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On the Way to the City:  
The Central Role of ʿEn Esur (ʿEn Asawir) in the EB 
IB Settlement Pattern in the Coastal Plain of Israel

Itai Elad and Yitzhak Paz | Israel Antiquities Authority 

Introduction
ʿEn Esur (ʿEn Asawir) is located in the northeastern Sharon Plain, near the western 
opening of Naḥal ʿIron (Wadi ʿAra; Fig. 1). The site comprises three main elements: 
1) the main mound, known as Tel Esur, and the small mound to its southeast; 2) the 
protohistoric site of ʿEn Esur, covering the area around the mound, with its core in a 
small hillock approximately 220 m to the south; and 3) the cemeteries, consisting of 
dozens of rock-hewn burial caves, to the east and south of the settlement.

The site was first surveyed by the Palestine Exploration Fund and W.F. 
Albright, who mistakenly identified the tell as Yaham (Albright 1923: 9). A. Alt 
identified the site as Aruboth, following his survey (Alt 1929: 34; 1932: 31), but 
this proposal too was mistaken. The first comprehensive survey of the site and 
its environs was carried out by R. Gophna, who was the first to estimate the 
dimensions of the protohistoric site. 

The main mound and the small mound are being excavated by the Haifa 
University. Several excavation seasons in 2001–2003 (Zertal 2003) and since 
2010 (Bar 2016) have revealed occupation layers from the Early Bronze Age I, 
the Middle Bronze Age II, the Late Bronze Age and the Iron Age II, as well as from 
the Persian, Hellenistic and Roman periods.
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Fig. 1: ʿEn Esur in the Sharon Plain 

The protohistoric site was first excavated during the 1990s by E. Yannai. This 
quite large-scale salvage excavation, conducted along Road 65, has revealed 
a continuous settlement that existed at the site between the fifth–late fourth 
millennia (Chalcolithic to Early Bronze IB; see Yannai 2006). The eastern and 
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southern cemeteries were investigated during salvage excavations and partially 
published (Yannai 2016).

A mega-scale salvage excavation conducted at ʿEn Esur in 2017–2019 on 
behalf of the IAA have revealed a huge settlement (no less than 65 hectares), 
dated to the late fourth millennium BCE. This settlement seems to dis play 
several aspects of planning, testifying to an early urban site. 

A Word on Methodology
The current paper will not discuss the intra-site characteristics of planning 
and urban traits, but will focus on the spatial aspects of these traits, i.e., the 
settlement pattern that characterizes the site within the Coastal Plain of Israel. 
It is suggested that different patterns typified rural and urban settlement 
systems (see, e.g., Joffe 1993: 70); thus, these two systems will be compared 
with the pattern of ʿEn Esur. The settlement pattern of the environs of EB IB 
ʿEn Esur will thus be compared with the thoroughly studied EB IB settlement 
clusters located at the western and northern flanks of the Yarkon-Ayalon basin 
(Gophna and Paz 2014).

ʿEn Esur during the Early Bronze IB
The protohistoric site of ʿEn Esur is situated in a large alluvial plain adjacent to 
two season-long abundant springs and Naḥal ʿIron. During the EB IB ʿEn Esur 
was already a long established settlement. It was first settled during the Pottery 
Neolithic and the site grew significantly during the Early Chalcolithic. After a 
short interval the site was occupied continuously from the Late Chalcolithic 
until the end of the EB IB (Elad, Paz and Shalem 2018). Starting as a relatively 
small village, concentrated in the area between the two springs of the site, the 
settlement reached its zenith during the late EB IB, when it became a massive 
settlement that spanned over 65 hectares, the largest known EB IB site in the 
southern Levant.
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The 2017–2019 excavations conducted at the site have exposed not only the 
sheer size of the EB IB settlement at ʿEn Esur but also what we believe to be a 
clear example of an EB IB “proto-urban” settlement (see, e.g., Paz 2002). This 
phenomenon is exemplified by a large, densely built, settlement with several 
main streets that define the public domain, allowing free passage and access 
to different areas at the site and dividing it into several quarters consisting of 
complexes (Fig. 2). Several side streets or alleys are connected to these main 
streets, leading to clusters of built complexes. The streets were probably the 
main “channels” through which human beings, animals and goods moved 
within the settlement and therefore had been carefully planned and maintained. 

Fig. 2: Street system and built complexes at ʿEn Esur
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The streets’ walls were retained, drainage systems were installed in them, and 
running water was manipulated in order to prevent damage to the streets. 

We believe that the site-scale planning of ʿEn Esur, demonstrated by 
the complex network of streets and alleys, should be viewed in light of the 
accumulation of knowledge regarding the early emergence of urbanization in 
the southern Levant. Recent studies and excavations appear to support the 
notion that early urbanization started as already as the EB IB. The renewed 
excavations at Tel Erani have clearly demonstrated that the early EB IB 
settlement was fortified with a massive (8 m wide) brick wall (Yegorov and 
Milevski 2017). Excavations at ʿEn Zippori (Milevski and Getzov 2014), Hittin 
(Hartal 2011) and other sites (Getzov, Paz and Gophna 2001: 22–24; Paz 2002) 
all appear to attest to an early emergence of urban entities in the EB IB.

There can be little doubt that the site of ʿEn Esur reached its peak during 
the EB IB. The settlement grew significantly, reaching a size of ca. 65 hectares, 
indicating for the first time a site-scale planning and urban layout. The EB IB 
settlement of ʿEn Esur was probably the central focal point of the period in the 
Coastal Plain north of the Yarkon River, or the Sharon region. As a matter of fact, 
the only other large EB I site north of the Yarkon River is Tell Jatt (7 hectares) 
and possibly Tel Megadim (of unknown size).

A GIS study was initiated as part of our study of the landscape around ʿEn 
Esur and was conducted by M. Birkenfeld. All known EB I sites were plotted on 
a multi-layered map. It is easily discernable that ʿEn Esur is practically the only 
settlement in a radius of ca. 10 km (Fig. 3), suggesting that its huge dimensions 
are the result of a concentration of population from the entire region of the 
Sharon Plain. Moreover, the sites visible in Fig. 3 may be dated to the EB I, 
although a more accurate date is not available, except for the site of Meser, 
which was attributed to the EB IA (Dothan 1959).1 

1  The sites of Naḥal Ḥadera, Ḥ. Bizaa (Naʾaman 1990) and Tel Eran (Dagan and Eisenberg 2007) do 
not provide further information regarding the exact date within the EB I.
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Two Settlement Patterns in the Central Coastal Plain:  
The Yarkon-Ayalon Basin as a Control Group
The settlement pattern of ʿEn Esur and its vicinity may now be compared with 
other areas of the Coastal Plain of Israel in order to achieve a better understanding 
of the effect of a large site on its surrounding. In the Yarkon-Ayalon basin (Fig. 
4), 27 EB IB settlements and three artifact scatters, as well as nine burial sites, 
are known. They can be generally divided into three sub-regions or clusters that 
were all connected to the Yarkon-Ayalon river system (Gophna and Paz 2014). 
We will address two of the three clusters, being geographically and culturally 
closer to the ʿEn Esur system (Fig. 3). Most settlements in all three clusters were 
open-air sites, but a few dwellings and storage facilities in caves sites (such 
as Givʿat Qesem) were also encountered. Cave sites are found in the Upper 

Fig. 3: ʿEn Esur within its settlement system during the EB IB
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Shephelah, noted for its limestone bedrock outcrops, and are likely indicative 
of open air settlements whose remains have no longer preserved. 

The northern cluster (Fig. 4) is located along the extension of the Yarkon River 
in the vicinity of Tel Aphek. It includes the settlements of Tel Aphek, Stratum B 
VIIIa–c, Tel Qana, Givʿat Qesem and Sheikh Baraz ed-Din. The major settlement 

Fig. 4: The Yarkon-Ayalon northern and western settlement clusters during the EB IB (after Gophna 
and Paz 2014: Fig. 1)
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in this cluster was Tel Aphek, in which a fortified urban center that occupied 
no less than 12 hectares, flourished and dominated the Yarkon fords (see, e.g., 
Kochavi, Beck and Yadin 2000: 67; Paz 2002: 242). 

The western cluster (Fig. 4) is located along the northern extension of 
Naḥal Ayalon, between its meeting point with the western end of the Yarkon 
River to the Mediterranean—an area of ca. 15 km × 7 km. This region seems to 
have been rather extensively occupied during the EB IB, with no less than nine 
settlement sites and six burial sites. The settlement sites are located both 
north and south of the Yarkon River. North of the Yarkon we note four sites: 
Rishpon 4 (Gopher et al. 2017: Chapter 16), Sede Dov (a recent excavation 
directed by Y. Marmelstein on behalf of the IAA), the Exhibition Grounds and 
Tel Qudadi (Gophna and Paz 2011). While the latter three sites were only 
represented by a score of sherds that may offer a EB IB date, the excavation 
at Rishpon 4 yielded large amounts of pottery that reflect the northern late 
EBI traditions, as well as a rich assemblage of “Proto-Metallic Ware,” which 
should be dated to the late EB IB (see Gophna 1978; Paz 2010; Paz, Shoval 
and Zlatkin 2009). South of the Yarkon River, the following appear to have 
been settlement sites: Ha-Bashan Street, Tel Gerisah, Ha-Masger Street, 
Jaffa and Azor (see Gophna and Paz 2011; Gopher et al. 2017: Chapter 20). 
An important settlement in this group of sites must have been Azor, whose 
related cemeteries yielded vast amounts of finds, among which we may note 
Egyptian artifacts that hint at the presence of an Egyptian community within 
the Canaanite site, much like Lod (see Ben-Tor 1975).

Conclusions
The 2017–2019 excavations at the site of ʿEn Esur revealed that during the later 
phase of the EB IB the settlement developed into an enormous site (65 hectares), 
heavily populated and arranged in a site-scale planned street network. These 
finds reflect an early urbanization process and lead us to define ʿEn Esur as an 
urban settlement. It is of course important to note that ʿEn Esur was not a sole 
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component in the early urbanization of the southern Levant during the late 
fourth millennium BCE. As was already stressed by Paz and others, there was 
a “proto-urban” settlement process during which EB IB settlements exhibited 
urban characteristics (Paz 2002; Getzov, Paz and Gophna 2001). 

All in all, the settlement at ʿEn Esur was far larger than any other site during 
the EB IB. Accordingly, and in light of both the architecture and material culture, 
it may be suggested that ʿEn Esur played a major role in inter-regional trade and 
that it was probably a focal point for the entire settlement system of the Sharon 
region. The domination of the site in the northern Sharon Plain was so apparent 
that very few contemporaneous sites are found in the immediate vicinity.

This phenomenon was examined in comparison to two additional areas, 
both located in the central Coastal Plain. In the western Yarkon-Ayalon basin a 
cluster of sites, centered in the Tel Aviv region, with no large urban settlement, 
are found. This cluster is characterized by many small rural settlements and 
several connected burial grounds that co-existed during the EB IB (Gophna and 
Paz 2014). On the other hand, north of the Yarkon basin (the northern cluster), 
Tel Aphek, which was fortified and probably urban in nature, stood almost 
alone in its associated surroundings. The differences between the settlement 
pattern that characterizes ʿEn Esur and that of the western Yarkon-Ayalon basin, 
on the one hand, and the resemblance between the ʿEn Esur pattern and the Tel 
Aphek settlement cluster, on the other are striking. In light of these two distinct 
settlement patterns, we would suggest that the lack of small settlements in the 
areas surrounding ʿ En Esur and Tel Aphek should be attributed to the emergence 
of urban settlements during the EB IB.
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