
THE BULLETIN OF MIDDLE EAST MEDIEVALISTS

Islamic Settlements in

the Plain of

AkkarlNorthern Lebanon

.In This Issue

f Islamic Settlements in 29
. Northern Lebanon

Preliminar~' Results "The Islamic Cult of
, Saints

34

by Karin Bartl

(in cooperation with Anis Chaaya)

. Annual Meetings 40

N
orthern Lebanon represents a

region which is divided by its
topography into several units:
the rathernarrow coastal strip,

bordered by a hilly region and the high
mountains to the east, the highest peak
being Qornet es Saouda. Like the adjacent
regions to the south and north the coastal
and hilly regions offer very favourable
settlement conditions which led to the as
sumption ofaratherdense occupationsince
the earliest times.

However, systematic archaeo
logical research focused only recently on
northern Lebanon, beginning during the
early seventies with archaeological field
work at Tripoli, Tell Arde and Tell 'Arqa.
Archaeological surface investigations of
the entire area were also carried out during
that period, but had to be discontinued
because of the political situation and could
not be continued for a long time. The
results of this research, which already had

shown the rich archaeological potential of
the regIOn, led to the systematic survey of
one of the most favourable settlement ar
eas 0 f northern Lebanon, the plainofAkkar,
which was carried out in 1997 as a joint
project of the Direction Generale des
Antiquites du Liban and the Free Univer
sity Berlin.

The plain of Akkar is a very fer
tile landscape which is nowadays divided
into two parts: the northern region in Syria
and the southern part in northern Lebanon
(fig. I). The Lebanese part of the Akkar
plain is a nearly triangular area between
the villages of Camp de Nahr el Bared,
•Arida and'Abbiidiya with an extent ofca.
15 (N/S) x 20 (SIW-NIE) x 17 (EfW) km.
The most important village to the south
east is the rural center ofHalba. The Akkar
region descends gently from West to East

SEE AKKAR, PAGE 30.
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concerns mainly the Hellenistic to Late
RomanJEarly Byzantine time, the pottery
of which, the main surface material, is
rather easy to recognize. Much more prob
lematic is the recognition of the different
Islamic periods. It is especially the time
span between the 11th and the 14th century
for which excavated sites offer compari
sons. Still extremely difficult, ifnotimpos
sible, is the identification of the early Is
lamic period (7th-10th century) through
the pottery, because little comparative ma
terial is available. One of the most impor
tantearly Islamic sites in theLevant, 'Anjar,
located in the central Beqa'a valley, was
excavated intensivelybyM. Chehab (1963),
but unfortunately, no information about
the pottery of the site has yet been pub
lished. Therefore, the find of an Early
Islamic coin at the site of Dahr el-Biara is
of special importance as it is the only
archaeological surface evidence for occu
pation during that period until now (see the
appendix by S. Heidemann). However, a
more detailed analysis ofthe material might
change these initial impressions,

Among the surface sherds it is
above all the glazed material which is of
diagnostic value. Besides a large quantity
of monochrome glazed pottery, which is
difficult to date, several kinds of sgraffito
wares (fig.2-3) and slip-painted wares
(figA) were found. These types are well
known from stratified contexts of the 13th
to the 14th century in the region of Tripoli
(groups AL3, AL5 and A 11.1 of the classi
fication of H. Salame-Sarkis) (Salame
Sarkis 1980: pI.LXXII) and Tell 'Arqa
(Hakimian, Salame-Sarkis 1988). Compa
rable types are found at 'Atlit, al Mina and
Apameia. Stratified pottery types of the
11th century are known mainly from the
siiq area at Beirut. Almost completely
missing are luxury pottery types like lustre
wares which are frequent atmedieval aama,
for example.

According to the preliminary pot
tery analysis only four sites show traces of
the Fatimid period of the 11th century. An
increase of settlements is reported for the
12/13th century (10 sites), and a rather
dense occupation is testified for the 14th
century as well (11 sites).Due to the lackof
comparative material, a differentiation of
later periods, i.e. Late Mamluk and Early
Ottoman times is not yet possible. Diag
nostics of the Late Ottoman period (19th
century) are mainly specific kinds of clay

AKKAR, FROM PAGE 29.
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and is bordered by a chain of flat hills
which forms the northern spur ofthe Leba
nese mountains. The permanent water sup
ply of the region is mainly guaranteed by
large springs and several rivers which
traverse the plain in a southeast-northwest
ern direction. The most important of the
perennial watercourses is the Nahr el Kebir,
today the border line between Lebanon and
Syria. Together with the adjacent Buqaia
plain, the Akkar region forms one of the
most importantroutes connecting the Medi
terranean coast and inland Syria.

From the 2nd millenium BC on
wards, the area is mentioned repeatedly in
written sources which show the involve
ment ofthe region in international political
affairs. At various periods the plain of
Akkar became a border region between
different spheres ofinfluence or was incor
porated into larger political units. It seems
that for only a few centuries it was politi
cally autonomous and independent. Con
cerning the written evidence, periods of
special interest are the second half of the
2nd mill. BC when the area was involved in
the Egyptian-Hittite struggle for domina
tion in Syria and later became part of the
newly established kingdom of Amurru ,
the period of Assyrian presence since the
end of the 8th century BC and the later
periods since the formation of the Roman
province Syria. The last period of supra
regional importance was the Crusader pe
riod, when the plain of Akkar became part
of the county of Tripoli.

During the 1997 survey campaign
41 archaeological sites, i.e. settlements,
single houses, tombs, necropoleis and
worked rocks were investigated. Due to
the fact that almost the entire plain is an
intensively cultivated area with dense plant
cover and many fenced plantations a com
plete investigation of the region is almost
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Figure 1. Settlements of the Islamic period in the plain of Akkar.
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remained an independent political unit for
nearly 200 years. During the Crusader pe
riod estates of 'Arqa as well as several
other sites in the Akkarplain were given as
casale to the Hospitallers. The most impor
tant was Coliath/Qulei'at which is to be
identified with Qlaiaftt, today a huge ruin
on top of a rock. Others were Manacusine,
Merjernin, CastrumRubrum and Somaquie,
probably all of them located north of the
Nahr el-KebiT. Difficult to localize are the
forts of Babiya, Loutouros, and I:Ii!?n el
Hamam mentioned by Idrisi. It was sug
gested they might be at Tell Blbi, Tell Kirl
and Qlai"aat (Dussaud 1927:90), an assump
tion which could not be verified until now.
However, with the Mamluk reconquest in
1266 the most important sites of the region
like'Arqa, AlbelHalba and Qulei'at came
under their dominion.

To conclude, it can be stated that
during 12th to 14th centuries the plain of
Akkar was a rather densely settled area
dominated on a local level by 'ArqaJ'Irqa
and on the regional level by Tripoli. Prob
ably, the ancient settlement pattern might
have been similar to the recent occupation,
characterized by only a few larger villages
in the plain and a chain of villages at the
hilly fringes of the east and south. How
ever, it might well be that further research
will modify these preliminary results.

1997). The ancient site of Halba is com
pletely covered by the modem village, so
that archaeological traces are hardly to be
found on the surface.

The political history of the plain
of Akkar during the Islamic period is
strongly connected to the history ofTripoli
since, in a broader sense, it was part of its
hinterland. During the Early Islamic pe
riod the region formed the northwestern
part of the Jund Dimashq and came under
Fatimid rule at the beginning of the lIth
century. A short period ofautonomy began
with the reign of the Banu 'Ammiir in
1070. In 1099 thecrusaders underRaymond
de St. Gilles started a substantial attempt to
conquer Tripoli, which succeeded in 1108.
In both years 'Arqa was besieged as well.
After the fall of Tripoli the plain of Akkar
became partof the county ofTripoli, which
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Figure 2. Sgraffito ware, yellow glaze with brown decoration, green splashes.

pipes (fig.S). To sum up, 18 settlements
show traces of Islamic and Late Ottoman
period occupation, 12 of which could be
roughly dated (fig. 1).

With regard to the type of settle
ments it can be stated that only a few sites
of the Middle Islamic period are new foun
dations. Most of them seem to have been
inhabited periodically orcontinously since
the HellenisticlRoman period or even ear
lier. The sizes of the sites are mostly diffi
cult to determine. Since there are few large
(2-3 ha) settlements in the area at all, al
most all of the places might have been
small to medium-size villages or single
farmsteads. The most important places
during the Islamic era were 'Arqa ('Irqa
according to Islamic sources) and Halba
(Albe of the Crusaders), both situated at
the southern fringe of the Akkar plain. The
site of 'Arqa seems to have dominated the
plain since the first urbanization during the
Early Bronze Age and was inhabited al
most continously since then (Thalmann

Figure 3. Sgraffito ware, yellow glaze
with brown decoration.

Figure 4. Slip-painted ware, yellow
glaze, brown paint. Figure 5. Clay pipe.






