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ABSTRACT
A recent set of radiocarbon dates, run by the Oxford laboratory, has returned results considerably higher than expected
for several phases of the Middle Bronze Age Canaanite palace at Tel Kabri. The samples suggest a date that is at least
a century earlier than expected, which would indicate that miniature frescoes were being painted at Kabri well before
their appearance at Santorini. The dates also bring back into play a possible narrative of an artistic influence that
traveled from east to west, rather than the opposite, just as Woolley originally suggested when excavating at Alalakh.
However, the situation could conceivably also be much more complex and not nearly as linear in one direction or the
other. Moreover, it remains to be seen if the radiocarbon dates are accurate; we will be retrieving more samples and
dating them in coming seasons.

INTRODUCTION
The wall and floor paintings of the Middle Bronze
Age Canaanite palace of Tel Kabri, first found during
excavations from 1986–1993 by Aharon Kempinski
and Wolf-Dietrich Niemeier, with more found
recently by the present authors since 2009, belong to
a small group of Aegean-inspired palatial art in the
eastern Mediterranean. Other examples include
Middle Bronze Age paintings from Alalakh in
Turkey, and the Late Bronze Age examples from Tell
el- Dabaa in Egypt and Qatna in Syria.

The date of these Aegean-inspired wall and floor
paintings at Tel Kabri, located in the western Galilee
region of modern Israel, not only has implications
for the understanding of the artistic connections
between east and west but also provides another
chronological anchor regarding the use of the
miniature fresco style, which is found in Late
Minoan IA and later contexts in the Aegean, but not

in earlier, Middle Minoan III contexts.1

The Kabri wall paintings all belong to the
penultimate phase of the palace, Phase DW IV, while
the floor in Hall 611 was used also in the latest phase,
Phase DW III. Ceramic typology, both local and
imported, suggests that both DW III and DW IV
should be associated with the Middle Bronze II
period. In addition, a set of radiocarbon dates for
Phases DW IV and the later DW III now provides a
framework for the absolute chronology of the last
two phases of the palace.

REVISED HYPOTHESES
The previous excavators at Kabri attributed the wall
and floor paintings to the last phase of the palace,
i.e., Kempinski Stratum 3c (= renewed excavation
Phase DW III). However, our renewed excavations
have now shown that all of the wall painting
fragments were deposited in secondary contexts
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during a major renovation phase preceding DW III,
thus belonging to Phase DW IV.2 In terms of relative
chronology, based on local pottery as well as on
imported Cypriot pottery, Phase DW III and the
habitation of the palace ended before the end of the
Middle Bronze II period in Canaan, while Phase DW
IV also belonged to the Middle Bronze II period, but
to a slightly earlier stage.

In our previous publications, we therefore
tentatively assigned the destruction of the palace to
the early 16th century BCE, and the use of the wall
paintings to a slightly earlier date, at the end of the
17th century BCE.3 Kempinski and the Niemeiers
had also suggested a very late 17th century BCE for
the paintings,4 while Bietak wished to date them to
the middle-late 16th century BCE.5

Although at that point not yet supported by
radiocarbon dates, an assignation of the Kabri
Aegean-style wall paintings to the late 17th century
BCE also seemed to us to work better with the
suggested Aegean higher chronology of Late
Minoan IA, rather than with the lower chronology.6

In large part, this is because using the lower
chronology would have meant that, in terms of
absolute chronology, the Kabri wall paintings were
painted in the Middle Minoan III period, before the
widespread adoption of figurative painting in Crete.7

However, we have recently received a set of
radiocarbon dates, run by the Oxford laboratory,
which has surprised us with results considerably
higher than expected.8 Eleven samples from Phase
DW III set the end date for this phase, and for the
palace as a whole, between 1742–1640 BCE, which is
a century or more earlier than expected. Only four
samples were taken from Phase DW IV, yet these all
had a range ending at the very beginning of the 17th
century BCE, thus indicating that the transition
between Phase IV and III (and the deposition of the
wall paintings) occurs between 1743–1695 BCE, i.e.
most likely in the late 18th century BCE—rather than
the late 17th century BCE as we previously
believed—and that the palace itself comes to an end
in the early 17th century BCE.9

If the absolute high radiocarbon dates stand, this
would affect the relative dating of the Aegean-style
paintings at Alalakh, Qatna, Kabri, and Dabaa. It
would mean that ours at Kabri are the earliest,
followed by those in Alalakh VII, and then the
paintings at Dabaa, followed later by those at
Qatna.10 We can also put all of these into a slightly
larger Eastern Mediterranean context, by saying that
the wall paintings at Tell el-Burak in Lebanon are

probably the earliest in this relative sequence, dating
to the 19th century BCE; then those at Mari, ours at
Kabri, and those at Tell Sakka in Syria come next,
dating to the 18th century BCE; followed by Alalakh
and then Akrotiri in the 17th century BCE.11

These dates potentially have considerable bearing
on a variety of other topics as well, including the
chronology of the appearance of Cypriot pottery in
the Levant, which may in turn also shed light on
some of the many challenges in the chronology of
the Middle Cypriot III period, including whether
such a phase exists as a separate entity.12 Thus, for
example, Cypriot Red-on-Red bowls, whose
beginning of production is during Middle Cypriot
III, make their first appearance in Phase DW V at Tel
Kabri, with the relative chronology of transitional
Middle Bronze I/II.13 Note, however, that only one
radiocarbon sample was available from this phase,
which had a very wide range between the early 19th
century to the beginning of the 17th century BCE.
Further examples of this ware appear in DW IV
contexts.

In addition, the very rich Cypriot assemblage of
many dozens of sherds and vessels of Kempinski
Stratum 3 and the renewed excavations of Phase DW
III did not include a single Red-on-Red sherd.
However, this phase yielded types commonly
connected with late Middle Cypriot III, while not
yielding any clear Late Cypriot I types, such as
Proto-White Slip, White Slip I, Base Ring I, or
Bichrome.14 Thus a refined chronology of Phases DW
III–V may well provide evidence that can be
combined with Cypriot data to aid in dating the
chronology of Middle Cypriot and the transition
between Middle Cypriot to Late Cypriot.

An even greater potential impact of these new
radiocarbon dates, if they are correct, is that they
suggest that miniature frescoes, identified by
Niemeier and Niemeier as similar to those on Thera,
were indeed painted and in use at Kabri well before
their appearance in the Aegean, for miniature
frescoes come usually from Late Minoan IA or Late
Cycladic I contexts in Crete, Kea, and Santorini
(though some would argue that the Knossian
“Sacred Grove and Dance” fresco, and perhaps the
“Saffron Gatherer” fresco as well, may date
earlier).15 As stated above, we already felt that the
Kabri material worked better with the Aegean high
chronology,16 and indeed the new possible dating of
the Kabri frescoes continues to fit the high
chronology of the Theran eruption. Now, however,
without unduly involving a circular argument,  it

44

Cline et al. | Absolute Chronology of the Middle Bronze Age Palace at Tel Kabri



appears that the frescoes may also actually support
such a chronology, as one of the few available
material correlations.

What is also beyond question is the similarity of
such paintings in both the Aegean and the Eastern
Mediterranean. As the Niemeiers have noted, “…the
style and the iconography of the Alalakh, Tel el
Dabaa and Kabri frescoes are consistent with those
of genuine Aegean fresco paintings….”17 However,
an earlier date for the Kabri frescoes may support a
narrative of an artistic influence from east to west,
rather than the opposite. Interestingly, this is exactly
what Woolley originally suggested when excavating
the palace at Alalakh, which also has Aegean-style
frescoes.18 As he wrote, the paintings at Alalakh
“constitute unmistakable evidence for the influence
exercised by western Asia on the development of
Crete.”19

It is also conceivable that the experimentation may
have been taking place on both sides, in the Aegean
and the Eastern Mediterranean, at approximately the
same time. As Koehl has suggested, “perhaps at Tel
Kabri, we might again detect the relatively untried
hands of Aegean craftsmen working in the Levant,
offering their assistance, and experimenting on the
spot with images and styles that were only just
beginning to take hold in the Aegean.”20

We must therefore now revive the question, and
discussions, of which direction(s) the artists and
these images and painting techniques were going.
However, it is quite likely that the situation was
much more complex than previously imagined and
not nearly as linear as Woolley or others have
suggested, in either direction, for the 18th century
BCE was a time of contacts between Crete and the
ancient Near East, with textual evidence from Mari
recording Minoans and Minoan goods at sites
ranging from Ugarit to Babylon, and both Egyptian
and Near Eastern goods found on Crete.21 This was
also a great age of international artistic
experimentation, which seems to have included
interaction between Aegean, Levantine, and
Egyptian artisans.

Thus, while the new radiocarbon dates from Tel
Kabri are of great interest, and with potential ripple
effects across both the Aegean and Eastern
Mediterranean, they generate more questions than
they answer. Moreover, it remains to be seen if the
radiocarbon dates are accurate; we will be retrieving
more samples and dating them in coming seasons,
to see if we can corroborate these rather surprising
results.
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