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Aniconic standing stones of the Near East
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Introduction

When it comes to the discussion of „sacred spaces“ of 
societies of the ancient Near East, we are confronted 
with a huge selection of different categories. Temples 
and sanctuaries had been investigated extensively, their 
interpretation was supported by text sources as of cu-
neiform tablets, wall or rock inscriptions and, not least, 
of Biblical provenience. Beneath a direct identification 
by written sources, cultic buildings or sacred areas were 
determined by the analysis of recurrent architectural at-
tributes and by the appearance of facilities with a ritual 
purpose. Altars, traces of offerings by libation or fire, 
offering tables or slabs are here to mention as well as 
displays or figurines of deities.

Another feature related to ritual activities are stand-
ing stones with an aniconic character. In ancient Greek 
text sources, they are referred to as baityloi, and in Old 
Testament Hebrew texts as maṣṣebā.

Currently, while this subject is being intensively dis-
cussed in academic publications, there is no compilation 
of the current state of research which is what I hope to 
achieve in this article. My focus on the topic of stand-
ing stones is the Levant, with its rich heritage of relevant 
Biblical and Classical sources, as well as the Syrian and 
Anatolian region.

Despite the fact that approximately 150 sites of stand-
ing stones are known from in the deserts of the south-
ern Levant, i.e., the Sinai area, the Arab Peninsula and 
Jordan, these regions only play a marginal role in my 
research. Most of these monuments are surface finds 
without stratigraphic information and rarely associated 
with any finds, which leads to dating problems. Moreo-
ver, research on monumental stone structures in Jordan 
and southern Israel frequently conflates standing stones 
with other stone structures like funerary dolmens lead-
ing to issues of definition. It is only in the recent past that 
research has made progress on these issues. Research 
on the standing stones of the Arabic Peninsula was dif-
ficult for me to access as it is mainly published in Arabic 
and there is no conjunction with the Levantine evidence. 
These difficulties made it impossible for me to assess 
their chronological position and cultural impact. 

In order to outline the characteristics of the standing 
stones in the Levantine and conjoining regions, I will be-
gin with a summary of the philological evidence.

Sikkanum

In 1953, while excavating the early 3rd millennium B.C. 
Nini-Zaza-temple at Mari (Fig. 1, no. 6)1, André Parrot dis-
covered a 1.50 m high cone-shaped stone. In the initial 
publication in 1954, the excavator already refers to it as 
a „Baitylos“2. This word was used by late antique authors 
like Philo of Byblos to characterise cultically venerated 
aniconic stones and steles.3

Though, cuneiform texts also found at the same con-
text in Mari, interrelated the installation to the term sik-
kanum4, which refers to the akkadian SKN, „(in-)habit“.

In these text sources sikkanum refers to an object, 
which king Zimrilim of Mari required for a ceremony in 
honour of goddess Ištar. Further he planned to provide 
two more sikkanatum5 for the gods Dagan and Addu. 
One passage mentioned, that a sikkanum was a matter 
of big object, which was worked out of stone. Therefore 
Jean-Marie Durand interpreted sikkanum as a synony-
mous for the Greek indicated baitylos as term for cult 
steles. He defined these objects as „local numen, which 
embodies the immanence of a deity.6 

Isochronic to the texts from Mari dates also a cunei-
form tablet from Ebla (Fig. 1, no. 17). The text mentions 
the Gen.Pl. zi-ga-na-tim.7 Further documents also men-
tion sikkanum in Emar and Ugarit. Letters and reports 
of the erection of such installations for sacred festivals 
and sacrifices clearly link the sikkanatum-steles to cult 
activities.

1   For all sites mentioned, see maps – Fig. 1 and chart – Fig. 2, sorted 
by approximate dating and region.

2   Nunn 2010: 131.
3   See also under the heading Baethyls.
4   See also: Durand 1954: 79–84, 1988: 469–470.
5   Pl. sikkanum.
6   Dietrich, Loretz and Mayer 1990: 133.
7   For more details, see Hutter 1993: 88.



96 ArchAeologicA Hereditas • 13

Nicola Scheyhing

General overview all mentioned sites

For numeration see chart

For Levante see also enhanced cutout
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Fig. 1. Maps of the sites of standing stones mentioned in the text (compiled by N. Scheyhing)
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Fig. 2. Summary table of the sites dealt with in the text and mapped in Figure 1 (compiled by N. Scheyhing)
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Another reference to the term is found on tablet KTU 
1.17 from Ugarit, which is often cited as evidence for 
their use in the context of ancestral adoration.8 

The act of sacrificing in front of sikkanatum seem 
to intend, that they functioned as a representation of 
deities. This is underlined by the interpretation, that sik-
kanum may be derived from SKN (Akkadian. „to live or 
inhabit“), instead of to ŠKN, “to set or erect“. If so, the 
stone object is addressed as an imagined habitation of 
an entity. Therefore, in the Semitic usage sikkanum may 
be a cognate of bêt ´aelohím (House of God), which is 
mentioned in Genesis 28,17.22 and Judges 17,5 in the 
Old Testament.

A contract text from Sfire mentions the terminus tech-
nicus bty ´lhy, which is translated as „animated stone“.9

This interpretation is underlined by a text passage 
from Emār, which describes the initiation ceremony of 
a priestess of Entu. Sacrifices and libations at a cultic ste-
les in a temple of Ḫebat are mentioned which are consid-
ered to represent the goddess.

SKN are also mentioned in Ugaritic texts dealing with 
the responsibilities of the descendants to commemo-
rate their forefathers. Dietrich, Lorenz and Mayer have 
noticed that appearance of sikkanatum outside of the 
cult of deities in the context of ancestral veneration only 
appears at Ugarit. Therefore, it seems to be a matter of 
local negotiation.10

Sikkanatum also appear in malediction phrases di-
rected against perjurers in documents found in Emār and 
Munbāqa. In these texts, a number of deities are sum-
moned to take vengeance on the breach of contracts, 
and as a punishment sikkanatum are to be erected by 
the houses of the culprits. In this context, Dietrich, Lor-
enz and Mayer link the sikkanatum to their significance 
in the death cult at Ugarit and propose that their func-
tion is a component of a curse of ultimate doom, in other 
words of death. Thereby they present two different kinds 
of denotations of the sikkanatum: In public cult contexts, 
they functioned as the loci of divinities, in private obser-
vances they are linked to the death cult and symbolise 
death and perdition.11

Summing up, sikkanatum are characterised as stand-
ing stones, which are worked, mainly in the form of ste-
les, and erected as a domicile of deities. Therefore, they 
had a numinous character themselves. They took part 
as important participants in cultic ritual acts and played 
a role in the conclusions of contracts, in which they took 

  8  Hutter 1993: 88–89.
  9  Hutter 1993: 90.
10  Dietrich, Loretz and Mayer 1990: 134–135.
11  Dietrich, Loretz and Mayer 1990: 135–137. Another passage 

concerning a sikkanum dedicated to Dagan is known from Tell 
Bi´a. A later reference dating to the 1st millennium BC from Tell 
Fecheriyah refers to an erection for the river (god) Habur – Castel 
2011: 78.

part both as witnesses and representatives of the deities 
and thereby exhibiting their numinous character.12 

Ḫuwaši

In the 2. millennium BC the term ḫuwaši first appears in 
a Hittite text related to cultic purposes. The term itself 
related to the Akkadian loan word humă/ȗsum, which is 
found in the Mari texts. Thus the term ḫuwaši can be in-
terpreted as being synonymous to sikkanum, which could 
lead to the assumption, that the manor of the veneration 
of numinous stone objects spread from the Syrian to the 
Anatolian region.13

In contrast to the sikkanatum, there are no Hittite 
objects which can be confidently identified as sacred 
stones despite the fact that there are extensive written 
sources referring to their appearance and the use in cult 
contexts.14

The term ḫuwaši only applies in texts with cultic con-
tent, though it is sometimes also translated as „grinding 
stone“.15 

A number of sources refer to their shape: According 
to their descriptions they were mainly made of stone, 
but could also been made of wood or metal or been 
coated with metal in particular cases. They differed in 
size, some of them must have been small enough to put 
them on an altar, and they could also been decorated 
with reliefs.16

No information survives about of the shape of the 
ḫuwaši, but they are descried as objects which had been 
erected.17

There is textual evidence that huwaši were cult ob-
jects. They mention the erection or re-erection of huwaši 
for a deity, their ministration and sacrifices in front of 
them.18

In one case19 it is indicated, that someone enters 
a huwaši or emerged. This could be interpreted, that the 
term huwaši was also used for a sanctuary or cult com-
plex referring to a stele.20 

Also, the Hittite ideogram for temple (É.DINGIRlim) 
and ḫuwaši (NA4 ZI.KIN) are used analogous sporadically. 
While for some of the numerous Hittite deities temples 
are intended, others were equipped with ḫuwaši instead. 

12  Hutter 1993: 90–91.
13  Hutter 1993: 91.
14  Darga 1970: 5–23.
15  Darga 1970: 11. The frequently synonymous terms Massebah and 

Baityl are sometimes translated as „grinding stones“. This might 
indicate the veneration of stone objects in the domestic sector.

16  Hutter 1993: 92–93; see also Figulla 1916,1 ii 21–23 and Güterbock 
1983: 215.

17  Darga 1970: 11.
18  Güterbock 1925: 2iii 1–3, 1926: 1 ii 1–4, 1934: 15.
19  For example, Güterbock 1922: I 3 ii 32f., 1924: 1, 22f., 61 Rs. 3f., 

1927: 99 ii 25f.
20  Hutter 1993: 94–95.
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It seems, that both, temple and ḫuwaši, had a similar 
denotation.

Temples served as a mundane habitation of a deity, 
which they could visit for rest, to dine from sacrifices 
or to interact with believers. Therefore, the availability 
of such „contact points“ for various numina at different 
cult centres was essential. The sheer amount of deities 
populating the Hittite Pantheon made it impossible to 
provide an own house, represented by a temple, for each 
of them. Hence a ḫuwaši was used as an alternative for 
these purposes.

However, the ḫuwaši itself did not symbolised the de-
ity at all, which was underlined by several reports of situ-
ations where statues of gods have been brought to their 
ḫuwaši. As well as a temple, these objects represented 
not the deities themselves, but their dwelling.

Other sources reported, that ḫuwaši had been erect-
ed not only in temples, but in forests, groves or other 
open air sanctuaries. Statues of deities were lead to 
them in processions and erected behind them, which 
symbolised the entering of the numina in their house, 
represented by a ḫuwaši, where they received sacrifices 
and veneration21 It remains unclear if the Hittites differ-
entiated between the meaning of a ḫuwaši as an object 
of cultic purpose for the veneration of a deity, or in their 
function as a representative of the particular one22. 

Waniza

The passing of the Hittite empire and the establishment 
of the late Hittite states led to the enforcement of the 
luwian hieroglyphs against the Hittite characters also at 
inscriptions. The former ḫuwaši was substituted with 
waniza. Now also inscriptions on steles appear, so that it 
was possible to identify a number of waniza in archaeo-
logical context. Examples include standing stones from 
Karahöyük in Elbistan, Darende, Cekke and the stele from 
Aleppo, which was found in Babylon.23

All known waniza are characterised as flat steles with 
a rounded top side, wearing inscriptions and, in some 
cases, reliefs. Their shape may be a symbolisation of hills 
or mountains, referring to the numerous references to 
mountain imagery in the Hittite mythology.24 In a linguis-
tic terms they follow the Hittite tradition of the ḫuwaši, 
but also show conjunctions with the Mesopotamian ku-
durru.25 

21  Darga 1970, 12–17. The designation of ḫuwaši as landmarks does 
not exclude their religious significance. Similar to the sikkanatum, 
they functioned as representatives for deities, witnessing the 
regulation of borders; Hutter 1993: 95.

22  Güterbock 1983: 215.
23  Orthmann 1971: figs 5b, 5d, 6a.
24  Darga 1970: 16.
25  Hutter 1993: 96. Stone stele referred to as Kudurru were in use at 

the Kassite Kingdom of Babylonia in the 16th to 12th century BC. 
They were in use as documents guaranteeing borders and land-

One example for a waniza is the stele of Karahöyük 
(Fig. 1, no. 34) in Elbistan.26 The piece has a 0.55 to 11 
m diameter, is 2.69 m tall and rounded on the top and 
bottom. One side is left rough, the other three carefully 
worked and inscribed with hieroglyphs. It was fixed by 
rubble in a foundation, which was 1 x 2 m in size, 0.32 m 
high and had a 0.35 x 1.10 m broad and 0.28 m deep re-
cess. In front of the stele stood a basin, which measured 
0.75 x 1.05 m and a height of 0.40 m. There was no build-
ing, which could be linked to the stone. It stood in an 
open space, with a plastered street running towards it. 
The excavators date the complex to the end of the Hittite 
Empire at around 1200 BC, due to small finds discovered 
on the open area. It was obstructed at a later date.27 

In 1996, during a survey accompanying the excavation 
Kuşaklı (Fig. 1, no. 35), remains of a building were found 
near a spring pool 2.5 km away from the settlement. Two 
remarkable large stones where found at the plastered 
courtyard of the building, but no further archaeological 
evidence for any kind of a huwaši sanctuary.28 The exca-
vators presumed, that this could have been a sanctuary 
of the “huwaši – stones of the weather god”, which is 
mentioned by a cuneiform tablet (Kuşaklı, tablet inv. 19) 
with ritual content, found at the acropolis at Kuşaklı,. It 
names some huwaši in a cult building near a sacred pond 
named Suppitassi, which the excavator identified with 
the spring pool.29

During the excavations of Troy (Fig. 1, no. 26), a num-
ber of stone steles were uncovered which had been 
linked to the context of cultic venerated stones by the 
excavators. Several flat stone slabs with and rounded 
tops were discovered very close to the gates of Troy VI 
(1700–1300 BC). They had a height of one to two meters 
and had been embedded in the soil. One example found 
near the southern gate had a foundation stone.30 

Waniza seem to have the same function as huwaši. 
Moreover, their optical appearance seems to be identi-
cal, they could also display inscriptions31. One example is 
a stele from Darende, which was found in a Medresse in 
Sivas. It is made of basalt and 0.79 x 0.80 x 0.20 m in size. 
It shows a three-lined inscription, which contained the 
name of a king, a praise of his name and the statement, 
that he had erected the stele as an altar.32

Other examples include an inscribed Hittite stele from 
Cekke and one from the temple of the weather god of 

holding. Therefore they were erected in temples, showing symbols 
of deities and invocations of gods to assure the legitimation of the 
written documents – Orthmann 1975: 54.

26  Darga 1969: 20f, pl. I and II.
27  Özgüç and Özgüç 1949: 70 –71.
28  Müller-Karpe 1997: 108–109.
29  Müller-Karpe 1997: 118–120.
30  Korfmann 1998: 471–473.
31  Hutter 1993: 96.
32  Bossert (1956: 348–349) translated „grinding stone“ instead 

of altar, which seems to be a commonality of all types of cultic 
venerated stone installations. 
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Aleppo, which was deported to Babylon.33 Thereby, the 
question, how such waniza could be delimitated against 
other kinds of ritual which used stone objects which 
show representations and inscriptions, remains unclear.

Mașșebot

The term mașșebot descends from the Hebrew maṣṣebā 
and its radical nṣb, “to set, to erect”34. Further, examples 
of the translation „dressed stone“ of the Hebrew term 
mṣbh appear.35

While this term clearly refers to erected standing 
stones, it is unclear, if it makes a distinction between 
worked and unworked, inscribed or uninscribed stones 
or such ones supplied with reliefs could be assumed. Due 
to the mention of these terms in passages of the Old 
Testament it is widely accepted, that these installations 
belonged to a cultic context.36 

Early interpretations of the 19th century correlated 
stones with rounded top sides, which were discovered 
in excavations in Palestine37, as phallic symbols of a fertil-
ity cult. Further, they were also seen as imaginations of 
animistic numina. As these installations mostly appeared 
near other cultic inventory, like basins made of stone or 
assemblies interpreted as altars, these rounded, undeco-
rated stones were identified as cult steles.38 

The common practice of the secondary utilisation of 
cult steles as architectural elements in later times led to 
a number of misinterpretations. The evolutionistic con-
cept of society at the beginning of the 20th century AD 
found it obvious to explain, that “primitive” stone idols 
had been reused as profane items in times of a new, 
more “advanced”, monotheistic cult. But this usually in-
volved fragments of pillar bases and plinths being misin-
terpreted as remains of former cultic standing stones.39 

In passages of the Old Testament, two different as-
pects of cult steles and standing stones are mentioned. 
Mostly these prophetic readings, condemning pagan cult 
practices like sacrifices to deities, who are not Jahwe, 
mainly named as Ba´al and Astarte. They mention the 
veneration of idols as well as mașșebots. Their repeated 
disaffirmation in Biblical texts indicates that these cult 
steles enjoyed a high degree of esteem in popular be-
liefs.40 These prophetic condemnations also reveal infor-
mation about the sites where the steles were erected 
and venerated which are termed „high places“, i.e., open-

33  Orthmann 1971: figs 5b, 5d, 6a.
34  At this juncture it is worth mentioning the linguistic proximity of 

huwaši to sikkanum – Hutter 1993: 99.
35  Markoe and Ohlsen 2003: 123.
36  Dohmen 1995: 730.
37  For example in Gezer. 
38  Grässer 1973: 3. 
39  Burrows 1934: 42–51.
40  Hutter 1993: 99–100.

air sanctuaries which are seen as precursors of later tem-
ples.41 

Evidence for a sacra-judicial meaning of the mașșebah 
cult is given in Exodus 24,4, in which Moses erected 12 
mașșebots as substitutes for the 12 tribes of Israel, and 
Genesis 31, 44–54, which describes the conclusion of the 
contract between Jacob and Laban which is accompanied 
by the erection of a stone as a witness.42 

The most important and detailed reference to 
a mașșebot in Biblical sources is the story of the well-
known dream sequence Jacob´s Ladder (Gen. 28, 18f.). 
The story includes the detail that while he was dream-
ing, Jacob rested his head on a stone. When he awoke, 
he declared the place he slept on to be sacred. He then 
erected his pillow stone and he sacrificed to it by libating 
oil. In doing so, he addressed the stone as a representa-
tion of Jahwe.43 Furthermore, he referred to a mașșebah 
as a „House of God“, which is a common Biblical para-
phrase for a temple. This has led to the interpretation, 
that mașșebots, like temples, are interfaces between 
numina and the profane world.44 Besides its function as 
a representation of the deity, the stone in the lore of 
Jacob operates also as a witness: It witnesses the vow 
of Jacob, to accept Jahwe as the one and only god, if 
he makes a safe return from Harran.45 „Bethel“ ,a place 
name mentioned in the story of Jacob, is of special in-
terest in this context. It is assumed, that it derives from 
semitic bēt ´ il, which can be translated as “House of 
God”. It is broadly assumed, that this name was assigned 
to a complex of erected stones, and later evolved into 
the ancient Greek baitylion as a designation of stones 
thought to have thaumaturgic powers.46 

This supposed transformation has led to a tendency, 
to use the terms mașșebot and baitylos as being synony-
mous.47 The mașșebot in the Jacob narrative, however, 
is of special interest, as it is also mentioned in other pas-
sages of the Genesis.48 

A wholly different semantic context for these steles 
is provided by the story of the Mașșebot of Absalom (2. 
Sam 18.18), which he erected as a memorial stele before 
he died. No other Biblical description of standing stones 
mentions a funerary context. Therefore, Hutter assumes, 

41  Such a „high places“ have presumably been discovered in Gezer 
and Tell Ashir, among other sites; Grässer 1973: 34.

42  Hutter 1993: 100.
43  Hutter 1993: 100–101.
44  Grässer 1973: 46–48.
45  Hutter 1993: 100–101.
46  Grässer 1973: 46–48. 
47  Hutter 1993: 100–101. Following Grässer (1973: 46–48), the Syro-

Palestinian, aniconic installations of the Bronze and Early Iron Age 
could be clearly divided from the later baytiloi of Late Antique 
Syria or the Nabatean examples. This is also because they cannot 
be described as “standing stones”. 

48  Hutter 1993: 100–101.
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that the term maṣṣebāh was mistranslated in later times 
to include grave steles.49

In contrast to the usual Deuteronomic condemnation 
of Massebots, the verses Exodus 24:4 and Deuteronomy 
27:3 condone and indeed command the use of steles as 
memorial and inscription stones.50 Although there are 
multiple references in the Old Testament (i.e., Dtn 16:) 
as well as inscription and iconograpic information the 
semantic context of the aniconic mașșebots still require 
much further interpretative effort. As Grässer rightly in-
dicated, their analysis is not only a problem of current 
academic discourse but also reflects the fact that the an-
cient beholder had a variety of different possibilities of 
interpreting of such steles.

He clearly distinguished the mașșebots from the in-
scribed and decorated steles of Mesopotamia and Ana-
tolia like the kudurru, and defines them as a Syro-Pales-
tinian phenomenon, which may have spread to further 
areas during the establishment of the Phoenician colo-
nies. Their aniconic character is their salient feature.51 

Baethyls

According to late antique authors like Philo of Byblos52 or 
Damaskius of Damascos’ Vita isidori53, baetyls or baityloi 
were known as “exceptional / ensouled stones” (Philo 
of Byblos). In ancient Greek sources they are described 
as “sent by Uranus”, „occurring in swarms“ (Damascius), 
and as being colourful with a luminating nucleus. This 
has led to the interpretation, that they might have been 
meteorites. It was rumoured that they had abilities for 
prophecy and magical powers.54

Following Fick55, they were “naturally shaped stones, 
unworked by human hand, to which numinous charac-
teristics were ascribed”.

The best-known historic example is the Elagabal of 
Emesa. We owe an elaborate description of the baetyl 
itself and the related rituals by Emperor Marcus Aurelius 
Antonius (204–222 AD), who was the hierophant of its 
cult. Herodian characterised Elagabal in his History of the 
empire of Marcus Aurelius as a „very large stone, round 
underneath and peaked at the top; it (therefore) has 

49  Hutter 1993: 104. The twin pillars Jachin and Boaz, which are 
said to have been erected by Salomon in front of the temple in 
Jerusalem, are commonly related to mașșebots. They are however 
defined in the Bible as ´ammûd, (column) not as maṣṣēbot. 
Although they also had a cultic function, their primary purpose 
was to mark the passage from the profane to the sacred world: 
Grässer 1973: 46.

50  Dohmen 1995: 730.
51  Grässer 1973: 35–38.
52  Herennius Philon: FGrH III C, 790, 2.
53  Asmus 1911: 121,26–123,2.
54  Fauth 1979: 806.
55  Invoked to Gese, Höfner and Rudolph 1970: 191f.; Fauth 1975: 

806–808; Kron 1992: 59 f, 63f.

a conic shape, and it is coloured black, which is related 
to the holy legend, that it fell from the sky”.56.

It remains unclear how the transformation of the 
term baitylos from a description of unworked stones 
and meteorites to religiously venerated aniconic steles 
and other “sacred” stones happened. It has been sug-
gested on various occasions, that the term baitylos may 
be a semantic transfer from a Semitic term, related to 
the place-name „Bethel“ which is mentioned in the Bibli-
cal Jacob narrative, i.e., bet´il, (Hebrew for “house of El/
God“).57 However, in which sense the term baitylos was 
in use in the ancient Greek parlance before Late Antiq-
uity has not been extensively researched. At the close 
of Antiquity the term baetyl was and is commonly used 
synonymously for all types of cult steles and cultic vener-
ated stones.

A number of objects that have been described as ba-
ethyls are known from Phoenician contexts. Examples 
include stones from Kommos on Crete, but also west-
ern Phoenician steles like those found in Mozia near San 
Pantalo at Sicily or Mogador in Morocco. Besides their 
association with temples, they are also located in open 
air sanctuaries known as bamah. Further Phoenician ex-
amples were discovered at the so called Ma´abed in Am-
rit or at the Eshmun sanctuary at Bustan el-Sheikh near 
Sidon.58 These steles are mainly pillar shaped or conic 
and erected on a plinth or set into a rectangular slot.59 

Related stone objects of Bronze Age Crete belonging 
to the Minoan and Mycenaean period are probably not 
baethyls in the Levantine sense. Examples are known 
from Pylakopi, Gournia, and Mallia.

They can be rounded, egg-shaped or similar to ste-
les.60 Besides the objects themselves, a number of im-
ages on small fiancé plaques have been discovered in the 
shaft graves of Knossos, showing libation scenes in front 
of pillar-shaped or rounded objects. This custom of sac-
rificing in front of cultic venerated stone objects brings 
them in reach of Levantine customs.61

The most popular piece of the antique was a cone-
shaped stone from Paphos on Cyprus, which was vener-
ated as a representation of Aphrodite. The related sanc-
tuary was passed down since the Bronze Age, from the 
late 13th to the end of the 4th century AD.62 

The holy stone and its cult were famous in antiquity 
and a number of authors, including Homer and Tacitus, 
referred to it.63 The first images of the Paphos stone are 
known from Roman coins.

Neither the stone itself or its setting has been found 
in either the Late Bronze Age building or in the succeed-

56  Fick 2004: 157–161.
57  Fauth 1979: 807.
58  Markoe 2003: 122–129.
59  Markoe 2003: 124.
60  Warren 1990: 203–206.
61  Warren 1990: 193.
62  Kron 1992: 61.
63  Maier and Karageorghis 1984: 81.
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ing Roman temple. A roughly worked, conic black stone, 
1.22 m in height, was, however, discovered near the 
Roman pillar hall and may be Aphrodite´s stone lying in 
a secondary position.64 

Nefeš

A tradition of stone adoration in the Aramaic city-states, 
reaching back to the first half of the 1st millennium BC, 
can be inferred by the etymology of certain personal and 
place names. Examples are Ancient Sikkān, identified 
with Tell Fecheriya (Fig. 1, no. 32) and Aramaic Nisibis, 
nowadays Nusaybin (Fig. 1, no. 36) on the Syro-Turkish 
border. The identification of Sikkān was made possible by 
an Assyro-Aramaic bilingual inscription on a stele found 
on the site. First references this place-name from clay 
tablets dating back to the 2nd millennium BC mention 
a settlement of that name near the river Chabur. Lipinski 
suggested the etymological affinity for this place name to 
the term skn used in the 3rd millennium BC.

In contrast, Nisibis was first mentioned as an Aramaic 
settlement in the 1st millennium BC.65 The name Nisibis 
can be derived from the Assyrian term Naṣībīna. Its root 
nṣb, to erect something, is mainly used in the context of 
erecting (sacred) pillars. Lipinski concludes that the city 
may have been a cult centre for a holy stone alluded to 
in the Early Iron Age.66 

Furthermore, he presumes, that the Hebrew maṣṣēbā 
with its root mṣbt, and the root nṣb, to which the Ara-
maic *naṣībīn as well as the Arabic naṣub refer, could be 
related to the erection of cult stones as the baetyls.

In addition, in Aramaic texts in the Old Testament, the 
Hebrew maṣṣēbā is translated to qām.

The terminus qām was often purposed in Aramaic per-
sonal names, which commonly imply the name of a de-
ity or the term god itself, for example Qāmu-ma-´ilum, 
“baetyl of god”, found in the Mari texts dating to the 7th 
century BC, or Ba ´lum-qāmum, “Ba´al is a baethyl”.

These personal names are further evidence showing 
baethyls being identified with deities and interacting with 
adorants. Another instance is Ša-ma-´ -Qá-am-lí – “The 
baethyl paid attention to me” – indicating the stone´s 
sentience.67

An Aramaic inscription on a stele from Zincirli (Fig. 1, 
no. 37), discovered in 2008, sheds new light to this inter-
pretation. It shows the image of a seated male, feasting 
next to an inscription and dates back to the last third of 
the 8th century BC.68 The inscription indicates, that the 
erector of the stele commissioned it as a resting place 
for his soul after his death, so that he could take part in 

64  Maier and Karageorghis 1984: 98–99.
65  Lipinski 2000: 599.
66  Lipinski 2000: 110.
67  Lipinski 2000: 600.
68  Pardee 2009: 51–52.

the feasts and celebrations of commemorating the an-
cestors.69 In this case, the cult steles was part of the an-
cestral cult, as is mentioned in text sources from Ugarit. 
It is an extraordinary example of such a cult stele, which 
is typically aniconic.70

Memorials of the dead called nefeš (soul) in the Na-
batean cultural provenience can only be mentioned 
briefly. They appear as buttresses or as reliefs of baethyls 
on grave monuments.71 

Cult steles and cult stones –  
archaeological context

Although an extensive number of publications concern-
ing cult steles and –stones have been written, many are 
focused on philological aspects of classification. The ar-
chaeological features themselves are usually relegated to 
appendices or buried in annotations. Therefore, I would 
like to contribute a summary of the archaeological evi-
dence below. I intend to focus on the Levant and adjoin-
ing areas where a classification to the relevant philo-
logical terms sikkanum and massebot has been made by 
linking the archaeological features to written sources or 
by indirect relations to the corresponding cultural con-
text (Figs 1–2).

Sikkanum

In 1954 André Parrot excavated the central courtyard of 
the Temple of Nini-Zaza in Mari (Fig. 1, no. 26), which 
dates to the 3rd millennium BC. He discovered a coni-
cal stone pillar in the centre of a courtyard, which he 
compared to a row of standing stones from Gezer in Is-
rael which was already well known at that time. Parrot 
named the stone as a baetyl in his publication one year 
later, a term he was familiar with in the ancient Greek 
sources.

The conically shaped stone pillar in question was 1.50 
m high and made of coarse basalt. There was no trace 
of an associated pedestal or any other foundation struc-
ture, and the pillar was not found in situ. In Parrot`s re-
construction, it originally rested on the compacted clay 
floor of the temple´s courtyard.72 

Further excavations in 2006 and 2007 revealed the 
massif rouge, a plateau of mudbricks, on which a ritual 
complex containing the northern temples had been built. 
In the Temple Nord 2 a 0.46 x 0.18 x 0.14 m limestone 
feature was revealed in 2007. Traces of a road, which was 

69  Pardee 2009: 62.
70  The aniconic representation of baethyls and related constructions 

as a main characteristic is discussed broadly elsewhere, but in my 
opinion with no satisfying results yet. See further: Nunn 2010; 
Mettinger 1995.

71  Kühn 2005: 101.
72  Parrot 1971: 156–157.
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interpreted as a via sacra, conjoining the sacred area of 
the massif rouge with the Nini-Zaza-temple in the south 
had been investigated in the previous year. Jean-Marie 
Durand`s excavations in 1952 in the massif rouge area re-
vealed a further standing roughly worked stone slab, in its 
north-eastern corner. It was 1.20 m in height and approxi-
mately 0.70 m thick. Another nearly unworked stone was 
found lying directly beneath this stele. A small test trench 
revealed that an uncertain number of smaller worked 
stone slabs once accompanied the foundation in this area 
which the excavators interpreted as an alignment.73

In the 1960s, excavations in Ebla (Fig. 1, no. 26) re-
vealed related features from Middle Bronze Age con-
texts, which had not been linked to the custom of the 
veneration of aniconic stones at that time. They include 
a cella at Temple D, containing a stele, 1.20 m high and 
made of basalt, which was found still erected and in situ. 
In front of it lay a shallow slab with two impressions 
which probably was the site of sacrifices. A further stone 
object, a decorated basin, was located in a niche of the 
cella. Another stele, 1.03 m in height, was found leaning 
on the south-western wall outside of the cella.74

Steles from the so-called Stelenstraße (Street of the 
Steles) in Tell Chuera (Fig. 1, no. 26; Fig. 3) were excavat-
ed in 1958. It is an alignment made up of an unspecified 
number of two to three meter high, roughly hewn stone 
slabs, which are slightly pointed on their tops, still in situ 
at present. These stones are distributed on a 70 m long 
trajectory, which leads to a poorly preserved building, 
known as the Außenbau, an extramural building, whose 
purpose remains unclear. A path, running between the 
steles and even enclosing them, was made of smooth 
and accurately paved small cobble stones, which were 

73  Butterlin 2011: 95–100.
74  Nunn 2010: 138, see also: Matthiae 1989: 150–152, and pls 105–

106.

flattened on the surface. The steles had been embed-
ded 0.50 m deep in the ground, and there was no evi-
dence of any foundation or socket constructions. None 
of them was inscribed or decorated. Only one of the ste-
les stands out with its unique triangular profile, perhaps 
a later modification. The alignment most likely dates to 
the Early Bronze Age.75 

A feature found in the temple area of Ar-Rawda (Fig. 1, 
no. 7) has also been interpreted as a standing stone serv-
ing cultic purposes. This a 3.20 m tall and 0.50 m broad 
stone slab, which was encountered still in situ, stood in 
a round room with a diameter of 3.70 m. Benches were 
running along the walls, which were interpreted by the 
excavators as a possible shelf for votive offerings. The 
room was located at the northern end of a temenos wall 
surrounding a complex of buildings, which is interpreted 
as a temple district.76 The subsequent rooms contained 
plastered basins, which were probably used for cult ac-
tivities such as libations.77 The temple dates from the 
Early Bronze Age IV, to the end of the 3rd millennium BC.78

A similar feature was discovered in Munbāqa (Fig. 1, 
no. 22), ancient Ekalte. This so called Steinbau/Stone 
Construction 4, is a cult building belonging to the Late 
Bronze Age city, located adjacent to the northern gate.79 
Steinbau 4 is an east west oriented temple in ante with 
adjacent rooms.80 Two stone pillars are associated with 
this structure. The larger is rectangular, 1.20 m high ex-
ample stands on the base of the stairway connecting 
the entrance vestibule to the temple. At its base were 
various slabs, some of which covered a pit in which frag-

75  Moortgat 1960: 9.
76  Castel 2010: 123.
77  Nunn 2010: 138.
78  Castel 2010: 123.
79  Blocher et al. 2008: 92.
80  Blocher et al. 2008: 96.

Fig. 3. Stele alignment from Tell Chuera, dated approximately Early Bronze Age. A relation to a street is assumed, a possible 
relationship to a cult building is not proven (photos by N. Scheyhing)
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ments of a stone vessel, which the excavators believe 
was ritually destroyed and deposited.81

South west of the outer door of the complex, another 
roughly worked stone pillar was found in-situ, leaning 
against the north-western wall of a plastered niche of 
the temenos wall.82 

A nearly quadratic standing stone in Tell Qarqur 
(Fig. 1, no. 8) was found in a badly damaged building, 
that might have been a temple in antis. It is likely to date 
to the Early Bronze Age at around 2350–2200 BC. The 
roughly hewn stone which was not completely excavated 
reached a height of 0.80 m.83

A similar Late Bronze Age feature of roughly worked local 
stone was discovered in Tell Bazi (Fig. 1, no. 23) in 2007.84

The relationship of the alignment of steles in Assur 
(Fig. 1, no. 26) to the Levantine standing stones is still 
debated.85 In Assur, 167 stones were aligned along a Late 
Bronze and Early Iron Age yard or street, between the city 
walls and the suburbia. They are known to be erected by 
Salmanassar III around 840 BC.86 Some of these stones 
are roughly worked in form of pillars or steles, while oth-
ers were finely worked and decorated. Most of them 
were inscribed, mentioning names and ancestry of kings 
and nobles, as well as of functionaries. If related to the 
context of the sikkanatum mentioned in Ugaritic texts, 
they could be seen in the context of an ancestor cult and 
therefore should be considered in this discussion.87

Mașșebot

Perhaps the best known excavated complex of stand-
ing stones referred to as mașșebots is known from the 
Gezer (Fig. 1, no. 11) alignment on a hilltop, forming a so-
called „High Place“ as described in the Old Testament. 
A row of ten roughly worked steles runs from north to 
south. They are 1.57–3.16 m in height, have a diameter 
of 0.35–1.40 m at the bottom and  0.38–0.76 m at the 
top and are made of local limestone. In front of the fifth 
and sixth stele, as seen from the north, lay a rectangular 
stone block with a depression on its surface. Its purpose 
is highly debated, as there are no traces either for a use 
as a water basin, as a fireplace nor as an enclosure of 
another pillar or eventually an Ashera-tree. Although 
the site is generally dated to the Middle Bronze Age IIC, 
this dating is debateable. Near these steles some older 
graves and a Late Bronze Age ceramic deposition was 
found which also contains a bronze figurine of a naked, 

81  Blocher et al. 2008: 104–105.
82  Blocher et al. 2008: 115.
83  Castel 2010: 72.
84  Castel 2010: 78. Further examples from Tell Qarqur and Tell Bazi 

were made known to to Castel directly by the excavators but are 
still unpublished.

85  Canby 1976: 113–114.
86  Gressmann 1927: 123.
87  Andrae 1913: 11–16.

horned goddess, that underlines the cultic purpose of 
the site.88

Another High Place, Hebrew „Bamah,“ may have once 
existed in Nahariya (Fig. 1, no. 13). A partly preserved 
building found under a later temple on the site was inter-
preted by the excavators as a Middle Bronze Age sanctu-
ary. A number of large stones standing were erected in 
front of it, which, if they were mașșebots, could be seen 
as evidence for the existence of bamah that preceded 
a later sanctuary.89 

One of the newer discoveries is an alignment on Tel 
´Ashir (Fig. 1, no. 2), which was excavated in 1981 and 
1982. The construction consists of 16 roughly worked 
steles made of limestone or sandstone, running in 
a scattered line from northwest to southeast. They are 
between 0.30–1.26 m high and 0.04 x 0.75 to 0.09 x 0.30 
m in diameter and rounded on top. In between them, 
the ground was paved by sandstone slabs, while pebble 
stones were used to stabilise the ground. The site dates 
to the Late Bronze Age and may have replaced an earlier 
construction of the Middle Bronze Age. It could also be 
interpreted as a bamah.90

The Early Iron Age (10th century BC) temple of stratum 
XI in Arad (Fig. 1, no. 30) seems to be a reuse of a former 
open-air sanctuary. The cella of the rectangular building 
was equipped with a niche on its western wall, which 
could be reached by three steps. There, an elaborately 
worked stele with a rounded top was discovered. Two 
more, but more roughly worked steles leaned against the 
northern and southern wall.91 Another two stone ped-
estals were found in front of the entrance of the cella, 
which may have been supported by wooden posts or 
stands. In the front courtyard, a quadratic altar, made of 
soil and cobble stones was found. As it shows traces of 
heat and might have been used for fire sacrifices.92 

A similar feature was found in the Early Bronze Age 
Stratum II of Hartuv (Fig. 1, no. 4). A presumed cult build-
ing was partly excavated. A large rectangular room facing 
a courtyard might have been roofed, as five flat stones, 
possibly bases of wooden pillars, were found in its mid-
dle axis. Opposite the entrance at least ten stone slabs 
with a maximum height of 1.20 m leaned against the 
wall. These steles were slightly worked with a smooth 
surface and round edges, while two had a rectangular 
shape. In front of two of the steles ashy material and 
burnt animal bones were found on a narrow bench made 
of pebble stones. The excavators proposed that a further 

88  Zwickel 1994: 64–67.
89  Zwickel 1994: 39. Zwickel correctly mentions that the standard of 

the publication is poor, and a planned new publication by Sharon 
Zuckerman would have shed more light on the matter, but was not 
realised before her death in 2014.  

90  Ayalon and Gophna 2004: 155–165.
91  Aharoni 1968 speculates, that these might have been mașșebots, 

which were not in use anymore and therefore had been stored 
there.  

92  Aharoni 1968: 18–19.
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flattened stone, perhaps another stele that was found in 
an adjoining small chamber, was later used as an “offer-
ing table”.93

At Tell Rehov a building dating to the Early Bronze Age 
IIB was excavated, which was interpreted as a sanctuary. 
It contained of a spacious courtyard, oven, clay bins and 
benches as well as a mud-brick pedestal in the northeast, 
which formed the basis for a pebble packing, on which 
three small, upright, unworked stones were placed facing 
the big courtyard. Fragments of a broken pottery altar 
were found in front of the stone slabs, making it likely 
that their identification as mașșebots by the excavators 
is correct.94 

In Tell el-Ḥayyāt (Fig. 1, no. 15), six stone steles with 
a height of 0.75–1.0 m stood in front of cult building 4, 
dating to the Middle Bronze Age IIA. They were located 
near the northern extension of the anteroom of the rec-
tangular building. In front of each stone, a small stone 
slab was found. Slightly east of the complex, a limestone 
basin was located, which may have served for libation. 
The building and the stone cult complex was surrounded 
with a temenos wall.95 

At Tel Kitan (Fig. 1, no. 16), a row of up to ten steles96 
made of local river boulders was discovered in front of 
an ante temple of phase V, dating to the Middle Bronze 
Age IIB. Three pits plastered with pebbles, included in 
the alignment, may have been postholes or stone slots. 
In the middle of the row, a remarkable roughly shaped 
stone was found with distinctively modelled breasts and 
female genitals.97 

In phase XII (1850–1730 BC) of areal B in Megiddo / 
Tell el-Mutesellim (Fig. 1, no. 14), a number of stones 
are denominated as mașșebots by the excavators. They 
seemed to form lines, which were running in form of 
a quadrate.98

The Middle and Late Bronze Age layers of the Migdal 
temple of Shechem / Tell Balāţal (Fig. 1, no. 18) the exca-
vators also reported the presence of a mașșebā, which 
was destroyed by the workmen.99 This partially modelled 
altar-like stone, which may date to the Late Bronze Age, 
stood in a courtyard whose entrance was flanked by two 
flattened stones, which might have served as bases for 
further pillars, steles, or mașșebots.100 

At Beth Shean (Fig. 1, no. 19; Fig. 4), a temple com-
plex of the 14th century BC was partly unveiled by Rowe 

  93  Mazar, de Miroschedji and Porat 1996: 7–9.
  94  Mazar 1999: 18.
  95  Zwickel 1994: 44.
  96  The numbers mentioned vary in the literature vary between eight 

and ten. 
  97  Eisenberg 1977: 80–81.
  98  Loud 1948: 87–92. The publication mentions them only by 

describing them as quite a number and been erected partly on 
the soil, partly on stone foundations. The extensive stone pillars 
built into the wall of the so called “Schuhmacher’s temple” seem 
to be an architectural embellishment. 

  99  Zwickel 1994: 46–55.
100  Grässer 1972: 50–51.

in 1925–1928. Later excavations in 1983 reassured the 
dating. The complex contents of a central courtyard, in 
the east a rectangular room with a pedestal made of 
mudbricks, which is interpreted as an altar. At the south-
ern end of the yard, a quadratic room contains benches 
running along the walls. In its middle, a round, plastered 
pit, which is supposed to been used for fire sacrifices, 
was found. Behind the outer wall of this room, a corridor 
runs east towards another group of rooms, one contain-
ing another altar stone and one with an oven and a slot. 
Between these rooms, a mudbrick pedestal was discov-
ered. On it, a rounded stone pillar was found, standing 
on a foundation of unworked stones. In a small debris 
in front of it stood a basalt bowl.101 The pillar was also 
made of basalt and 0,5 m in height. Nearby, a stele dis-
playing a scene, showing a person adorating in front of 
the god Mekal, identified by a sanctification inscription 
of an Egyptian soldier, was found.102 Futhermore, in one 
of the adjacent chambers, another conical shaped stone 
with a size of 0.26 m was found, which might have been 
used as a mobile cult installation.103

The well-known “stele temple” in Hazor (Fig. 1, no. 25) 
most likely dates to the Late Bronze Age during the 14th–
13th century BC. It is a small, rectangular stone building 
with a cult niche and a pedestal. On the back side of the 
niche, ten steles made of basalt, with a height of 0.22–
0.65 m were erected. Embedded in the floor, they were 
only visible to a height of maximum 0.40 m. The fronts of 
these steles were worked flat, while their backs and tops 
were slightly rounded. One of the steles displayed a relief 
showing two uplifted arms accompanied by a sun and 
moon emblem. Beside of the stele, an orthostat show-
ing a lion and a male sitting statue was also deposited in 
the niche. In front of this composition, a shallow basalt 
plate with a size of 0.90–0.25 m was found, which was 
interpreted as for sacrificial purposes.104

Newer excavations of the last ten years unveiled 
a Middle Bronze Age a temple containing a standing 
stone precinct. Approximately thirty stone slabs of chalk 
and basalt stone were aligned along the walls. Several 
flat slabs were interpreted as offering tables and a huge 
round stone basin completed the complex. At the be-
ginning Late Bronze Age 15th century BC, the room was 
ceased to function by covering it by earth.105 Further-
more, the new excavations have also revealed an open-
air sanctuary of the Early Iron Age I in Area A. It consisted 
of a standing flattened basalt slab which seems to have 
a brocken top. This stone faced east, and was fixed to the 
ground by flattened recumbent stone slabs. On its north-
ern side, a circle of ten elongated and narrow basalt 

101  Mazar 1993: 216.
102  Mettinger 1995: 189.
103  Rowe 1930: 13.
104  Zwickel 1994: 165.
105  Ben-Tor 2013: 81–84.
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stones was erected. There were no traces of burning or 
other offering practices associated with these features.106 

The Middle Bronze Age Temple of the Obelisks in By-
blos (Fig. 1, no. 10) which dates between the 19th and 
16th century BC was equipped with circa 30 sand- or 
lime-stone obelisk-shaped pillars, morticed onto shal-
low stone pedestals. Sacrifices were probably deposited 
on stone slabs located in front of some of them. Small 
niches in some of the obelisks probably fulfilled the same 
function.107

A shrine found in Lachish (Fig. 1, no. 27). dates most 
probably to Iron Age IIA. It seemed to have contain only 
a single small 2.3 x 3.3 m room, with an entrance facing 
north-east. A basalt slab was discovered at the site of the 
former door-still. It was flattened on one side and slightly 
rounded towards the front. Its bottom is broken and its 
remaining size is approximately 0.25 x 0.10 m. Excepting 
the north-eastern wall, a shallow bench with a width of 
approximately 0.5 m, a maximum height of 0.4 m and 
built of stone ran along the walls. A number of ceramic 
cult stands and bowls, as well as a quadratic stone were 

106  Ben-Ami 2013: 101–104.
107  Jidejian 1971: 35.

found, concentrating at the western corner of the room. 
The basalt slab is thought to have served as an altar.

Just south the so-called sanctuary, a stone pillar was 
found still erected. It was a limestone, flat on one side, 
rounded on the others, with a height of 1.20 m and a di-
ameter of 0.60 x 0.95 m. It was founded by a fixture of 
three smaller, unworked stones, which were located 
in Stratum VI or V, dating its erection in Iron Age IIA at 
around 1100 BC. A round heap of burnt ashes was found 
in front of it. The excavators suggested, that it was visible 
at least till Iron Age IIC, maybe till the destruction of the 
city by Nebuchadnezzar in 588–586 BC.

Near that pillar, a pit was discovered on a street. It 
held amongst other things also four roughly dressed 
stones with a rectangular shape and a height of 0.60–0.70 
m. They were assumed to be further mașșebots, which 
were not used anymore and therefore been buried.108

In the excavations of 1912 in Beth Shemesh (Fig. 1, 
no. 29; Fig. 5), five pillars were explored in the layers of 
the Third City, which seems to be an Iron Age context. 
Sadly, they are not described in any way, besides that 
they had a “monumental appearance” and were found 

108  Aharoni 1974: 26–32.

Fig. 4. Discovery context of the stele from 
Beth Shean in its reconstructed location, with 
the embedded bowl lying in front (after: Rowe 
1930: pl. 21)
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in the middle of an area in front of the so-called hypo-
geum shaft.109 The plan of the section shows something 
that might have been an alignment of smaller stones 
and three pillar-shaped steles, one broken in the middle. 
Two were standing next to the shaft, facing east, while 
the southern one is nearly in line with the interrupted 
alignment.110 

Of no clear evidence is an installation at an Iron Age 
II building at Tirzah / Tell el-Far´a (Fig. 1, no. 32), located 
directly at the western city gate. A pillar base and a small 
basin was found. The basin with its measurement of 
only 0.48 x 0.6 m and just 0.3 m deep seems to have 
had a ritual purpose, as for other it would have been 
too small.111 A 1.80 m high stone pillar with a diameter 
of 0.40 x 0.40 m was found 2.50 m south of the pillar 
base in a later 7th century strata, but is reconstructed by 
the excavators as originally erected on the pillar base, 
which was founded in the 10th century. The purpose of 
the building, which grounded on a Middle Bronze Age 

109  Mackenzie 1913: 16.
110  Mackenzie 1913: pl. II.
111  Mettinger 1995: 155–157.

gate, is highly discussed, as well as if the location of the 
stele and the basin was a room or an open space.112 

Quite a number of stones referred to as mașșebot are 
known from the extensively excavated Iron Age site Tel 
Dan (Fig. 1, no. 24; Fig. 6). Debris adjacent to the city 
wall, which may have been the result of the Assyrian de-
struction in 733/732 BC, included three stone slabs that 
were found still erect, beside a further stele with inscrip-
tions. They had a maximum height of 1.17 m, 0.73 m and 
0.50 m respectively. In front of the largest stone, a large 
basalt bowl was found, which held traces of burning and 
ashes.113 Around 40 m from the outer part of the main 
gate, five more mașșebots had been discovered on a flag-
stone pavement.114 

The most interesting construction was discovered at 
the inner threshold of the gate. A 4.50 m long bench and 
a square shallow pedestal, with one step apron, made of 
ashlar limestones was found at the right site. On three 
corners of the pedestal, small columns with decorated 
bases had been found. The excavators link this feature 

112  Bernettt and Keel 1998: 55–57.
113  Biran and Naveh 1995: 2–3.
114  Biran and Naveh 1995: 6.

Fig. 5. The five possible steles from Beth Shemesh were only mentioned in a short note, and recorded in this plan (after: 
Mackenzie 1913, pl. II)
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to the Biblical text passages115 which mention city gates 
as places of judgement where kings and governors spoke 
right over wrong.116 A stone slab stood left of the pedes-
tal at the corner meeting the gate wall.117

In Bethsaida (Fig. 1, no. 28), a ritual complex re-
sembling a shrine was discovered in a niche of the 
northern tower of the outer gateway. It consisted of 
a 1.53 x 1.53 m large rectangular pedestal made of rough 
stones, with two stairs leading to it. A rectangular basin 
made of basalt rested on top of it, which was accom-
panied by fragments of a stele that is thought to have 
stood behind it. It is decorated by a crudely modelled 
and highly schematised human figure with a bull´s head 
with a sword attached to its midriff.

Left of the pedestal, at the corner of the gateway, 
a further 1.24 m high basalt stele with a rounded top and 
smooth surface was discovered standing in situ affixed to 
the wall. Further associated features include two more 
aniconic stones, and a bench running along the wall. Re-
mains of an obelisk-shaped stele which may have tum-
bled from a pedestal was found at the southern corner of 
the inner gate suggesting that the elaborate installation 
at the outer gate was mirrored by a similar construction 
inside the fortification, so that the ancient inhabitants 
would have had a stele at their right when entering or 
leaving the city. This ritual complex is dated by Iron Age 
II “incense cups” that were found in the basin.118 

Only mentioned in a footnote by an excavator via 
email is a possible installation in Kuntillet ´Ağrud (Fig. 1, 
no. 31). A room in a L-shaped buttress of the gateway of 
the Iron Age fortress contained benches running along 
the walls. A number of pithoi-sherds with inscriptions 

115 1 Kings 22:10, 2 Sam 19:8, 2 Kings 23:8.
116 Biran 1974: 44–48.
117  Unfortunately, there are no further information published. The 

only reference is found on the excavation´s website https://
teldan.wordpress.com/discoveries/, and as a note at Mettinger 
(1995: 166), who cites personal information by Avner and Biran. 

118  Bernett and Keel 1998: 2–7.

mentioned the room and related it to cultic purposes by 
listing also names of gods venerated there. Following the 
passed down information of the excavator, in that room 
were also two flat stone slabs with a size of 0.50–0.60 m 
and a quadratic stone slab, interpreted as an offering ta-
ble, discovered.119

The appearance of cult steles at gates is not restricted 
to the Iron Age, as a feature from Early Bronze Age II 
Beth Yerah (Fig. 1, no. 3) illustrates. A large120, flat steles 
with a rounded top and a hole at the middle of the up-
per part leaned at the right hand side of the outside wall 
of the gate. It was fixed by three ashlar stones placed 
in front of it. The excavators suppose, that the complex 
might have been a shrine, related to seafaring, as the 
stele is shaped like the anchors of that period.121 

A similar, but not identical situation was discovered in 
a small room in the casemate of the Late Bronze Age city 
wall of Tall Zira´a (Fig. 1, no. 20). Its entrance was accom-
panied by two cylindrical basalt stones ,which may have 
served as the bases of wooden pillars. A mașșabot with 
a flattened bottom and conical top was recovered in the 
inner right corner of the room.122 Another small massebā 
from an Early Iron Age (private?) house in Stratum 12 or 
13, may have been erected in an on a yard next to col-
umns and two fireplaces. Gropp interprets this massebā 
in the context of private cult.123

One very early possible feature originates from the 
highly exceptional Late Pre-Pottery Neolithic B – site 

119  Bernett and Keel 1998: 60–61.
120  No measurements are found in the publication, as well as no 

further information due the material or state of work. 
121  Greenberg 2011: 43–44.
122  Viewegerta and Häser 2007: 151.
123  Gropp 2013: 533. A couple of finds were also interpreted similarly, 

for example from an Iron Age 1 foundation of a mudbrick wall – 
Gropp 2013: 433, from outside an Iron Age II building and from 
a pit outside and east of the same building – Gropp 2013: 627–
648; another example was found in the colluvium – Gropp 2013: 
851.

Fig. 6. The supposed cult platform in the 
Iron Age Gate of Tel Dan. A small stone stele 
is visible at the left corner (photo by Mboesch, 
Creative Commons)
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at ´Ain Ghazal (Fig. 1, no. 1), dating to the 8th and 7th 
millennium BC. The settlement includes quite a num-
ber of constructions with possible cultic purpose, which 
have been interpreted by the excavators as temples 
and shrines, though they are all without any parallels in 
their construction and architecture. A rectangular build-
ing, explored in 1996, which was only partly preserved, 
showed traces of usage in two or three phases. In the 
middle of the one-room-building three limestone blocks 
with a height of approximately 0.70 m and a diameter 
of roughly 0.25 x 0.35 m were found, the outer two of 
which were still in situ, the middle one dislodged. The 
stones were only slightly worked. In the earliest phase, 
a rectangular structure made of red painted lime plaster 
and a round pavement of flat limestones was discovered, 
which was thought to be a fireplace. The second phase 
included a platform made of stone in a size of 1 x 1 m at 
the northern end of the row of standing stones.124

A few further possible mașșebots could be mentioned 
here, but are omitted due to inconclusive evidence.125

Conclusions

Due to the increasing appearance of aniconic standing 
stones in what are seen to be cult context, the venera-
tion of such objects can be seen as characteristic for 
Palestine.126 As already mentioned, their chronological 
development and approximated origin are not ascertain-
able. The custom of erecting and venerating stone ob-
jects is already spread throughout the entire distribution 
area at the Early Bronze Age, their origin still remains 
unknown.127

Although Zwickel suggested, that the custom of erect-
ing these stones ended in the Late Bronze Age, some 
new finds from the Early Iron Age have now disproved 
this assumption.128 Moreover, the extent to which these 
earlier standing stones are reflected upon in the later 
baitylos-cult and in which relation they stand to the cult 
stones of the Aegean islands is unclear. The regional dis-
tribution of this phenomenon is also problematic. Most 
examples are known from Israel, Palestine and western 
Jordan, the area explored by scholars who were aware of 
Biblical sources. While a substantial number of standing 
stones are known from the rest of Jordan, Lebanon lacks 
any examples outside of Byblos. The Syrian examples 

124  Rolefson 1998: 50–51.
125  For example, a fragment from the so called „Bull Site“ in the 

Samarian hills, could also be interpreted as an altar – Mazar 1982: 
27–42, further the stone slabs from the so called “Schumachers 
Temple” at Megiddo – Mettinger 1995: 157 – 161, are more likely 
to have served an architectural purpose. 

126  Zwickel 1994: 72.
127  Avner assumes that they originated in desert complexes, the 

problems of their interpretation and dating were already 
discussed above.

128  Zwickel 1994: 200.

concentrate mainly in the well-investigated areas of the 
West and the Jezirah. South east Syrian Mari appears to 
be an isolated location. This patchy distribution may be 
related to the size of the stones. While isolated Syrian 
large stones might have been related to mașșebots, it 
seems conceivable that smaller examples did exist, but 
have been confused with architectonical elements. The 
same might be the case in Iraq. Perhaps Mesopotamian 
steles can be related to our standing stones, but most of 
the known examples are inscribed and thus outside the 
bounds of our enquiry. Various authors have tried to dif-
ferentiate the mașșebots from other steles by defining 
them as being strictly aniconic. Though, a number of re-
lated standing stones display inscriptions or relief work, 
like the stele from Hazor (Fig. 1, no. 25) with its raised 
hands, or the example from Bethsaida. It is imaginable 
that the erectors would have seen no problem in carving 
motifs on supposable aniconic items. The very most of 
them remain aniconic, however, and decorated examples 
presumably were primarily meant as aniconic characters 
or the symbolisation of the aniconic principle. The steles 
from Assur but also Hittite and Luwian examples, which 
are already linked philologically to the anionic standing 
stones, serve as examples.

As the category which is discussed the most when it 
comes to stone objects with a cultic purpose, there are 
attempts to typologise the mașșebots. They have been 
separated into: 1) simple, nearly unworked, erected 
stones, 2) flattened slabs in most cases with a rounded 
top (which make up the largest number), 3) conic or half 
conic examples with one flat side, 4) approximate ob-
eliscoid mașșebots, and 5) roughly quadratic examples. 
These subclasses display limited regional and temporal 
foci. It seems, for instance, that obeliscoid examples con-
centrate at Byblos, and Middle Bronze Age mașșebots 
seem to be generally large and roughly worked, while the 
later standing stones are usually smaller.129 

The above-mentioned standing stones occur in three 
different contexts. They appear in cult buildings and 
sanctuaries, where they are placed in niches or along 
walls, as in Arad (Fig. 1, no. 30) or Hazor (Fig. 1, no. 25), 
while some others were erected in courtyards. In cases 
when they are found in entrances, they may have had 
a delimitating function, which may also be the reason 
why some were erected at city walls. Their presence at 
gates may have had the same purpose, but they may 
have also functioned as witnesses representing deities 
in legal disputes.130 Moreover these standing stones also 
appear at the so called „High Places“ or bamah, open air 
sanctuaries like in Gezer.131 

129  Lapp 1964, 36.
130  Two more, but not intensively published examples may be 

a fragment from Samaria – Wright 1959: 77, and another one 
from Tirzah – Grässer 1972: 52.

131  Grässer 1973: 50–52.
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Most likely, conic or half conic shaped small worked 
stones with a size of only 0.15–0.35 m which have been 
found in Hazor or Tall Zira´a may have been used as min-
iaturised representations of mașșebots for personal cult 
purposes in private houses.132 

While they are clearly linked to ritual practice and cult 
context by their identification in the text sources and 

132   Grässer 1973: 55–56.

their relation to cult installations, it seems that these 
stones were not limited to a function as ritual objects. 
By appearing in alignments, at hilltops and gates, they 
also defined areas as sacral spaces a function which they 
may have shared with Hittite ḫuwaši.
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