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Editors’ Foreword

Tell es-Samak (Shikmona/Porphyreon)
on the Haifa Coast

On the Haifa beach, near the Ein HaYam neighborhood and
next to the National Oceanographic Institute is a small tell
known for centuries by its Arabic name, Tell es-Samak (“mound
of the fish”). In modern history, Haifa’s residents, as well as
most of the researchers, identified the tell and the settlement
that developed next to it as Shikmona (Sigménah, Hebrew
—MINpY 7n [Fig. 1]). The main archaeological research on
and around the tell took place over 17 seasons and was
directed by Joseph Elgavish between 1963 and 1979 on
behalf of the Haifa municipality’s Department of Museums.
It was very unusual for a museum to take responsibility for
the excavation of an archaeological site; the impetus for this
extensive project stemmed from the connection to Haifa and
the desire to study the ancient history of a key archaeological
site in the city. Elgavish’s excavation seasons usually lasted for
two to three months at a time, with a large team of laborers.
They revealed extensive areas of the tell as well as large areas
of the settlement to the east and south. Elgavish’s excavations
were published only to a very limited extent; thus, one of the
most important archaeological sites along the Israeli coast
remained almost devoid of data that could serve modern
archaeological research. Three main salvage excavations were
carried out from 1998 to 2006 in areas east of the tell from
the railroad tracks to the western slopes of Mount Carmel,
bordering on the Haifa-Tel Aviv highway (road 4) (Torge and
‘Ad 1998-1999; Kletter 1999-2000 and Hirschfeld 2006).
The findings contributed to an understanding of the eastern
outskirts of the Byzantine settlement, but the tell and the
town around it remained unknown until excavation and
research at the site were renewed in 2010 by an expedition
from the University of Haifa.

In 2009, the Hecht Foundation asked Prof. Yossi Ben-Artzi,
then rector of the University of Haifa, to initiate a public
project at Tel Shikmona to make it accessible to the people of
Haifa as part of the expansion of Hecht Park to its northern
segment — Shikmona Park. The conservation plans were
approved by the Hecht Foundation, and subsequently by
the Haifa municipality, the Israel Nature and Parks Authority
and the Israel Antiquities Authority. Plans for presenting the
site to the public, and for the archaeological research, were
also approved. A four-year project, fully funded by the Hecht
Foundation, was then launched. Dr. Michael Eisenberg,
tasked with directing the project, began the work in 2010

under the auspices of the Zinman Institute of Archaeology
at the University of Haifa. The main goal was to re-expose
three main archaeological areas that Elgavish had unearthed
at the time, to conserve and study the remains, which would
allow them to be published, and eventually to make these
“archaeological islands” accessible to the people of Haifa and
tourists from Israel and abroad, all as part of the Shikmona
Park project. The focuses that were selected were on the
tell itself, the Southern Church (which Elgavish called “the
large monastery”) and the complex of industrial pools south
of the tell. In 2010, Dr. Shay Bar from the Zinman Institute
joined the project as director of the excavations on the tell.
Their purpose was to explore a number of key issues in the
archaeology of the Land of Israel with regard to coastal sites
from the Late Bronze Age to the Persian period. The overall
goal was to examine the stratification and the early remains
using modern archaeological tools, as well as to attempt to
trace Elgavish’s plans and findings and finally, to unify them
into a clear and coherent research picture.

This special volume of Michmanim includes 11 articles
devoted to the renewed research at Tell es-Samak. While
they do not contain a fully coherent picture of the site, they
provide a solid foundation for continuing the research of one
of the richest coastal sites in Israel from the Late Bronze Age
to the Byzantine period.

The excavation at the tell has achieved most of its goals: The
section along the eastern edge of the tell, and especially the
excavation on its southern side, were united with Elgavish’s
excavation to create a renewed stratigraphic continuum of
the tell from the Late Bronze Age to the Byzantine period,
as shown by Shay Bar in the article that opens this volume.
From the Late Bronze Age two strata were uncovered, one
of which, from the end of the 13th/beginning of the 12th
centuries BCE, was not known from the Elgavish excavations,
as Griswold and Bar discuss in their contribution. After a gap
in the mid-12th century BCE, settlement was renewed on the
tell in the Iron Age IB (mainly the 11th century BCE). The
settlement was unfortified and meager, and its economy was
based on herding and fishing, as Ujma, Bar and Bar-Oz show.
In the Iron Age Il, during the 9th century BCE, the character
of the settlement changed; some of the aspects of this period
are dealt with by Shalvi, Brandl, and Arie and Bar. It was
fortified by a casemate wall that continued in use until the
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late 8th century BCE. The site was fortified apparently due
to the establishment of a well-developed industry producing
one of antiquity’s luxury products — purple dye. The site
continued to exist unfortified in the late Iron Age and in the
Persian period, as shown by Shalev, Gekht and Shamir, as well
as Gornopolski. Very meager remains from the Hellenistic
and Roman periods, without architectural context, attest
that Elgavish’s claim of a fortress at the site was incorrect,
as Eisenberg shows in his article, which deals with the
Hellenistic, Roman and Byzantine periods. Further renewal
of the settlement on the tell took place at the beginning of
the Byzantine period, as shown by the exposure of well-built
structures, mosaic floors and large assemblages of finds.
Evidence of destruction by fire in the 5th century CE were
found on the tell and to its south, yet later the settlement
reached its peak in the 6th century CE. At the end of the 6th
century, it was abandoned.

Research on the Hellenistic to Byzantine periods at Tell es-
Samak has focused on the Byzantine period because only
scant remains from the Hellenistic and Roman periods were
found either on or beyond the tell. The Southern Church
was the main thrust of archaeological efforts outside the tell,
revealing one of the earliest churches in Israel, dated to the
end of the 4th to early 5th centuries CE, and Eisenberg in
his article discusses the magnificent mosaic carpets that were
uncovered, in which major efforts were invested in saving
and restoring. This site should apparently not be identified
with Jewish Shikmona, but rather with Christian Porphyreon,
as Eisenberg shows in his discussion of the site’s history
in the Hellenistic to the Byzantine periods. None of the
excavations revealed remains that could be associated with
a Jewish population, while remains with Christian attributes
were discovered in all areas of the site and contribute to the
new identification of Porphyreon (South). This identification
has in fact been proposed in the past by Leah Di Segni
and others and it is now further validated by the renewed
research. For this reason, we were cautious with regard to
the name of the site as it appears in the various articles in
this volume. Because identification of the site in the biblical
periods, including the Persian period, remains unknown, it
was decided, for the convenience of readers, to call the site
Shikmona in the body of the articles. In the articles dealing
with the Hellenistic period and later, the new identification of
the site is used — Porphyreon.

Tell es-Samak is located within the city of Haifa and is part of
Shikmona National Park. The strip of beach next to it is an
official nature reserve, Shikmona Marine Reserve; both areas
are administered by the Israel Nature and Parks Authority.
Extensive conservation work was carried out during the
renewed project under the direction of conservator Amir
Genach and with the assistance of conservator Yana Vitkalov.
Despite major efforts to save the mosaic carpets, the complex
of the pools and other parts of the site, due to lack of
maintenance over the years as well as in the present, it has
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Fig. 1: Orientation map (drawing by S. Haad).

reverted to its unfortunate state prior to the launch of the
project. We hope that the secrets of the site, as they manifest
themselves in this special volume, will encourage the Haifa
municipality and all other entities responsible for the site to
take real action to save it for the generations to come, and
at the same time to make parts of it accessible to the public.

We would like to thank all the partners in the project, in the
field and the laboratories, as well as the authors of the articles.
We thank the anonymous reviewers for their comments and
assistance in improving the articles. Thanks also go the Shunit
Netter-Marmelstein, former director and curator of the Hecht
Museum, and to Dr. Eran Arie, the current director and
curator, for their assistance in the production of this volume.
We also thank the Zinman Institute of Archaeology of the
University of Haifa for its assistance in the field research and
the laboratories, as well as the former head of the institute,
Prof. Ayelet Gilboa, and finally, to the body that initiated the
renewed project at the site and provided most of the funding
— the Hecht Foundation.

Michael Eisenberg and Shay Bar
The Zinman Institute of Archaeology, University of Haifa





