake and marshes.17 This process has had a profound impact on the 
archaeological record, burying earlier landscapes under meters of alluvium. Hellenistic and 
Roman-era buildings, for instance, have been found buried beneath three meters of gravel 
and loam near the Amanus foothills.27 Consequently, the visible distribution of ancient sites 
across the plain is a biased sample, heavily skewed by millennia of geomorphological change 
that has obscured many older and smaller settlements.9 To understand the history of the 
Amuq, one must first account for the history of its landscape. 
The modern transformation of the plain was equally dramatic. Between the 1940s and the 
1970s, the Turkish State Hydraulic Works (DSİ) undertook a massive project to systematically 
drain the lake and its marshes to reclaim land for agriculture.5 While this created vast tracts of 
highly fertile farmland, it also resulted in the complete destruction of a unique wetland 
ecosystem and its associated way of life.26 The reclaimed land has since been used for 
intensive cultivation and major infrastructure projects, including the construction of Hatay 
Airport in 2007 on the former lakebed.21 

 

Section 1.3: A Century of Discovery: The History of Archaeological 
Research 

 
The history of archaeological inquiry in the Amuq Plain is a microcosm of the intellectual and 
methodological evolution of Near Eastern archaeology over the last century. From early 
efforts to establish cultural chronologies to modern, multi-disciplinary landscape studies, the 
research conducted here has consistently been at the forefront of the field. 
The pioneering era of exploration began in the 1930s with the University of Chicago's 
"Syro-Hittite Expedition" (1932–1938).32 Initially conceived to investigate the so-called 
"Syro-Hittite" kingdoms of the Iron Age, the project's scope quickly expanded.22 The 
expedition's most enduring legacy from this period was the work of Robert J. Braidwood. In 
1936, he conducted a groundbreaking systematic survey of the plain, identifying and 
cataloging 178 ancient settlement mounds ( 
tells) and developing many of the surface survey techniques that became standard practice in 
the discipline.1 The results were published in the seminal volume 
Mounds in the Plain of Antioch: An Archeological Survey (OIP 48).34 The expedition also 
conducted excavations at several key sites, including Tell al-Judaidah, Chatal Höyük, and Tell 
Tayinat, which provided the stratified material for the Amuq cultural sequence (Phases A-J), 



published by Robert and Linda Braidwood in 
Excavations in the Plain of Antioch I (OIP 61).5 Concurrently, the British archaeologist Sir 
Leonard Woolley was undertaking large-scale excavations at Tell Atchana (1936–1949), which 
he famously identified as the Bronze Age capital of Alalakh.3 Together, these 1930s projects 
established the Amuq as a region of primary importance, defining a chronological framework 
that remains indispensable. 
After a hiatus of several decades, research was reactivated in 1995 with the launch of the 
Amuq Valley Regional Projects (AVRP), a series of coordinated, interdisciplinary 
investigations.1 This new phase of research represents the discipline's shift toward landscape 
archaeology, which focuses on understanding entire regions as dynamic systems rather than 
concentrating solely on major mounds. The AVRP incorporated modern technologies, 
including declassified Corona satellite imagery and GIS, to re-evaluate settlement patterns 
and map the plain's complex geomorphological history.1 This work, particularly the 
geoarchaeological investigations led by Tony Wilkinson, has been instrumental in 
demonstrating how sedimentation and the changing size of the lake have affected the 
visibility of ancient sites.3 The new surveys have more than doubled the number of known 
sites to nearly 400.2 The modern era has also seen the resumption of large-scale excavations 
at the plain's three most important urban centers: Tell Kurdu (primarily Chalcolithic), Tell 
Atchana (Bronze Age), and Tell Tayinat (Early Bronze and Iron Age).3 These new projects 
employ more controlled excavation methods than their predecessors, allowing for the 
recovery of subtle data and a critical re-evaluation of earlier conclusions, thereby refining our 
understanding of the plain's long and complex history.39 

 

Part II: From First Villages to First Kingdoms (c. 
6000–1200 BCE) 
 
 
Section 2.1: The Prehistoric Sequence (Phases A-F): Neolithic and 
Chalcolithic Foundations 

 
The story of settlement in the Amuq Plain begins in the Pottery Neolithic period, around 6000 
BCE.1 The earliest phases of occupation, designated Amuq A and B, are characterized by 
small, dispersed farming communities.27 The signature artifact of this era is Dark-Faced 
Burnished Ware (DFBW), a distinctive handmade, dark-surfaced pottery that marks the 
beginning of the region's long ceramic sequence.43 Even at this early stage, the inhabitants 
were familiar with metal, as evidenced by simple copper artifacts, likely used for 
ornamentation, found in Phase A contexts.7 

The subsequent Chalcolithic, or Copper Age (Amuq Phases C-F, c. 5500–3500 BCE), was a 



long and formative period of significant cultural and technological development. The plain was 
not isolated but was integrated into the broader cultural currents of the Near East. The pottery 
of Phase C shows clear affinities with the Halaf culture of northern Mesopotamia, while Phase 
E is dominated by Ubaid-related painted wares, indicating strong connections to the south.7 
The site of Tell Kurdu emerged as a major settlement during this time, with excavations 
revealing multi-room mudbrick architecture and evidence of a diverse subsistence economy 
based on farming wheat, barley, and chickpeas, and herding sheep, cattle, and pigs.13 

This period was particularly crucial for technological advancement, establishing the Amuq as 
an incubator for metallurgical innovation. The region's development was not merely a passive 
reception of outside influences but was driven by local ingenuity fueled by strategic access to 
resources. Building on the simple copper use of the Neolithic, smiths in the Amuq progressed 
to more complex techniques. The evidence shows a clear and logical developmental 
trajectory: simple hammered copper in the earliest phases was followed by the discovery of 
alloying. In Phase F, smiths began producing arsenical copper, a harder and more durable 
metal created by deliberately mixing copper with arsenic-rich ores.7 This technological step 
was a major innovation, made possible by the plain's proximity to the rich copper and other 
mineral sources of the nearby Taurus and Amanus Mountains, a connection confirmed by 
modern lead isotope analysis of ancient artifacts.7 This multi-millennial local tradition of 
experimentation and resource exploitation laid the essential groundwork for the next great 
leap in technology: the creation of true tin-bronze in the subsequent Early Bronze Age.7 

 

Section 2.2: The Early Bronze Age (Phases G-J, c. 3100-2000 BCE): 
Urbanization and New Peoples 

 
The Early Bronze Age (EBA) ushered in a period of profound social and political 
transformation across the Near East, marked by the emergence of the first cities and 
state-ordered societies.2 In the Amuq Plain, this era saw a significant shift in settlement 
patterns. The focus of occupation moved toward the southern part of the plain, and the site of 
Tell Tayinat grew to become the region's dominant urban center, a position it would hold for 
much of the third millennium BCE.2 

A defining feature of the early part of this period (Amuq Phases H and I) is the appearance of 
a new and highly distinctive cultural assemblage. This is characterized by a handmade, highly 
polished ceramic known as Red-Black Burnished Ware (RBBW).2 This pottery, also known as 
Khirbet Kerak Ware in the southern Levant, is part of a much wider phenomenon linked to the 
Kura-Araxes culture, which originated in Transcaucasia and northeastern Anatolia.2 Its 
widespread appearance in the Amuq Plain suggests a significant cultural intrusion, likely 
representing the migration of new peoples or the powerful influence of their traditions into 
the region.2 

By the mid-third millennium (EBA IVA, Amuq Phase I), the Amuq Plain was drawn into the 
political and economic sphere of the powerful city-state of Ebla (modern Tell Mardikh) in 



Syria.2 The spectacular royal archives unearthed at Ebla contain cuneiform tablets that refer 
to a city or region named 
A-la-la-ḫu-um or Alalaḫu, which was a dependency of Ebla.16 As the site of Tell Atchana (the 
later Alalakh) was not significantly occupied during this period, scholars convincingly argue 
that this Eblaite reference must correspond to the great EBA urban center at Tell Tayinat.2 The 
texts from Ebla depict a complex relationship, with Tayinat paying tribute in silver to its 
overlord but also engaging in military conflict, underscoring its status as a powerful and 
semi-autonomous regional polity.2 

The material culture of the final EBA phase (Amuq Phase J, c. 2300–2000 BCE), known 
primarily from excavations at Tell Tayinat, reflects the city's role as a major hub in interregional 
trade networks.12 Alongside local Plain Simple Wares, finds include imported objects indicative 
of far-reaching connections, most notably a two-handled drinking cup of a type known as a 
Depas Amphikypellon, which has strong parallels in western Anatolia at sites like Troy.2 This 
period also saw the culmination of the region's metallurgical prowess, with the Amuq G-J 
phases yielding some of the earliest known examples of true tin-bronze in the Near East.7 

 

Section 2.3: The Age of Alalakh (Phases K-M, c. 2000-1200 BCE): A 
Vassal Kingdom at the Imperial Crossroads 

 
At the dawn of the Middle Bronze Age (MBA), around 2000 BCE, the political geography of 
the Amuq Plain underwent another major shift. The primary urban center relocated from Tell 
Tayinat approximately 700 meters to the southeast, to the mound of Tell Atchana, which rose 
to prominence as the city of Alalakh.14 For the next 800 years, Alalakh flourished as the capital 
of the local kingdom of Mukiš, which encompassed the Amuq Plain and its surrounding 
territories.15 Throughout its history, Alalakh was a secondary power, a vassal kingdom whose 
fortunes were inextricably linked to the great empires that surrounded it. 
Table 2: Shifting Hegemony and Urban Centers in the Amuq Plain (c. 2500–700 BCE) 
 
Period / Amuq Phase Dominant Amuq 

Center 
Regional Hegemon / 
Major Influence 

Key Evidence 

EBA IV (I-J) Tell Tayinat Kingdom of Ebla Eblaite cuneiform 
tablets mentioning 
Alalaḫu 2 

MBA II (K-L) Tell Atchana (Alalakh) Kingdom of Yamhad 
(Aleppo) 

Alalakh Level VII 
archives; Mari tablets 14 

LBA I (M) Tell Atchana (Alalakh) Mitanni Empire Inscribed statue of 
King Idrimi; Alalakh 
Level IV archives 14 

LBA II (M) Tell Atchana (Alalakh) Hittite Empire Hittite administrative 
texts and sealings 14 



Iron I (N) Tell Tayinat (as capital 
of Palistin) 

(Post-Collapse 
Interregnum) 

Hieroglyphic Luwian 
inscriptions of King 
Taita 51 

Iron II (O) Tell Tayinat (as 
Kunulua) 

Neo-Assyrian Empire Assyrian annals 
mentioning Pattin/Unqi; 
Esarhaddon treaty 23 

During the MBA II (c. 1800–1650 BCE), Alalakh was a dependency of the powerful Amorite 
kingdom of Yamhad, centered on Aleppo.14 The king of Yamhad granted the city to his brother, 
Yarim-Lim, who established a local dynasty that ruled from a magnificent palace (Level VII) 
containing administrative archives.14 This prosperous phase came to a violent end around 
1650 BCE with the city's destruction, an event attributed to the military campaigns of the 
Hittite Old Kingdom king Hattusili I.14 

After a period of abandonment, Alalakh was re-established during the Late Bronze Age I (LBA 
I, c. 1500–1400 BCE) under the hegemony of the Hurrian-speaking Mitanni Empire.4 The 
remarkable inscribed statue of King Idrimi, a local ruler of Alalakh, provides a detailed 
autobiographical account of how he, an exiled prince, regained his throne by becoming a 
vassal of the great Mitanni king Barattarna.14 The palace of this period (Level IV) has yielded a 
wealth of cuneiform tablets and artifacts reflecting the city's renewed importance.14 

The final chapter of Bronze Age Alalakh began in the 14th century BCE (LBA II), when the 
Hittite king Šuppiluliuma I decisively defeated the Mitanni Empire and incorporated all of 
northern Syria into the Hittite sphere of influence.4 Alalakh became a key administrative and 
military outpost on the southern frontier of the Hittite Empire. Hittite officials oversaw the 
construction of massive fortifications, but they also integrated themselves into the city's 
long-standing religious traditions, co-opting the important local cult of the goddess Ishtar.48 

The archaeological record of Alalakh paints a picture of a vibrant, cosmopolitan city, a true 
melting pot of the ancient world.39 Excavations have unearthed an astonishing array of 
international goods: Minoan-style wall frescoes, Egyptian statuary and scarabs, 
Syro-Mesopotamian sculptures, and large quantities of imported pottery from Cyprus and the 
Mycenaean Aegean.8 This material evidence vividly attests to Alalakh's central role in the 
interconnected diplomatic and trade networks of the Late Bronze Age "international age".15 

However, this veneer of internationalism rested upon a remarkably stable and resilient local 
foundation. An apparent contradiction exists between the dramatic shifts in political 
control—from Amorite to Mitannian to Hittite—and the strong continuity observed in the local 
material culture, which remained predominant throughout these changes.28 This puzzle has 
been largely resolved by a large-scale study combining ancient DNA and stable isotope 
analysis of human remains from Alalakh.15 The results revealed a "very homogeneous gene 
pool," with isotopic data confirming that the overwhelming majority of the individuals sampled 
were of local origin and had grown up in the region.15 This indicates that the intense 
international contact documented by elite goods and political texts did not translate into 
large-scale population movement or replacement. The cosmopolitanism of Alalakh was 
primarily an elite phenomenon, a network of kings, diplomats, merchants, and specialized 



artisans operating above a large, stable, and culturally continuous local population. Alalakh's 
history thus challenges simplistic models of ancient imperialism, demonstrating how a city 
could be a vital node in global networks and subject to repeated foreign conquest while its 
core population maintained a strong and unbroken local identity. 
 

Part III: Collapse and Rebirth: The Iron Age (c. 
1200–738 BCE) 
 
 
Section 3.1: A Post-Collapse Power Center (Phase N, c. 1200-900 BCE) 

 
The widespread political and economic collapse that swept across the Eastern Mediterranean 
around 1200 BCE brought an end to the Late Bronze Age world order. The Hittite Empire 
disintegrated, and the extensive trade networks that had sustained cities like Alalakh were 
severely disrupted.51 In the Amuq Plain, Alalakh was destroyed or largely abandoned, its 
800-year reign as the region's capital coming to a definitive close.14 

Yet, in the ensuing period, often characterized as a "Dark Age," the Amuq Plain did not fade 
into obscurity. On the contrary, it re-emerged as the heartland of a new and powerful regional 
kingdom.51 The center of power shifted back to the long-dormant mound of Tell Tayinat, which 
grew to become the royal capital of this new entity.51 A growing body of Hieroglyphic Luwian 
inscriptions, discovered at Tayinat and other sites like Aleppo, has revealed that this kingdom 
was known to its inhabitants as Palistin or Walastin.51 Its rulers, such as the historically 
attested King Taita, adopted the titles and monumental script of the old Hittite emperors, 
consciously positioning themselves as the inheritors of an imperial legacy.12 

The archaeological evidence from Iron Age I Tayinat (Amuq Phase N) reveals an affluent, 
complex, and culturally mixed society.55 The material culture is not a simple continuation of 
past traditions but a dynamic blend of Late Bronze Age legacy and new innovations.30 A 
particularly significant component of the ceramic assemblage is a locally made, painted 
pottery in the Aegean style (often termed Philistine Bichrome Ware), which is closely 
associated with the "Sea Peoples".31 The presence of this pottery, alongside the Luwian 
inscriptions and local Levantine material, points to the formation of a new community 
composed of a Luwian-speaking elite, indigenous populations, and groups with origins in the 
Aegean world.51 

 

Section 3.2: The Kingdom of Pattin (Phase O, c. 900-738 BCE) 

 
In the later Iron Age (Amuq Phase O), the kingdom became known in the annals of the 



expanding Neo-Assyrian Empire as Pattin (or Patina, likely a derivative of Palistin) or, in 
Aramaic, as Unqi.23 Its capital city, Kunulua, is firmly identified with Tell Tayinat.16 The kings of 
Pattin, continuing the traditions of their predecessors, undertook ambitious construction 
programs at Kunulua, transforming it into a formidable royal city. 
Excavations have uncovered a monumental citadel gate complex, temples, and several large 
palaces built in a distinctive architectural style known as a bit-hilani, which features a 
columned portico leading to a main reception hall.16 The city was adorned with impressive, 
finely carved basalt sculptures, including guardian lions, sphinxes, and colossal statues of 
rulers.16 One of the most spectacular recent finds is a larger-than-life statue of an Iron Age 
king named Suppiluliuma, whose inscription records his military campaigns.16 

The identity of this "Neo-Hittite" kingdom was not a simple continuation of the fallen Hittite 
Empire but a new, synthetic cultural and political construct forged in the crucible of the 
post-collapse world. The ruling elite strategically deployed the symbols of Hittite imperial 
power—royal names like Suppiluliuma, the Luwian hieroglyphic script, and monumental art 
styles—to project authority and claim a legitimate place in the new political landscape of the 
first millennium BCE.16 However, the reality on the ground was far more complex. The material 
culture shows deep roots in local Late Bronze Age traditions, a significant Aegean component, 
and increasing Aramean influence over time, to the point that the Assyrians eventually knew 
the kingdom by its Aramaic-derived name, Unqi.23 The name Palistin itself raises complex but 
compelling questions about a relationship with the Philistines of the southern Levantine 
coast.52 The evidence suggests a process of cultural fusion, where a new Luwian-speaking 
elite established control over a diverse population that included indigenous Syrians, 
Arameans, and people of Aegean origin. The kingdom of Palistin/Pattin was thus a 
quintessential creation of the Iron Age, a dynamic and syncretic polity that perfectly reflected 
its position as a crossroads in the re-emerging Mediterranean world. 
The independence of Pattin, however, was ultimately short-lived. The westward expansion of 
the Neo-Assyrian Empire brought it into direct conflict with the states of the Levant. Assyrian 
annals record the kings of Pattin paying enormous tribute in silver, gold, tin, iron, and other 
luxury goods to rulers like Ashurnasirpal II.16 After decades of resistance, political intrigue, and 
increasing pressure, the kingdom was decisively conquered by the Assyrian king 
Tiglath-Pileser III in 738 BCE. Kunulua was sacked, and the Amuq Plain was annexed and 
reorganized as an Assyrian province.16 

 

Part IV: From Imperial Hinterland to Modern Province 
 
 
Section 4.1: The Plain of Antioch: A Classical Metropolis and its Chora 

 
The conquest of the Persian Empire by Alexander the Great and the subsequent founding of 



Antioch on the Orontes by his general, Seleucus I Nicator, in 300 BCE inaugurated a 
fundamental and permanent restructuring of the Amuq region.5 For the first time in nearly 
three millennia, the center of political and economic power shifted away from the ancient tells 
within the plain to a new, purpose-built Greek metropolis founded on its southwestern edge. 
In this new reality, the Amuq Plain was transformed into the 
chora—the vast agricultural territory—that sustained one of the ancient world's greatest 
cities.1 

Throughout the Hellenistic and Roman periods, Antioch served first as the capital of the 
Seleucid Empire and later as the administrative capital of the Roman province of Syria, 
growing to become the third-largest city in the Roman Empire, surpassed only by Rome and 
Alexandria.5 The agricultural wealth of the Amuq Plain was the bedrock of this prosperity, 
producing the grain, olives, wine, and fruit necessary to feed a massive urban population that 
may have approached half a million people at its peak.5 The old, nucleated settlement pattern 
centered on tells gave way to a new landscape of dispersed farms, villages, and wealthy rural 
estates that carpeted the valley floor and, for the first time, began to systematically colonize 
the surrounding hills.19 

During the Byzantine period, Antioch maintained its status as a crucial political, military, and 
religious center. It was the seat of the Comes Orientis, the governor of the Diocese of the 
East, and home to one of the five ancient Patriarchates of the Christian Church.5 The plain 
continued its vital role as the city's breadbasket. This era, however, was also marked by a 
series of calamities from which the city never fully recovered. Devastating earthquakes, such 
as the one in 526 CE, and repeated sacks by the Sassanian Persians, notably by Khosrau I in 
540 CE, inflicted immense damage and loss of life, initiating a long period of decline.5 

 

Section 4.2: A Contested Frontier: Medieval and Ottoman Periods 

 
Following the Battle of the Iron Bridge in 637 CE, Antioch and its plain fell to the armies of the 
Rashidun Caliphate, beginning centuries of Islamic rule.20 The city, known as 
Anṭākiyah, remained an important frontier fortress but its commercial and political fortunes 
waned. The region became a contested borderland between the Islamic world and the 
Byzantine Empire. The Byzantines briefly recaptured the city in 969, only to lose it to the Seljuk 
Turks in 1084.5 

A new chapter began in 1098, when the armies of the First Crusade captured Antioch after a 
grueling eight-month siege.20 For the next 170 years, the Amuq Plain formed the core territory 
of the Latin Crusader state known as the Principality of Antioch.58 The city experienced a 
partial revival as a strategic and commercial hub, but its fate was sealed in 1268. In that year, 
the Mamluk Sultan Baibars of Egypt besieged and captured Antioch, subjecting it to a 
catastrophic sack that saw most of its population massacred or enslaved.58 This event was the 
final, irrecoverable blow. Antioch was never rebuilt as a major city. When the Ottoman Sultan 
Selim I conquered the region in 1517, Antioch had been reduced to a small, insignificant town, 



and the once-thriving Amuq Plain, its former hinterland, had faded into relative obscurity.5 

 

Section 4.3: The Modern Amuq 

 
The Amuq Plain remained part of the Ottoman Empire until its dissolution after World War I. 
The territory, then known as the Sanjak of Alexandretta, was placed under the French 
Mandate for Syria.58 In 1939, following a controversial referendum, France permitted the 
district to be annexed by Turkey, where it was incorporated as the modern province of Hatay.5 

The 20th century brought further profound changes to the landscape and society of the plain. 
The most significant was the state-led drainage of the Lake of Antioch and its vast marshes 
between the 1940s and 1970s, which radically altered the region's ecology to create new 
agricultural land.5 The mechanization of agriculture, with a heavy emphasis on cash crops like 
cotton and wheat, has transformed the rural economy.5 The modern city of Antakya continues 
to expand over the buried ruins of ancient Antioch, while the Amuq Plain carries on its 
millennia-old role as a vital agricultural heartland, now deeply integrated into the economy of 
the Turkish Republic.5 

 

Conclusion: A Synthesis of a Storied Landscape 
 
The eight-thousand-year history of the Amuq Plain is a compelling narrative of resilience, 
innovation, and adaptation at one of the ancient world's most critical crossroads. Its story is 
not merely a sequence of cultures and empires but a complex interplay between a dynamic 
physical landscape, the enduring identity of its inhabitants, and the powerful external forces 
that repeatedly sought to control it. The plain's unique geography, defined by its fertile soils, 
strategic mountain passes, and vital river systems, made it a perennial prize, fostering dense 
settlement from the Neolithic onward. 
The archaeological record reveals a region that was far more than a passive recipient of 
outside influence. It was a technological incubator, where a long local tradition of craft and 
resource exploitation led to pioneering developments in metallurgy, from early copper use to 
the creation of some of the world's first tin-bronzes. It was a political barometer, with the 
alternating fortunes of its two great capitals, Tell Tayinat and Tell Atchana, directly reflecting 
the rise and fall of regional hegemons like Ebla, Yamhad, Mitanni, and the Hittite and Assyrian 
Empires. Throughout these dramatic political shifts, the evidence suggests a remarkably 
stable local population that absorbed and adapted foreign influences while maintaining a 
strong, continuous cultural identity. 
The Iron Age demonstrates this capacity for creative synthesis most vividly, as a new 
Luwian-speaking elite forged the powerful kingdom of Palistin/Pattin by strategically 
deploying the symbols of a fallen empire to legitimize their rule over a new, multi-ethnic 
society. The ultimate transformation of the plain from a land of capital cities to the agricultural 



hinterland of Antioch marks the final and most profound restructuring of its long history. 
A century of archaeological research has not only illuminated this rich past but has also 
mirrored the evolution of the discipline itself, from the culture-historical expeditions of 
Braidwood and Woolley to the modern, multi-disciplinary landscape approach of the Amuq 
Valley Regional Projects. This legacy of scholarship provides an exceptionally deep and 
nuanced understanding of a single region over the longue durée. Today, the primary challenge 
is the preservation of this irreplaceable cultural heritage, as the pressures of modern 
agricultural development and urban expansion threaten to erase the very archaeological 
record that makes the Amuq Plain a treasure of world history. 
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