
 

The Bronze Age in the Afrin Valley: A 
Synthesis of Archaeology, Politics, and 
Material Culture in the Northern Levant 
 
 

I. Introduction: The Afrin Valley in the Northern 
Levant's Bronze Age Landscape 
 
 
Geographical and Environmental Context 

 
The Afrin Valley, located in the northwestern corner of modern Syria, constitutes a critical 
geographical and cultural nexus in the ancient Near East. Carved by the Afrin River, which 
flows south from the Anatolian highlands before joining the Orontes River, the valley forms a 
natural and historically significant corridor.1 Its strategic position facilitated movement and 
interaction between the Anatolian plateau to the north, the Mediterranean coast via the 
adjacent Amuq Plain to the west, and the major urban centers of Inner Syria, such as Aleppo, 
to the southeast.4 This geography is fundamental to understanding the region's history, as it 
was rarely an isolated entity but rather a participant in, and a conduit for, the larger political, 
economic, and cultural currents of the Bronze Age. 
The archaeology of the Afrin Valley is inextricably linked to that of the Amuq Plain (the Plain of 
Antioch), an exceptionally fertile and archaeologically dense region that has been the subject 
of seminal surveys since the 1930s by pioneering archaeologists like Robert J. Braidwood.6 
The environmental setting of the Afrin Valley itself, with its fertile alluvial soils and reliable 
water from the river and numerous springs, provided an ideal landscape for agriculture and 
sustained settlement, supporting a notable density of occupation from prehistoric times 
onward.3 

The valley's history is best understood not as a self-contained narrative but as a sensitive 
barometer of the political and economic climate of the Northern Levant. Its placement at a 
crossroads of major spheres of influence—Anatolia, home to the Hittites; Mesopotamia, the 
heartland of Mitanni and Assyria; and Syria, dominated by powers like the Kingdom of Yamhad 
and, at times, Egypt—meant that its fortunes were tied to those of the great empires. As will 
be demonstrated, shifts in political control by these larger powers are not mere historical 
footnotes; they are visibly imprinted upon the archaeological record of the valley, from 



settlement patterns to ceramic styles and monumental architecture. The story of Bronze Age 
Afrin is one of reaction, adaptation, and resilience in the face of external pressures, making it 
an exemplary case study for the dynamics of core-periphery relations in the ancient world. 
 
Chronological Framework 

 
This report adheres to the standard tripartite division of the Near Eastern Bronze Age: the 
Early Bronze Age (EBA), c. 3300–2000 BCE; the Middle Bronze Age (MBA), c. 2000–1600 
BCE; and the Late Bronze Age (LBA), c. 1600–1200 BCE.14 This broad chronology is refined 
and synchronized with the detailed regional ceramic sequence established for the Amuq 
Plain. This sequence, with its designated phases (e.g., Amuq G-J for the EBA, Amuq K-M for 
the MBA/LBA), provides a robust and high-resolution framework for comparing material 
culture and dating archaeological contexts across northwestern Syria, including the Afrin 
Valley.11 Table 1 provides a synchronized overview of these chronological systems, aligning 
them with the key occupational phases of the region's most important sites. This synthesis is 
foundational, creating a common chronological language that allows for clear, cross-regional 
analysis and transforms a collection of individual site reports into a coherent regional history. 
 
Period Absolute 

Dates 
(approx. 
BCE) 

Amuq 
Phases 

Alalakh 
(Tell 
Atchana) 
Levels 

Ebla (Tell 
Mardikh) 
Periods 

Tell 
Tayinat 
Phases 

'Ain Dara 
Phases 

Tell 
Jindires 
Layers 

Early 
Bronze 
I-II 

3100–270
0 

G - Mardikh 
IIA 

Phase H - EBA I 

Early 
Bronze III 

2700–25
00 

H - Mardikh 
IIA 

Phase H - EBA I 

Early 
Bronze 
IVA 

2500–23
00 

I - Mardikh 
IIB1 
(Palace 
G) 

Phase I - EBA I 

Early 
Bronze 
IVB 

2300–20
00 

J XVII Mardikh 
IIB2 

Phase J - EBA I 

Middle 
Bronze I 

2000–18
00 

K XVI-XIV Mardikh 
IIIA 

Hiatus - MBA II 

Middle 
Bronze II 

1800–160
0 

L VIII-VII Mardikh 
IIIB 

Hiatus - MBA II 

Late 
Bronze I 

1600–140
0 

M VI-IV - Hiatus - - 

Late 1400–120 M III-I - Hiatus Phase 1 - 



Bronze II 0 (c. 1300-) 
Table 1: 
Chronolo
gical 
Synchroni
zation of 
the 
Northern 
Levant. 
This table 
synthesiz
es data 
from 
multiple 
sources 
to provide 
a 
comparati
ve 
timeline 
for key 
sites and 
cultural 
phases 
discussed 
in this 
report.11 

        

 

Overview of Key Themes and Sites 

 
This report will trace the developmental trajectory of the Afrin Valley, from its emergence as a 
region of nascent urbanism in the Early Bronze Age to its role as a contested frontier between 
the great empires of the Late Bronze Age, namely Mitanni and the Hittites.4 The analysis will 
be anchored by detailed examinations of the valley's two most significant known Bronze Age 
sites: 
Tell 'Ain Dara, a major religious center famed for its monumental temple 1, and 
Tell Jindires, a large, heavily fortified urban settlement that likely served as a key 
administrative and military hub.12 The narrative will conclude by analyzing the region's 
profound transformation during the widespread systemic collapse at the end of the Late 
Bronze Age and will offer a somber reflection on the modern threats that endanger this 
irreplaceable archaeological heritage.4 



 

II. The Early Bronze Age (c. 3300–2000 BCE): 
Urbanization and Regional Identity 
 
The Early Bronze Age in the Afrin Valley, as in the broader Northern Levant, was a period of 
profound societal transformation. It witnessed the rise of a new, urban-centered way of life, 
replacing the more dispersed settlement patterns of the preceding Chalcolithic period. This 
era is defined by the development of complex, hierarchical societies and a distinctive material 
culture that connected the valley to a wide cultural interaction sphere stretching from Anatolia 
to Syria. 
 
The Rise of Nucleated, Tell-Based Society 

 
The most significant development of the EBA was the shift to a settlement pattern dominated 
by large, nucleated mounds, or tells, which served as the centers of political, economic, and 
social life.9 This process, which reached its full expression in the EBA, indicates significant 
population growth and a fundamental reorganization of society towards urban living. 
Archaeological surveys conducted in the region have revealed a settlement pattern strongly 
suggestive of a complex, centralized organization.11 This system appears to have been 
hierarchical, comprising a central "city," several larger "towns," and numerous smaller, 
dependent village sites scattered around them. Such a structure implies the emergence of 
early political entities, perhaps chiefdoms or small kingdoms, capable of organizing and 
controlling the valley's population and resources. 
The placement of these new settlements was intimately tied to the landscape's hydrology. The 
larger sites are characteristically strung out in two rough lines along the valley sides, a linear 
arrangement determined by the natural lines of springs that provided a reliable year-round 
water supply.11 This deliberate positioning underscores the critical link between access to 
water and the ability to sustain the concentrated populations of these nascent urban centers. 
This period of rapid urbanization, however, may have created a system that was inherently 
fragile. The archaeological evidence points to a "sudden appearance, development, 
expansion, and subsequent decline of a large and complex Early Bronze Age society" in an 
area that was previously sparsely inhabited.11 This suggests that the EBA "urban boom" was a 
swift, perhaps over-extended, development. Such rapid societal transformations, which 
involve population concentration and the intensification of agriculture, often place immense 
strain on local resources and create complex, interdependent systems. These systems are 
inherently less resilient to shocks—such as drought, conflict, or the disruption of trade—than 
more dispersed, less centralized ones. The mention of a "subsequent decline" indicates that 
this EBA system did, in fact, face such a shock, making it an early, smaller-scale example of 
the boom-and-bust cycles that characterize the long arc of ancient Near Eastern history. 



 
Material Culture Profile: The Khirbet Kerak Ware Horizon 

 
The defining material culture marker of the EBA in the Afrin Valley is a highly distinctive 
ceramic known as Khirbet Kerak ware. This pottery is characterized by its lustrous black or 
red-and-black burnished finish, a lighter-colored interior, and frequent decoration with 
incised or relief designs.11 It is a key diagnostic for the EBA III period (c. 2700-2300 BCE) and 
its presence provides a firm cultural and chronological link between the Afrin Valley, the Amuq 
Plain (where it is characteristic of Phase H), and numerous sites in Eastern Anatolia.11 The 
distribution of this ware demonstrates that the Afrin Valley was not an isolated backwater but 
an active participant in a large EBA cultural interaction sphere. 
Alongside classic Khirbet Kerak ware, related local pottery types are also characteristic of the 
period. These include a dark grey or black to brownish-buff burnished pottery, notable for its 
triangular ledge-handles extending from the rim, a form that also has strong parallels in the 
Malatya region of Anatolia.11 

The distribution of these high-quality ceramics within the valley's settlement system is 
particularly revealing. The decorated Khirbet Kerak ware is generally restricted to the largest 
sites—the central "city" and the surrounding "towns"—while being conspicuously absent from 
the small, outlying village sites.11 This pattern is not merely a matter of stylistic preference; it is 
direct archaeological evidence of an emerging social hierarchy. In pre-monetary societies, the 
control, display, and use of high-craft, non-utilitarian goods is a primary mechanism for elites 
to signal status, wealth, and power. The concentration of these prestige ceramics at the top of 
the settlement hierarchy provides material corroboration for a stratified society in which an 
urban-based elite controlled access to, or the production of, luxury items. This material 
distinction in pottery mirrors and reinforces the political centralization implied by the 
hierarchical settlement pattern itself. 
 

III. The Middle Bronze Age (c. 2000–1600 BCE): 
Integration into the World of Great Kingdoms 
 
The Middle Bronze Age marks a new chapter in the history of the Afrin Valley, characterized by 
its deep integration into the wider political and cultural world of Northern Syria. During this 
period, the valley became part of the sphere of influence of the powerful Amorite Kingdom of 
Yamhad, a political reality that left a distinct and remarkably uniform signature on the region's 
material culture. 
 
The Political Hegemony of Yamhad (Aleppo) 

 



Throughout the MBA (c. 2000-1600 BCE), the dominant political force in Northern Syria was 
the Kingdom of Yamhad, with its capital at the ancient city of Halab, modern Aleppo.26 
Yamhad was a "Great Kingdom," a major power that controlled a vast territory extending 
across northern Syria through a combination of direct rule and a network of vassal states, the 
most famous of which was Alalakh (Tell Atchana) in the neighboring Amuq Plain.27 

Given Aleppo's immense power and its geographical proximity, the Afrin Valley would have 
been a natural and integral part of its hinterland. The valley's agricultural productivity and its 
position along key trade routes would have made it a valuable asset for the Yamhadite kings.27 
While direct textual evidence from the valley itself is lacking, its political subordination to 
Aleppo during this period is a near certainty based on the regional political landscape and the 
powerful archaeological evidence of cultural uniformity. 
 
The Homogenous Pottery Horizon of Northern Inner Syria 

 
The most compelling evidence for the Afrin Valley's integration into the Yamhadite world is 
found in its ceramics. The MBA is defined by what archaeologists term the "pottery horizon of 
Northern Inner Syria," a material culture province characterized by a "great homogeneity" in 
its ceramic assemblages.29 This unified pottery tradition extends from Hama in the south to 
Aleppo in the north, and stretches westwards from the Euphrates to encompass the Orontes 
and Afrin valleys.29 

This shared ceramic culture clearly identifies a distinct cultural province with the Aleppo-Ebla 
(Tell Mardikh) region at its core. The Afrin Valley is explicitly situated within this province, 
forming part of an "open boundary" where the cultural horizons of inland Syria, the 
Mediterranean coast, and southwestern Anatolia overlapped and intermingled.29 Key ceramic 
types that define this horizon include specialized productions such as Painted Wares and 
Black-Burnished Ware, alongside distinctive and highly standardized forms of "Simple Ware" 
(or "Coarse Ware") and Cooking Ware.29 

Technologically, the pottery from across this vast region shares a remarkable number of 
features. These include the ordinary use of the fast potter's wheel, a high degree of 
specialization in clay fabrics and vessel shapes, and the use of similar decorative techniques, 
most notably combed bands on the shoulders of jars and bowls.29 This striking uniformity in 
material culture is not a coincidence; it is the archaeological signature of the political and 
economic integration fostered by the Kingdom of Yamhad. A dominant political power like 
Yamhad would have secured trade routes, likely encouraged the standardization of 
production, and facilitated the growth of major manufacturing centers, such as Aleppo itself. 
The widespread distribution of common goods, especially pottery, would have been a natural 
consequence of this economic unification. Therefore, the "pottery horizon" can be read as the 
material manifestation of the "political horizon" of Yamhad. The Afrin Valley's full participation 
in this ceramic tradition is compelling proof of its incorporation into the Yamhadite sphere. 
 



Architecture and Fortifications: The Case of Tell Jindires 

 
Excavations at Tell Jindires, a major urban center in the valley, have provided a window into 
the architecture of this period.19 The site has revealed significant MBA settlement layers, 
including the remains of a substantial temple paved with large stone slabs. In the temple's 
courtyard, excavators found three massive basalt bases that once supported large wooden 
columns, attesting to a monumental building scale.19 The presence of a palace from this era 
has also been suggested, befitting a major administrative center.19 

Perhaps the most telling architectural feature of MBA Jindires was its formidable defensive 
system. The main fortress wall, dated to the second millennium BCE, was an impressive 8 
meters thick.12 Such massive fortifications underscore the site's immense strategic and 
military importance during an age of powerful, competing kingdoms. They reflect a significant 
investment of labor and resources, possible only under a strong, centralized authority, and 
highlight the need to protect a valuable urban center from potential rivals. 
 
Metalwork and Technology 

 
The Middle Bronze Age was a period of significant innovation in metallurgy across Syria. The 
development of more complex and effective weaponry was made possible through the 
mastery of alloying copper with either tin (to create true bronze) or arsenic (creating arsenical 
bronze).31 This technological advance allowed for the production of longer daggers, true 
swords, and complex cast weapons like the distinctive "duckbill" and "notched-chisel" axes 
that are hallmarks of the period. Analyses of MBA weapons show that both tin-bronze and 
arsenical-bronze were used, sometimes even in the same object, with no clear preference for 
one alloy over the other for specific weapon types.31 

Alongside weaponry, the production of luxury items flourished. The art of the goldsmith 
reached new heights, with techniques such as granulation (decorating with tiny spheres of 
gold) and filigree (using fine gold wire) becoming widespread.33 The presence of such 
intricate jewelry points to the existence of highly specialized craftsmen and a wealthy elite 
clientele eager to display its status through personal adornment. 
 

IV. The Late Bronze Age (c. 1600–1200 BCE): A 
Contested Frontier of Empires 
 
The Late Bronze Age was a turbulent and cosmopolitan era that transformed the Afrin Valley 
into a strategic frontier zone, a prize contested by the great empires of the day. The political 
landscape shifted dramatically, with the region passing from the sphere of one superpower to 
another. This reality is clearly reflected in its political history, its monumental architecture, and 



an increasingly international material culture that connected the valley to the farthest corners 
of the Eastern Mediterranean world. 
 
The Mitannian Interlude (c. 1550–1350 BCE) 

 
Following the decline and eventual destruction of the Kingdom of Yamhad by the Hittites 
around 1600 BCE, a new power rose to dominate Northern Syria: the Hurrian-led Kingdom of 
Mitanni.21 Centered in the Khabur River basin of Upper Mesopotamia, Mitanni expanded 
rapidly, and by 1500 BCE, it controlled most of northern Syria, either directly or through a 
network of vassal kings.34 The kings of Alalakh in the Amuq Plain, for instance, became 
subjects of the Mitannian king.21 The Afrin Valley, situated squarely within this territory, would 
have fallen under Mitannian hegemony. 
The material culture associated with the Mitannian empire provides a key chronological and 
cultural marker for their period of influence. A distinctive, finely-made painted pottery known 
as Nuzi Ware, characterized by its light-colored fabric and intricate white-on-dark painted 
motifs (often floral or geometric), is found at sites throughout the Mitannian sphere.21 The 
presence of Nuzi Ware and other Hurrian cultural traits in northern Syria attests to the deep 
influence Mitanni exerted over the region for nearly two centuries. 
 
The Hittite Conquest and Administration (c. 1350–1200 BCE) 

 
The balance of power in the Near East was shattered around 1350 BCE by the brilliant military 
campaigns of the Hittite king Šuppiluliuma I. In a series of decisive wars, he destroyed the 
Mitannian empire and pushed the Hittite frontier deep into Syria, conquering all the lands west 
of the Euphrates River.4 

To consolidate control over this vast new territory, Šuppiluliuma I implemented a sophisticated 
administrative system. He installed two of his sons as viceroys to govern the newly conquered 
lands: one in the strategic city of Carchemish on the Euphrates, and the other in the former 
Yamhadite capital of Aleppo.4 The viceroy of Aleppo, ruling from a city that had long been the 
regional center, was almost certainly given authority over the adjacent Afrin Valley.4 

This imperial takeover left a tangible mark on the landscape. The great temple at 'Ain Dara, 
whose first major construction phase is dated to c. 1300 BCE, was built during the period of 
Hittite rule. Its architecture and, more importantly, its sculptural decoration show strong Hittite 
iconographic influence, suggesting it was a product of imperial patronage.1 The construction 
of such a major religious monument, stamped with the artistic signature of the new rulers, was 
a clear statement of Hittite power and ideology in their newly acquired Syrian territory. The 
Afrin Valley thus became a canvas upon which the larger imperial contest between Mitanni 
and Hatti was painted, with the shift in power physically imprinted on the region's most 
important sanctuary. 
 



Internationalism and Trade 

 
The Late Bronze Age was the first great "globalized" era in the ancient world, characterized by 
intense diplomatic contact and extensive trade networks that connected the great civilizations 
of the Eastern Mediterranean. The Hittite Empire, New Kingdom Egypt, the Mycenaean 
palaces of Greece, and the city-states of the Levant were bound together in a complex 
system of exchange. 
The Afrin Valley and the adjacent Amuq Plain were key nodes in this international system. 
Archaeological excavations, particularly at the port city of Ugarit and the inland capital of 
Alalakh (Tell Atchana), have revealed the extraordinary extent of this trade. Alalakh, the capital 
of the kingdom of Mukish which bordered the Afrin region, has yielded vast quantities of 
imported goods, especially pottery from Cyprus.37 Finely made Cypriot wares, such as White 
Slip I and II (with their distinctive "milk bowl" shape and painted decoration), Monochrome 
ware, Base Ring ware (including the "bilbil" juglet, possibly used for trading opium), and Red 
Lustrous Wheel-made ware (notable for its "spindle bottles"), are common finds in LBA levels 
across the region.37 

The trade was not limited to Cyprus. Mycenaean pottery, imported from mainland Greece and 
the Aegean islands, also appears regularly at sites like Alalakh and Tell Tweini, confirming the 
region's connection to the western Mediterranean world.38 The presence of these imported 
ceramics, many of which were luxury items, alongside other exotic goods like ivory and glass, 
testifies to the wealth, cosmopolitanism, and far-reaching connections of the local elites who 
ruled the Northern Levant under the umbrella of the great empires. 
 

V. Case Study: The Temple of 'Ain Dara – A Monument 
of Power and Faith 
 
The temple at Tell 'Ain Dara stands as the most significant and architecturally impressive 
Bronze Age monument yet discovered in the Afrin Valley. It is a structure of immense 
importance, not only for understanding the local history of the region but also for its profound 
implications for the study of ancient Near Eastern religion and its remarkable parallels with the 
biblical description of Solomon's Temple. 
 
Discovery and Excavation 

 
The site of 'Ain Dara was brought to the attention of the archaeological world in 1955 with the 
fortuitous discovery of a colossal basalt lion, half-buried in the earth.4 This find prompted a 
series of excavations, beginning with exploratory work in 1956, 1962, and 1964 by Maurice 
Dunand and Feisal Seirafi. More extensive and systematic excavations were undertaken 



between 1976 and 1985 under the direction of Ali Abu Assaf, who fully exposed the temple and 
revealed its architectural complexity.1 

 

Architecture and Phasing 

 
The temple is a monumental structure, measuring approximately 30 by 20 meters, situated on 
a prominent acropolis that rises about 25 meters above the surrounding plain, a commanding 
position overlooking the valley.4 Its construction and modification spanned over half a 
millennium, a period which archaeologists have divided into three main phases 4: 

●​ Phase 1 (c. 1300–1000 BCE): The initial construction of the temple. This phase 
corresponds to the Late Bronze Age, during the period of the Hittite Empire's control 
over northern Syria. The temple's foundation at this time reflects the assertion of Hittite 
imperial power in the region.1 

●​ Phase 2 (c. 1000–900 BCE): A period of renovation and modification during the Early 
Iron Age. This phase aligns with the era of the local Neo-Hittite kingdoms that emerged 
after the collapse of the Hittite Empire and is chronologically contemporary with the 
traditional dating of King Solomon's reign.18 

●​ Phase 3 (c. 900–740 BCE): The final phase of additions, which included the 
construction of an ambulatory with a series of side chambers around the main building. 
This work took place during the later Neo-Hittite and Aramaean periods, before the 
site's eventual destruction.4 

The temple's ground plan is a classic example of the Syro-Anatolian "long-room" or 
megaron-style temple. It features a tripartite linear arrangement: an open-air portico at the 
entrance, a large middle room or antechamber (hekal), and an inner sanctum or "Holy of 
Holies" (debir) at the rear, which contained a raised platform or podium for the cult statue.4 
The building was constructed with limestone foundations and walls faced with 
orthostats—large, upright slabs of black basalt, many of which were carved with intricate 
reliefs. The superstructure, which has not survived, was likely made of mud-brick, possibly 
covered with expensive wooden paneling.4 

 

Iconographic Program 

 
The temple was lavishly decorated with a rich program of sculpture designed to evoke a sense 
of divine power and awe. The exterior walls, courtyard entrance, and interior were lined with 
monumental basalt reliefs of lions and sphinxes (creatures analogous to the biblical 
cherubim), which served as powerful apotropaic figures, divine guardians protecting the 
sacred space from malevolent forces.4 

The most unique and enigmatic feature of the 'Ain Dara temple is a series of giant, bare 
footprints carved into the stone thresholds of the portico and the entrance to the main hall.1 A 



pair of footprints is carved on the first threshold, followed by a single left print, and then a 
single right print at the threshold of the main hall. Each footprint measures approximately 1 
meter in length, suggesting the presence of a colossal, supra-human being. The most widely 
accepted interpretation is that these footprints symbolize the deity to whom the temple was 
dedicated—likely the storm god Ba'al Hadad—striding into his sanctuary to take his place 
upon his throne in the inner sanctum.40 This imagery finds a striking conceptual parallel in the 
Hebrew Bible, where the Jerusalem Temple is described by God in Ezekiel 43:7 as "the place 
of my throne and the place for the soles of my feet".40 The identity of the temple's patron 
deity remains a subject of debate, with the primary candidates being the male storm god 
Hadad or a female goddess of fertility, such as the Mesopotamian Ishtar or her Canaanite 
equivalent, Astarte.4 

 

The 'Ain Dara-Solomon's Temple Parallel 

 
The discovery and excavation of the 'Ain Dara temple revolutionized the study of ancient 
Israelite religion and architecture. It stands as the single most important and detailed 
architectural parallel to the biblical description of Solomon's Temple in Jerusalem.4 While the 
smaller temple at Tell Tayinat had previously been noted for its similarities, the temple at 'Ain 
Dara is superior in almost every respect: it is closer in date (its second phase is contemporary 
with Solomon's era), much closer in size, and was far better preserved prior to its recent 
destruction.41 

The parallels are numerous and specific, extending beyond a general resemblance to a shared 
architectural grammar. It transforms the biblical description of Solomon's Temple from a 
purely literary construct into a plausible reflection of a real-world architectural tradition. For 
centuries, the account in the Book of Kings was a text without a direct physical context. 'Ain 
Dara provides that context. It demonstrates that the type of monumental structure described 
in the Bible was not an anachronism or a later invention, but was precisely the kind of temple 
being constructed in the Levant during the 10th century BCE, especially with the involvement 
of Phoenician and Syrian artisans, as the biblical narrative itself claims.42 'Ain Dara thus serves 
as a powerful, tangible piece of corroborating evidence, a "text in stone" that anchors the 
biblical account firmly within the known cultural landscape of its time. 
The specific points of comparison are laid out in Table 2. 
 
Feature 'Ain Dara Temple Solomon's Temple 

(Biblical 
Description) 

Tell Tayinat 
Temple 

Plan Tripartite (Portico, 
Antechamber, 
Main 
Chamber/Shrine) 

Tripartite (Portico, 
Main Chamber, 
Inner Shrine) 

Tripartite (Portico, 
Main Chamber, 
Inner Shrine) 

Dimensions Approx. 30m x Approx. 30m x Smaller, approx. 



20m (main 
building) 

10m (main 
building) 

25m long 

Platform Erected on a 
raised platform 
with a courtyard 

Stood on a raised 
platform 

Stood on a raised 
platform 

Portico Pillars Two freestanding 
pillars flanked the 
entrance 

Two freestanding 
pillars (Jachin and 
Boaz) 

Two pillars in antis 

Inner Shrine Elevated podium 
at rear of main 
chamber 

Elevated "Holy of 
Holies" (debir) at 
rear 

Elevated platform 
at rear 

Side Chambers Three-story 
ambulatory on 
three sides 

Three-story side 
chambers (sela'ot) 
on three sides 

Not present 

Key Motifs Lions, Sphinxes 
(Cherubim), 
Palmettes, 
Guilloché 

Cherubim, Lions, 
Palmettes, Floral 
designs 

Lions 

Divine Presence Giant footprints 
symbolizing the 
deity's entry 

"The place for the 
soles of My feet" 
(Ezekiel 43:7) 

Not present 

Table 2: 
Comparative 
Architectural 
Analysis of 
Syro-Anatolian 
Temples. This 
table highlights 
the specific 
architectural and 
decorative 
parallels between 
the temples at 'Ain 
Dara, Tell Tayinat, 
and the biblical 
description of 
Solomon's 
Temple.4 

    

 

Architecture as Imperial Ideology and Local Persistence 

 



The history of the 'Ain Dara temple illustrates the complex interplay between imperial power 
and local identity. Its initial construction during the Hittite period was almost certainly an act 
of imperial patronage, a way for the new Hittite rulers to stamp their ideological and religious 
authority on a newly conquered territory. However, the temple's story did not end with the 
empire that built it. The catastrophic collapse of the Hittite Empire around 1200 BCE did not 
lead to the temple's abandonment. Instead, it was maintained, renovated, and expanded for 
another five hundred years by the successive local Neo-Hittite and Aramaean kingdoms that 
rose in the empire's wake.4 This remarkable continuity demonstrates that while an empire may 
have provided the initial impetus, the temple became fully woven into the sacred landscape 
and religious life of the local population. Its sanctity transcended the identity of its political 
masters, proving the profound resilience of local culture and religious tradition. 
 
Modern Destruction 

 
The long and storied history of the 'Ain Dara temple came to a tragic end in January 2018. 
During military operations in the Afrin region, the temple was struck by Turkish air force jets 
and severely damaged, with reports indicating that as much as 60% of the ancient structure 
was reduced to rubble.4 In the ensuing chaos, the site was left vulnerable to looting. In 2019, 
the iconic basalt lion statue, which had survived in situ for nearly three millennia, was stolen 
by Turkish-backed militias and has not been recovered.23 This act of cultural vandalism 
represents an irreplaceable loss for the heritage of Syria and the world. 
 

VI. Case Study: Tell Jindires – A Fortified Center in the 
Afrin Corridor 
 
Complementing the religious focus of 'Ain Dara, the site of Tell Jindires provides a crucial 
window into the political, military, and economic life of the Afrin Valley during the Bronze Age. 
A large, heavily fortified urban center, Tell Jindires was likely a key administrative capital and 
military stronghold, embodying the secular and martial aspects of power in the region. 
 
Site Description and Excavation History 

 
Tell Jindires is a substantial archaeological mound, covering an area of 14 to 20 hectares and 
rising to a height of over 30 meters above the surrounding plain.12 It is located in the southern 
part of the modern town of Jindires, approximately 25 kilometers west of Afrin city.12 Its 
strategic placement on the ancient road connecting Antioch (on the Orontes) with Cyrrhus to 
the northeast, combined with the fertility of its environs, ensured its importance and 
continuous occupation over millennia, from the Chalcolithic (Halaf) period through the Roman 



and Byzantine eras.12 

Modern archaeological investigation of the site began in earnest between 1992 and 2004 with 
a joint Syrian-German mission, followed by a Syrian national mission that commenced work in 
2006.12 These excavations have begun to peel back the layers of this complex site, revealing 
its long history. 
 
Bronze Age Stratigraphy and Architecture 

 
Beneath the extensive remains of the Classical periods, archaeological soundings have 
identified distinct settlement layers from the Early Bronze Age, Middle Bronze Age, and the 
later Iron Age II.19 

The Middle Bronze Age is a particularly well-represented period at Jindires. Excavations have 
uncovered a significant MBA temple, which was paved with large stone slabs. Within its 
courtyard, archaeologists found three massive basalt bases that would have supported 
monumental wooden columns, indicating a building of considerable scale and expense.19 The 
likely presence of an associated palace from the same period further strengthens the 
interpretation of Jindires as a major regional center during the era of Yamhad's dominance.19 

The most prominent feature of the MBA settlement, however, was its massive defensive 
system. The main fortification wall, dated to the second millennium BCE, was an astonishing 8 
meters thick.12 The construction of such formidable defenses represents a colossal investment 
of labor and resources, underscoring the city's status as a powerful and well-protected 
stronghold. These walls speak to an age of intense military competition between regional 
powers and the paramount importance of securing key urban and administrative centers. 
 
The Question of Ancient Identity 

 
While the site was known as Gindaros in the Roman-Hellenistic period, its earlier name is a 
subject of scholarly debate.12 A strong and compelling case has been made to identify Tell 
Jindires with Kinalua (also rendered as Kunulua), the capital city of the powerful Iron Age 
Neo-Hittite kingdom known as Unqi or Patina.10 This identification is based on several lines of 
evidence: the sheer size and evident importance of the tell, its strategic location, and its 
geographical correspondence with the campaign routes described in the royal annals of 
Assyrian kings. For example, the account of Ashurnasirpal II's march in 876 BCE from 
Carchemish towards the Afrin River and then to Kinalua fits the location of Tell Jindires 
perfectly.12 If this identification is correct, then Tell Jindires was not just a town, but the royal 
seat of a significant regional kingdom. 
 
The 'Ain Dara-Jindires Dyad: A Functional Division of Power 

 



The distinct characters of 'Ain Dara and Tell Jindires, located only about 15 kilometers apart, 
suggest a fascinating and sophisticated political geography.5 'Ain Dara was a major, largely 
unfortified religious sanctuary, a center for cult and ideology.1 Tell Jindires, in contrast, was a 
heavily fortified administrative and military capital.12 This proximity of two functionally 
different, high-status sites points to the possibility of a political dyad. It is plausible that power 
in the region was expressed through two complementary centers: one sacred and ideological 
('Ain Dara) and the other secular and martial (Jindires). In this model, the rulers based at the 
fortified capital of Tell Jindires would have derived crucial ideological legitimacy and 
projected their religious piety through their patronage of the great regional temple at 'Ain 
Dara. This represents a more complex and nuanced distribution of power than a simple model 
of a single, all-encompassing capital city and suggests a sophisticated relationship between 
church and state in the ancient Northern Levant. 
 

VII. The Great Upheaval: The Late Bronze Age Collapse 
and its Aftermath (c. 1200 BCE) 
 
The end of the Late Bronze Age, around 1200 BCE, was a period of profound and violent 
disruption that reshaped the political and cultural map of the entire Eastern Mediterranean. 
This "Great Upheaval" or "Late Bronze Age Collapse" was a systemic crisis that saw the fall of 
mighty empires, the destruction of great cities, the severing of international trade routes, and 
the widespread movement of peoples. The Afrin Valley and the surrounding regions of the 
Northern Levant were at the heart of this storm. 
 
Evidence for Destruction, Abandonment, and Transformation 

 
The archaeological record from across the region paints a stark picture of the crisis. The great 
imperial powers that had defined the LBA crumbled: the Hittite Empire in Anatolia 
disintegrated, its capital Hattusa burned and abandoned; the Mycenaean palace-centers of 
Greece were destroyed; and the Egyptian empire lost control of its Levantine territories.44 

In the Northern Levant, the effects were catastrophic. The wealthy and cosmopolitan port city 
of Ugarit, a key hub in the LBA trade network, was violently destroyed and never reoccupied.45 
Further south along the coast, at Tell Tweini (ancient Gibala), excavations have unearthed a 
clear and well-dated destruction layer filled with ash and rubble. Dated securely to c. 1200 
BCE, this layer provides a firm chronological anchor for the crisis on the Syrian coast.38 At Tell 
Atchana (Alalakh), in the plain adjacent to the Afrin Valley, the picture is one of a more gradual 
decline followed by a final blow. The city appears to have shrunk in size and importance 
during the 13th century BCE, a century before the main collapse. The final LBA occupation is 
represented by Woolley's ephemeral "Level 0," a brief and impoverished settlement phase 
that came after the destruction of the palatial system, before the site was ultimately 



abandoned.8 

However, the collapse was not a uniform apocalypse that created a cultural vacuum. Instead, 
it was a period of profound reorganization. This is vividly illustrated by the history of Tell 
Tayinat. This major site, which lay largely unoccupied during the Late Bronze Age, was 
re-settled and began to flourish in the immediate post-collapse period (the Early Iron Age).47 
This suggests that the demise of the old LBA power centers, like Alalakh, created new 
opportunities and prompted a major realignment of settlement and power within the region. 
 
Evaluating the Causal Factors 

 
The LBA collapse was not the result of a single cause but rather a "systems collapse," a 
perfect storm where multiple, interconnected stressors overwhelmed the complex and 
interdependent societies of the age.45 Scholars have identified several key contributing 
factors: 

●​ Climate Change and Famine: There is strong and accumulating scientific evidence for 
a period of abrupt, severe, and prolonged drought across the Eastern Mediterranean 
beginning around 1200 BCE. Analysis of ancient pollen grains from sediment cores 
taken from the Sea of Galilee and sites in Syria shows a marked decrease in 
water-loving trees and an increase in dry-climate vegetation, indicating a shift to more 
arid conditions.45 Palaeoclimatological studies from Cyprus and the Syrian coast (at 
Gibala-Tell Tweini) have identified a major "hydrological anomaly"—a severe 
drought—that correlates precisely in time with the archaeological evidence for the 
collapse.46 This climatic shift would have led to widespread crop failures, famine, and 
social desperation, destabilizing societies from the ground up. 

●​ Invasion and Migration (The "Sea Peoples"): Contemporary texts from Egypt and 
Ugarit describe invasions by land and sea by confederations of marauding groups, 
known collectively as the "Sea Peoples".46 These were likely not a single ethnic group 
but a diverse mix of displaced populations—perhaps from the Aegean, Anatolia, or 
elsewhere—set in motion by the famines and instability in their own homelands. Driven 
by desperation, they sought new lands to settle. The violent destructions at coastal sites 
like Ugarit and Gibala-Tell Tweini are directly attributed to these groups.46 

●​ Internal Weakness and Systems Fragility: The highly centralized, bureaucratic, and 
interconnected "palatial" economies of the LBA were efficient in times of stability but 
proved to be brittle and unable to adapt to the simultaneous shocks of climate change, 
famine, trade disruption, and warfare.49 The failure of the central authorities to provide 
grain and security would have led to a loss of legitimacy, sparking internal social unrest, 
rebellion, and the ultimate breakdown of the state apparatus. 

Ultimately, the collapse of the Late Bronze Age system in the Northern Levant was not an 
event but a process. It was not a simple "dark age" that wiped the slate clean, but rather the 
violent and disruptive end of a specific political and economic order—one based on large, 
interconnected, palatial empires. The destruction of this international system created a power 



vacuum and fundamentally reorganized society. Power shifted away from the great 
maritime-focused international centers like Ugarit and Alalakh and devolved to smaller, more 
localized, and more resilient inland polities. These would emerge in the following centuries as 
the Neo-Hittite and Aramaean kingdoms of the Iron Age, with capitals at sites like Tell Tayinat 
and, very likely, Tell Jindires. The collapse, therefore, was as much a moment of creation as it 
was of destruction—a painful and chaotic transition from a "globalized" Bronze Age world to a 
more regionalized Iron Age one. 
 

VIII. Synthesis and Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy 
and Modern Peril of Bronze Age Afrin 
 
 
Summary of the Bronze Age Trajectory 

 
This report has traced the long and dynamic history of the Afrin Valley through the three 
distinct epochs of the Bronze Age. The region's developmental trajectory reveals a continuous 
interplay between local evolution and the powerful influence of external forces. 

●​ In the Early Bronze Age, the valley witnessed a period of indigenous development, 
marked by a dramatic shift towards urbanism and the emergence of a complex, 
hierarchical society. This society produced its own distinctive material culture, 
exemplified by Khirbet Kerak ware, yet was clearly connected to a wider cultural 
interaction sphere linking it to Anatolia and the rest of Syria. 

●​ The Middle Bronze Age was a period of integration. The valley was absorbed into the 
political, economic, and cultural world of the great Northern Syrian kingdom of Yamhad, 
centered at Aleppo. This integration is starkly visible in the archaeological record 
through a homogenous ceramic tradition and the construction of heavily fortified 
administrative centers like Tell Jindires. 

●​ The Late Bronze Age was an era of imperial contest. The Afrin Valley became a 
strategic frontier, a pawn in the great game between the Mitannian and Hittite empires. 
This embedded the region within the international politics and far-flung trade networks 
of the age, a cosmopolitan reality reflected in its imported goods and the imperial style 
of its monumental architecture, before the entire system was violently upended by the 
systemic collapse around 1200 BCE. 

 
Final Reflections: The Interplay of Local and Imperial 

 
A central theme that emerges from the millennia-long history of Bronze Age Afrin is the 
dynamic and resilient relationship between local traditions and imperial impositions. The valley 



was never merely a passive recipient of outside influence. The temple at 'Ain Dara serves as 
the most powerful testament to this fact. Founded under the aegis of the Hittite Empire, it was 
not abandoned when that empire fell. Instead, its sanctity endured, and it was maintained and 
embellished by successive local kingdoms for another five centuries. This demonstrates a 
remarkable capacity for local culture to adopt, adapt, and ultimately outlast the imperial 
systems that sought to control it. The Afrin Valley provides a compelling and nuanced model 
for how peripheral zones navigate their relationship with powerful cores, a timeless story of 
cultural persistence and adaptation. 
 
Coda: The Modern Peril 

 
It is impossible to conclude a report on the rich heritage of the Afrin Valley without a somber 
acknowledgment of the catastrophic and irreversible damage inflicted upon it in recent years. 
The long history of the valley is one of cycles of conflict and reconstruction, but the 
destruction wrought by modern warfare and ideological vandalism is of a different magnitude. 
The documented bombing of the 'Ain Dara temple in 2018, the subsequent looting of its 
iconic, three-thousand-year-old basalt lion statue, and the reported militarization of other key 
archaeological sites like Tell Jindires represent a profound loss, not just for the people of 
Syria, but for all of humanity.4 This modern conflict adds a tragic final chapter to the story of a 
region that has witnessed the rise and fall of empires for millennia, serving as a stark reminder 
of the fragility of the past in the face of the violence of the present. 
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