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The Lost Crusader Castle of Tiberias

ZV1I RAZI* ELIOT BRAUN **
Tel Aviv University Israel Antiguities Authority

On the cvening of 2 July 1187 a messenger, sent from Tiberias by Princess
Eschiva, arrived on horseback in Safonie, where the Latin Kingdom's army was
preparing to encounter the invading forces of Saladin. The messenger informed
King Guy of Lusignan, Raymond Il of Tripoli—the husband of Princess
Eschiva—and the barons that Saladin had laid siege to Tiberias early that
morning and that his men were about to storm the town. (The Muslims indeed
breached the walls and took Tiberias by midday, with Eschiva and her men
taking refuge in the town's citadel.) The king decided, against the better advice
of Raymond of Tripoli, 1o leave Saforie early in the morning and try to relieve
beleaguered Tiberias, a decision which led to the disastrous defeat at Hattin two
days later.

Contemporary accounts of Saladin's attack on Tiberias imply that the town's
citadel was located within the walls. Otherwise how could the Franks find refl uge
within, having failed to defend the town's outer fortifications? However, V.,
Guérin and E. Rey, who wrote in the second half of the nincteenth century on
the historical geography of Palestine, claimed that the crusader castle of Tiberias
stood outside the walls of the medieval town. According to them, the castle built
by Dahir al-'Umar in 1749 on a small hill northwest of the town, had been
erccted on the remains of the crusader citadel of Tiberias.! J. Prawer, in his
munummul_study of the history of the Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem, tended to
accept the view of Guérin and Rey as to the location of the crusader castle,
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probably because the remains of this structure were until recently, hidd
’ » hidden

heneath later constructions.?
while studving the history of the Principality of Galilee in the twelfih

| found not only that the crusader castle of Tiberias had been built insid“mul:yl

(han outside the town but was able to locate it exactly.’ Fortunately th: rda;t;:

obtained from writt:nl sources were recently confirmed by 1|-.¢l incidental

uncarthing of the remains of the crusader castle within the medieval part of

Tiberias.
In the first part of this paper I present the historical evidence concerning the

citadel and in the second part Eliot Braun discusses its archeological aspects.

(1]

The existence of a crusader castle within the walls of Tiberias is manifested not
only in the chroniclers”™ accounts of Saladin’s attack on Tiberias on the eve of the
Battle of Hattin. The continuator of William of Tyre recounts that in May 1187,
on leaving Tiberias to join the crusader camp in Saforie, Raymond 111 told his
wife Eschiva and her bailifs to take to their boats and find refuge in the sea,
should they not be able to defend the town against Saladin, and wait there till he
came to save them.* It is difficult to see how the defenders of the castle were to
leave it, under siege, and reach the lake, were the castle located outside the town,
far from the lake's shore. This inference as to the citadel’s location is further
confirmed by a thirteenth-century Syrian historian and geographer, Ibn
Shaddad al-Halabi, who used good twelfth-century sources. He wrote that “the
Franks built in Tiberias a citadel on the sea shore.”®
On 5 July 1187, after his great victory at Hattin, Saladin descended to the '.s:-ea
of Galilee to complete the conquest of Tiberias. He promised Princess Eschiva
safe conduct to Tripoli if she surrendered. She accepted his terms, handed the
citadel over to Saladin, and departed for Tripoli with her men.* |
Saladin thus received the castle of Tiberias undamaged, but it did not remain
so for long. In the spring of IMJ.MIHE crusader army of Emper;r FradT":
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Fig. |. General view of Tiberias, 1679 (Corneille Le Bruyn, Vovage au Levany, [Paris,
17008, pl. 173)

alarming reports as to the size and strength of the emperor’s army. He estimated
that his forces would not be able to continue the war against the Franks in Tyre
and around Acre, and at the same time defend all the strategic strongholds in
Falestine. Therefore he ordered his men to destroy several fortified positions in
order to prevent the crusaders from using them to their advantage. Among the
sites mentioned, one finds the castle of Tiberias.?

It appears that the castle suffered severe damage in 1190 and remained in a
state of disrepair for the next fifty years, In 1241 the Franks regained control
over Galilee as a result of the agreement between Richard of Cornwall and the
sultan of Egypt. Odo of Montbéliard received the Principality of Galilee in his
wife’s right and began to rebuild the castle of Tiberias.® The Franks, however,
failed to hold Tiberias for long. In 1247 an Egyptian army, led by the emir Fakhr
al-Din, attacked Tiberias and took it on 17 June.?

Medieval written sources provide us with only few details concerning the
citadel, yet accounts by seventeenth- and cighteenth-century travelers prove

qute flluminating. Jean de Thevenot, who visited Tiberias betwes. 1629 and
1634, saw ﬂ'u: remmn: uf a hrgi “chiteau™ inside the town on the shore of the
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lake.'® Fugéne Roger, visiting the town in 1657, encountered the remains of
ams of a

citadel anirclffj bly a n:nnat full of wzfltr coming from the Sea of Galilee !
[wenty-two years later, in 1679, Corneille Le Bruyn made detailed draq.
[1henas and its surroundings. In the first of these drawings (see f Tl““:ngs of
clearly see a substantial citadel inside the town directly on the w:ﬁ;:rfl - oy
rowering above the town walls, while no remains whal.;-u:v:r are to bﬂ“—:ﬂt .
the hill north of the town, upon which Dahir al-‘Umar’s son Sulaybi l:r:;: *::1
castle about seventy years later. Therefore, it is hardly surprising that Robinson,
who investigated Sulaybi's castle thoroughly in 1838, came to the cﬂnclu::inr:
that no remains prior to the eighteenth century could be found on this hill. 2
L¢ Bruyn’s second drawing (see fig. 2) suggests that the crusader castle of
Tiberias was situated inside the town along a small bay. It was at least two
<{Ories hi_i_.',h and its two towers, at the northeastern and southeastern corners,
reached well into the lake, creating between them a kind of a protected
anchorage. It seems plausible to assume that this castle was also the palace of the
princes of Galilee. Richard Pococke, who visited Tiberias at the beginning of the
eighteenth century, found the remains of the crusader citadel still visible inside
the town.!”* The earthquake of 1837, however, and the great flood of 1934
probably destroyed a large part of the citadel’s remains. Moreover, after the
flood, the British authorities built a straight embankment along the lake’s shore
in order to avoid further inundations.'* This embankment, named the Lido by
the British and the Sea Street by the Israelis, covered entirely the area where one
should look for the remains of the crusader citadel. Le Bruyn’s drawings suggest
that it was situated undg_r [h¢ [;dn.‘ between the pl‘ﬁﬂll-ﬂl‘j" church of St. Peter

and the Maimonides Synagogue. : |
Unfortunately mmm not inform us about the date of the citadel’s

construction. Admittedly, the chronicle Mnf s =
i to Tiberias i ‘t?m r of 1099, after its conquest by

ol i ___+"'“-'-,¢I il Mlinl:t“ Albert, the castle

. . S ..,;"-'-..._-l bE*l d}'kﬂ and a strong

sich Dahir al-"Umar’s son built
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Fig. 2. Tibenas, 1679: Part of the castle, viewed from the North (Corneille Le Bruyn,
Voyage au .nr-"l.-:.rh‘l'. I-“”'i“w I.r'“”]- pr- lT"”

therefore more plausible to assume that the crusaders merely restored an existing
fortification, one located to the south and not to the north of the eleventh-
century town. Southwest of medieval Tiberias rises the steep and high mountain
of Béteride: narmed by the Arabs “Qasr bint al-malik.” On the summit of this
mountain King Herod Antipas built. in the first century A.D., a large fortified
palace.'* Nasir-i Khusraw, the Persian traveler who visited the area in 1047, was
greatly impressed by its remains, which he called a *‘castle,” 7
It seems thar Godfrey and Tancred decided to look for a fortified place near
Tiberias not because the town was unwalled, as Prawer argues,'® but because of
the poor condition of jts walls. According to Nasir-i Khusraw, Tiberias in 1047
had a strong wall which encircled the town and touched the water line in its
southern and northern corners,® However, in 1071 and again in 1075 the
Turkoman general Ausiz conguered Tiberias; on the second occasion he
Mmassacred the population and pillaged the town.® The local authorities
16 C.R. Conder and H.H. Kitchener, The Survey of
(London, IBE1-83), 1:412: 3. Schumacher, '

'I"lhugn?.:. and its Vicinity," Palestine
17 Nisiri Khusraw Diary of

Western Palestine. Memairs, 1 vaols,
: “Researches in the Plain North of Caesarea, 2
Exploration Fund Vuarterly Statement (1887), 8688,
nd Palestine, trans, G, Le Strange,

& Prawer, Histaire |75
E ;I::ir;li“ Khusraw, Digry, p. 17
account by Sibi b -l-gpwzf utilized
¥ M.E. Quatremére, Memoires
géographigues cr Ristorigues sur FEgypte et sur quelques contrées voisines, 3 (Paris, 1881), p.
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lls before the

| unlike those of
anng that the crusaders were
querors of Tiberias had Managed 1o
in 1113 against the invading army of

p|.~1-.|h]1- had httle time and few Fesources 1o repair the
crusaders arny ed. This explains, perhaps, why the inhahit-.L o
Haifa or Ascalon, vacated the town and fled on he g
coming.®! A few years later, the Latin con
repair the walls, which defended them well
vawdad of Mosul

It 15 |‘|4;‘|h'!~ih|£' that the citadel was bult inside Tiberias b}' William of Bures. di
ruc creator of the seigniory of Galilee and the founder of its princely f;i'lr-;
who ruled Galilee between 1120 and 1141 /42,2 Obviously this h:..’pmht--;iq Lar:';:
tested only by further archeological excavations of the remains of l'l{u.'mcimdcl

which might present us with better insights as to the date of its construction

[11]
{HE DINUR EXCAVATION

In November and December 1976 E. Dinur, acting on behalf of the Israel
Department of Antiquities and Museums (IDAM), conducted a small sounding
immediately to the north of the construction site of the Plaza Hotel, some 70
meters from what was then the lakefront.?* In a limited exposure there was
uncovered a segment of a massive wall oriented north-west /south-east, facing
west away from the lakefront.?® Preserved to a height of two to three meters, its
upper portion is vertical; below, it slopes steeply to the west, broadening
considerably at the base. The facade of the sloping wall is made up of large
ashlars and column drums placed horizontally and bonded with a lime mortar.

In researching for the possible identification of this building Dinur came to
the conclusion that it was a portion of the crusader castle located, according to
Razi, in this area.?* The present writer fully agrees with this conclusion and finds

430. Also Ayyubids (note 9 above), 2:45: M. ;:;; ﬁkﬁﬂ,’“{“’ the First Muslim Period
(6.34-1099), 3 vols. (Tel Aviv, 1983), 1:338 ini' :
, S 24 ; . tana, RHC HOce. 4:111.
21 G the M s B o B i RHC Ok, 4694 I a-Atir i RHC
b A e e % , work in January 1154, mentions the

under the Mostems. A Descripiton of
ondorn .I lm. P m But, here as




4 Z. RAZlL, E, BRAUK

further support for it with the addivon of similar remains of the same structure
ITENICT SL : " n L

. -\. = . - - . - e s i
found in nearby soundings. Subsequent study ol artstic rendenngs and

. s s . i 5 5 1
photographs gives us somec idea of the later history of this building and of s

rather sad fate.

THE BRAUN EXCAVATION
- behest of the late Nethanel Tefilinsky, Antiquities Inspector for
the present writer was called to investigate remains of a
1 [W 2] of fine ashlar masonry. uncovered by bulldozing activity
some 30 meters to the east of the Dinur excavation. Work was to be carried out
I, open, rectangular space between the Plaza Hotel on the south and
yme remaining structures of Old Tibenas on the east and north.? Actual
archeological activity was confined to two smaller triangular plots; the site was,
during the excavation. bisected diagonally by the construction of a promenade
and a garden c. 7 meters wide. The open space to the north of this passage is
called Area A. It is bounded on the east by the wall of the Municipal Museum
(formerly the al-Bahri, Le., “seaside.” mosque, dating from c. 1882).2% and on
the north by a vaulted building of stone masonry [Plate 11, A and fig. 3]. Area
B, 1o the south of the promenade, similarly triangular, is today located within
the courtvard of the Plaza Hotel.

It was in Arca A that W2, oriented north/south, initially attracted the
attention of the Antiguities Inspector. It was found to be preserved to more than
2 meters in height and to extend from W10, its southern facade. to more than 20
meters north of W1 of the vaulted structure,2*

At its southern end W2 forms a non-bonded corner with the line of W6 but
extends bevond this line where it ends in a facade [W10] of the same {ine ashlar
masonry characteristic of W2, Presumably the corner thus formed is a portion of
the southeast tower of this citadel.

The outer faces of W2 and W10 are. 1o the extent they were exposed, vertical,
Walls 6 and 7, perpendicular to W2, form a solid mass of masonry which, in the
HPPEMNOSt courses preserved, is more than 7 meters thick. Wall 6 slopes outward
steeply. broadening at its base [see sections A-A., B-B]. A fault in 1ts solid facade
suggests carthquake damage: a reminder of the probable reason for the complete

27 l.}urmi._'_ the 1970s much “urban renewal® was undertaken within the old walled city of
liberias, |'thqu of the buildings were razed to the ground and below, the walls breached at

s ;’f!'-l'r-'il_ﬂﬂlnr-u‘ nn::.:l high-rises and parking lots constructed on the ruins.

-_-MJII . Avissar, Tiberias (note | above), p. 249,

Subsequent 1o the excavalion it was possible 1o anvestigate within the valied buifding
which had previously been filled with rubble. It was veriied that W2 continues 1o the
north serving as the western wall of the vaulied hall and extending bevond. In modern
Iu:_m-.j.-nmn Pits, several meters (urther to the north of this vaulred hui'rdiug was found
evidence that this same wall [W 2] extended at least 1o that point, Unlurl:l.m:llr:.l}-'lhl:rl.' W

Petzia i ks : g
. Possibility of continuing the excavation nor could the underground portions of the
ruins be surveyed before they were reburied.



PLAZA HOTEL

Fig. 3 Crusader Castle—plan of the excavation. Note: The mosque is positioned above
the corner tower of the fortress
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its fine, smooth ashlars and horizontally placed ‘:"-"'“'I'"m drums bonded with lime

i .I » face :;I’ W 7, where a portion of the hil of W6 was r..;-m::lwcd. pruvl:d‘m

;:n:l:;:; 1 lu'rp‘r-,r q_m.']"'f.:r roughly hewn stone blocks bonded with a mud-like
c - : -

Hg'.;Elrvlilttlh W6 and W7 are analogous to the major, sloping, lower portion of the

external north-west/south-east wall of the Dinur c:ﬁnwalinr‘ll. ;_I‘:T:nu:l:f‘g the
analogy it is obvious that -.-crti;al u'gllglzzﬁu]d be reconstructed atop and
’ 1 served as .
w:h'::-n:cll::ll :Ir:::g:'::;:c excavation in Area A was confined to a ﬂma!l plot
south of and outside the fortress; indeed this is the only Space unoccupied by
later structures. It is bounded by the foundations of W6 which extend below the
lowest level reached in the excavation. Further digging had to be abandoned
because of the high water table; therefore the bottom of the foundations was nat
reached.

In the upper levels were found a number of post-crusader constructions * hyg
beneath them were several layers of fill, the bottommost of which is a deposit of
sandy matenal [indicated in sections A-A and B-B as No. 4] containing large
quan-lfli-es of water-worn sherds. The lack of any sign of a foundation trench for
W6 in the sections suggests that this material was deposited after the wall's
construction.* Clearly this fill is beach material, and it may well be due to lake-
water depositions within the moat. Thus W6 was probably a scarp of the south
side of the water-filled moat identified by Razi.

The moat would have considerably increased the height of the walls and s
entirely consistent with crusader construction. Based on the small exposure of
the western fortifications in the excavation, it seems certain that this same moat,
debouching into the lake, cut off the landward approaches to the castle,*

The interpretation of these remains is rather straightforward. The sheer size of
these walls as well as their aspect clearly mark them as fortifications. The

4 patch of recent reinforced & nerete (which could not be removed by us) prevented the

y

extension of the probe. !mu B, within the courtyard of the hotel (then in its fina] stages of J :

ey s
d
fa
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material with water-worn sherds, suggesting that the
3) are p?enmnma localized in Area A, e
anations: [a] the foundation trench was dug in sandy,

he mmmﬂn:ny trace of its excavation; [b]

it over bedrock, a for acking a
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1o 5 Southeast inner corner of the fortress with later walls ™

architectural stratigraphy® suggests that W2/W 10 is the carliest element
encountered, although just whlt m original function may have been is unclear.
Il.ma\rhav:bun-.m_ _ tﬂmmmhﬂ‘ﬁcaunmtadmmmonsnfa

building hidden e o bgﬂinl: vaults clearly visible
in Plate 12, B. An equa _-. that it is simply a construction
phase of the citadel, What 7, W -ﬂﬂ““#tmnﬂtbondndmth
W2, all WEI‘E g 4
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idition, representing an accretion 10 the existing fortification. It is noy knowy,
AEAL o . E« j . : e E 5 \

T .neth of time passed between these mch'“":tu:m

whether any appreciable ¢ : . .
g v tec s used 1in the constr
phases or whether they are merely techmques use uction gf the

!mr':::;ugh very little of the actual rﬂil_“ of the [""r_"‘“""'”ih“"'.‘ hr.u_;'n brought 1g
the one extant corner suggests that it may have been an 'rregularly shypeq
structure, something along the lines of Belvoir, The latter is a ﬁ‘r‘!‘-sidm
enclosure, three lengths of which are n'lurrf.' or less equal; the 1-wn TE“‘Iﬂining sides
are substantially shorter. The angles of its PULIETSALS varyingly 96, 97 anqg 9]
deorees. while the angle formed by Wé and W21s 90 degrees; that which would
h_-‘l'nrnmd by the postulated intersection of W6 ar.‘u:l the outer north-soyp
fartification of the Dinur excavation is 100 degrees; 1ts counterpart formed
W7 is 96 degrees. The corner tower [W2/W10] is, of course, paralleled at
Belvoir and other crusader sites. Thus it may be that the fortress of Tiberiag
resembles the far better preserved castle of Belvoir although, by e:-:trapn]aﬁn:
from the known length of one of its sides, the former would appear 1o pe
significantly smaller. By analogy W1 would then be part of a vaulted corridor
which may have run the entire perimeter of the castle’s courtyard.

Recent discoveries of two contemporary structures underline the centrality of
the castle within the crusader town of Tiberias. A monumental crusader church,
possibly the cathedral, was found west of the castle: its remains may now be
observed in the courtyard of the new River Jordan Hotel.® A large public
building, dated to the crusader period, was excavated southwest of the castle; its
massive remains dominate the rectangle south of the River Jordan Hotel.* In
addition, the crusader origins of the modern Franciscan church of St. Peter,
cluse‘m the lakefront in the northern part of Old Tiberias, had been noted long
480.% A. Harif has recently suggested that the crusader edifice restored by the
Franciscans may have served as the chapel of the crusader castle. ™ This is hardly
plausible, as the edifice lies some 210 meters to the north of the southeastern
e e e SO0 e ol vl e

plan highly irregular.

LATER HISTORY

Hmm:h in T‘ih-riuin “H: : ".'":_.-' !
on Tiberigs 3 (1986), l’w
Is 1:48; G, Srdipgs
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Bruyn's ulr-'_l.'hl-'i.l'll_l (hg. _| ). I.:lul whether this is dye & »7
actual state of tthc YUINS IS not certain. In another dgraw: PeCtive or phe
violent quake of that year by the same aryjqy it i
puildings n this area appear to have been Gl
city walls have been breached or stand in ryjng 4
serious blow to the remains of the crusader ¢
superstructure.

By 1850 there appears to have remaineq only a
imposing structure, identifiable in the foundation of
building with several arches which visibly jut out into the lake A
waterfront.*! By the early part of this century an almast idemica?l:e'lhc rTlhtr
south shows no trace of this vaulting. In its place stands the i iy
However, & lone, above-surface remnang of the once ma Tl mosque 2

discerned by the lourth decade of the Present century,™ [ g photograph of the

small Portion of th, Once
a partally Preserved large

vaulted building which must be identical with that seen from its south side in the
lakefront views of the preceding century. Another contemporary photograph of
the shoreline (Plate 12, B) shows the minaret of the al-Bahri mosque and, to the
left of it, a large structure which protrudes into the lake. This structure may have
been part of the crusader castle,

It is proposed here that the nether foundations of the mosque seen in Plate 12, A
should be identified as the east side of the corner tower W2/W10. Le Bruyn's
drawing (fig. 1) and the sandy material in the bottommost part of the sounding
in Area A suggest that this tower jutted out into the lake. Nowadays the nether
foundations lie below the Lido, which straightened out the waterfront by filling
in and adding onto the buildings that protruded into the lake. The present-day

e et e ot S
indeed modern times. Consequently, all that is today visible of
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