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Abstract
In the Negev and Sinai deserts, excavations of tens of cult and burial sites, radiometrically dated 
to the 6th to 3rd millennia BC, have yielded assemblages of artefacts and faunal remains. Many of 
the objects can confidently be identified as cult or mortuary offerings, while the animal bones are 
identified as remains of sacrifices and food offerings. 
This article describes finds from fifteen excavated cult and burial sites with standing stones, as 
well as from the “nawamis” tombs of Sinai. The nature and role of cult and mortuary offerings 
and sacrifices in past desert societies, is discussed within this context.

INTRODUCTION

The Negev and Sinai deserts are arid in the high mountains but hyper-arid in most of the area they cover. 
The average annual rainfall varies from 100 mm in the north, to 20 mm in the south (with the exception 
of the high mountains of southern Sinai). Summer temperatures are very high, as is evaporation rate, 
while vegetation cover is scanty and water sources are rare (Danin 1983). Even considering climatic 
amelioration in the past (e.g. Avner 2002: Ch. 7; Roskin et al. 2014; Clarke et al. 2015), these regions 
present challenging physical conditions, but are surprisingly rich in archaeological remains, beginning 
in early prehistory (e.g. Bar-Yosef 1985; Ginat et al. 2003). Around 6000 BC, the Negev and Sinai desert 
societies underwent a major economic transformation from a hunting and gathering mode of production 
to one based on farming and herding,1 an innovation adopted from the fertile zones of the Near East. 
From that time on, a religious revolution occurred in the desert, signified by a sudden abundance of 
cult and burial sites, each manifested by several different types. Presently, over 450 shrines of standing 
stones are recorded in the Negev and eastern Sinai as well as 220 open-air sanctuaries and other cult 
installations spanning four millennia.2 In addition, 363 mountain cult installations (“Rodedian” sites), 
are currently recorded in the southern Negev, some were erected as early as 7000 BC.3 Also, countless 
burial sites of various kinds were built in the desert areas, beginning in the 6th millennium BC, e.g. 
tumuli or cairn burials, nawamis tombs and tombs in rock shelters.4 Since only a third of the Negev 
has been covered by systematic archaeological survey, and much larger areas are still to be surveyed in 
Sinai, these numbers are far from being final; indeed, more sites are continually being discovered. 
	 Standing stones (Hebrew- maṣṣeboth, singular- maṣṣebah) are stones set vertically into the ground, 
varying in height and found either individually or in groups of repeating numbers (2, 3. 5, 7 and 9). 
Ancient Near Eastern texts indicate that maṣṣeboth were mainly perceived as embodying the power 

1 Avner 1998, 2002: Chs. 1,2,6,  2006; Goring-Morris 1993; Horwitz et al. 1999; Rosen et al. 2005; Rosen 2011; Babenko 
and Khassanov 2007; Bruins and van der Plicht 2005). 

2 Avner 1984, 1993, 2001, 2002; Rosen 2003, 2015, Arav et al. 2016.
3 Avner et al. 2014,  in press; Sohbati et al. 2015.  
4 Kochavi 1967, Haiman 1992a, 1993; Avner 2002: App. 1; Rosen et al. 2007, for the Nawamis tombs- see below.
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and spirit of deities. In this, they resemble statues of gods, though unlike statues they were unshaped 
in principle (c.f. Exodus 20:22 etc.) and therefore served as an abstract representation of the gods. 
Repeating numbers of maṣṣeboth in groups are identical to those of groups of deities later known from 
dedication inscriptions, mythologies and art. As such, groups of maṣṣeboth can be viewed as representing 
‘organic’ groups of deities (Avner 1984, 1993, 2000, 2002:Ch. 4, with references). 
	 In tombs, two types of maṣṣeboth were set. Those incorporated in the tomb’s perimeter, mostly 
on the eastern side and facing east, are explained as representing the deities that guard the tombs and 
the deceased. Maṣṣeboth set within tombs are usually narrow, set separately and face north; these are 
interpreted as representing the ancestors. Another distinction was made by past desert peoples between 
broad and narrow stones, as attested in maṣṣeboth of all periods. It is suggested that narrow stones 
represented male gods, while broad ones represented fertility goddesses.5

	 Here we address 15 excavated sites, one is Natufian, the others are dated to the 6th-3rd millennia 
BC. Seven of the sites are shrines with maṣṣeboth, eight are tumuli tombs, of which six also contain 
maṣṣeboth. A further section summarises the finds from a large group of nawamis tombs from southern 
Sinai. Most of the presented sites were excavated by the first author (Avner; those in eastern Sinai were 
excavated in 1982, before it was returned to Egypt),6 other excavators are mentioned in the text. Unless 
otherwise stated, all faunal remains were analysed by the second author (Horwitz). Next to the cult 
installations and tombs, or even inside them, hearths were found, which provided most of radiocarbon 
dates. In the text the dates are calibrated following OxCal 4.2, with mean values based on the dominant 
peak in the calibration curve. Other details are given in Table 1. 
	 The following is a brief description of the sites and finds, arranged from north to south (Fig. 1) and 
not in chronological order, with a particular focus on animal sacrifices and offerings (Tables 2, 3).

A. THE NEGEV HIGHLANDS

1. Rosh Zin, excavated by D. Henry (1976), is a habitation site dated to the Late Natufian culture ca.
11,000 BC, and is the earliest desert site to produce stone-built circular habitations. In one room, a stone 
base of a broken elongated maṣṣebah was found in situ, while its upper part lay nearby on the surface. 
The room in which the base was found (L. 4) appears to have been special. It was the largest in the site, 
unusually paved with flagstones and contained ornaments, including 187 Dentalium shells (beads), a 
seashell pendent and 17 fragments of decorated ostrich eggshell. The maṣṣebah is well-shaped, 118 cm 
high (the very top is missing) and described by the excavator as resembling a phallus (Fig. 2). At its 
base, a favissa was found with a cache of several stone and flint objects, interpreted as bearing symbolic 
significance (Fig. 3). These comprised: two grooved stones that could be used for straightening arrow 
shafts, but could also symbolise the vulva, as is known in later Levantine cultures (e.g. Stekelis 1972:25-
27, 33; Gopher and Orrelle 1996); a shaped stone disk that may also be symbolic, perhaps representing 
the sun, as is known in cultic context in later cultures7; and five flint cores that are described as unique in 
their size and symmetry (Henry 1976:318-19, and here at figure 3). Judging from later desert sites, the 
ornaments could also have served as offerings. As shown in Table 2, faunal remains were described for 
the site as a whole and were predominantly those of gazelle (Gazella cf. dorcas) and ibex (Capra ibex), 
but no details were published to permit their identification as food offerings. The maṣṣebah is actually 
the earliest presently known in the Near East, while the cache of stone artefacts is the first indication of 
offerings in a desert cult installation.

5 For the distinction between the two types of maṣṣeboth see Avner 2002: Ch.4; Arav et al. 2016. 
6 In 1996, a monograph containing a detailed report on the surveys and excavations in Sinai was submitted by Avner to the 

Egyptian government and to the Israel Antiquities Authority, but remains unpublished.
7 For example, a clay disk in the Early Bronze Age sanctuary quarter of Megiddo (Laud 1948: Pl. 103) and in Iron Age Tel 

Nasbeh (McCown 1947:204). More examples are known in Classical temples (see references in Avner 2015:402).
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2. Ramat Saharonim is a Late Neolithic-Chalcolithic mortuary and cult complex located in the
Ramon Crater in the central Negev, dated ca. 5500-4000. BC.8 It comprises 30 tumuli tombs, one namus 
tomb and four pairs of open-air sanctuaries (Rosen and Rosen 2003; Porat et al. 2006; Rosen et al. 
2007). Excavation of one tumulus tomb (T29) yielded a human interment with four Conus shell beads, 
interpreted as an anklet, and a lower forelimb (metacarpal) of an equid, identified as that of a very large 
wild ass (E. africanus africanus) or a small sized wild horse (E. caballus) (Rosen et al. 2007; Horwitz 
et al. 2011). 

B. THE SOUTHERN NEGEV

The ‘Uvda Valley, in the southern Negev, is an area with a dense settlement of agro-pastoralists, mainly 
dated to the 6th-3rd millennia BC. Habitation sites, agricultural installations, corrals and cult sites are 
concentrated on the eastern margin of the valley, near the ancient cultivated fields (Avner 1998, 2002: 
Ch. 2; Avner et al. 2003). Five maṣṣeboth shrines were excavated in this area, three of which yielded 
offerings and/or sacrificial remains.

3. ‘Uvda Site 100 is a tent camp with additional small structures. On the western end of the site a
shrine was built with a pair of maṣṣeboth and two stone cells, in front (east) and behind them. The front 
cell was partially preserved while the back cell was built of large rocks and better preserved. Finds within 
the cells were meagre; a few flint flakes, pottery sherds and unidentified bone splinters. However, in the 
front cell a trio of grinding stones was found at the feet of the maṣṣeboth, laid upside-down and covered 
by silt (Fig. 4). Two 14C dates from both cells were the same, ca. 4750 BC (Table 1:3). Since trios of 
grinding stones were found in additional maṣṣeboth shrines, their presence here seems meaningful, as 
discussed below. No faunal remains were recovered.

4. ‘Uvda Site 124/IV is a small stone-built habitation, comprising two rectangular rooms and an older
small circular courtyard, dated by ten 14C dates ca. 3100-2200 BC (Early Bronze (EB) I-IV, Table 1:4). 
Just south of the site, a broad maṣṣebah was set on an older, low wall dated to the 5th millennium BC, 
with a natural, unshaped stone basin next to the maṣṣebah. Excavation in front and behind the maṣṣebah 
uncovered many sickle blades, some Late Neolithic pottery sherds imported from the north, many local 
sherds of the 5th-3rd millennia BC, Red Sea shells, freshwater molluscs, and two trios of grinding stones 
(Fig. 5) covered by silt and small stones. 
	 In front and behind the maṣṣebah, an assemblage of 52 animal remains was found, comprising two 
bones of domestic goat (Capra hircus), 14 of domestic sheep or goat (Ovis aries/Capra hircus), eight 
of hare (Lepus capensis) while 28 were unidentified fragments (Tables 2, 3). All the sheep/goat bones 
represent young animals, including at least one foetus animal ca. one week old, as well as two animals 
aged ca. 2 years. Altogether 39 bones were burnt, comprising 77% of the remains.

5. ‘Uvda Site 124/XVII (Site 9 in the excavation numbers) is a habitation with two exposed layers,
dated to the late 4th and 3rd millennia BC (Figs. 6). Underlying layers, dated to the 5th and 6th millennia 
BC, were reached only in probes. 
	 The shrine was built just south of the habitation, with a broad maṣṣebah. On the surface level a 
rectangular stone platform was built, with a large flat stone which abuts the maṣṣebah, heavily cracked 
and bearing discolouration resulting from fire. Among the platform stones, pottery sherds of the EB IV 
were found (late 3rd millennium BC), while a hearth uncovered at the maṣṣebah base, 70 cm below, gave 
a 14C date of ca. 5880 BC (Figs. 7). A 14C date from a higher level hearth in a higher level was ca. 2750 
BC (Table 1:5). The hearth and the flat stone in the platforms can be interpreted as two different kinds 
of altars. The finds and 14C dates indicate that the shrine was in use for ca. 4000 years, similar to the 
time span of the adjacent habitation. The finds from the excavation included many pottery sherds and 
flint tools of the 5th-3rd millennia BC, among them a scraper (not tabular) and lunate-shaped sickle blade. 

8 The oldest date in the site is an OSL determination from Tomb 28, 7500±700 BP, i.e. a wide range of error; three 14C dates 
from the site were ca. 5100-4800 BC (Porat et al. 2006:10; Rosen et al. 2007:20).
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Both were the largest of their kind found in the ‘Uvda sites and are interpreted as offerings.
	 In front of the maṣṣebah, a trio of grinding stones was found (Figs. 7), laid upside down and covered 
by a low pile of small stones. Since the three ‘Uvda shrines mentioned here are close to each other (400 
and 700 m apart), near the past cultivated fields, and contained sets of grinding stones, it seems possible 
that the stone tools served a role in specific rituals rather than being just functional (see discussion 
below).
	 The small faunal assemblage (Tables 2, 3), comprised three bones of sheep/goat (one goat metacarpal 
and two sheep/goat tooth fragments), three pieces of ostrich (Struthio camelus) eggshell and 12 
unidentified mammalian long bone fragments, two of which were burnt.

C. EILAT BURIAL GROUND

The site is situated on the western fringe of the town, 2 km WNW of the Red Sea shore and adjacent
to a junction of ancient roads. When discovered, in 1987, it was found to have been both robbed in 
antiquity and heavily damaged in modern times. Ten tumuli tombs were preserved and excavated. In 
eight of them multiple secondary burials were found (Eshed and Avner in press) and in three tombs 
animal bones were found together with the human remains. The site is dated by artefacts and ten 14C 
dates from ca. 5500 to 4450 BC (Late Neolithic-Early Chalcolithic. Table 1:6). This is actually the oldest 
site in the Negev with tumuli burials safely dated, marking the beginning of a mortuary tradition that 
lasted four millennia.

	 Despite the robbery and damage, many artefacts were still found in the tombs and numerous 
features indicated major innovations in burial customs and complex symbolism. Evidence was found 
for intensive ancestral cult activity and a rich corpus of symbolism relating to life and fertility.9  Three of 
the Eilat tombs which yielded animal offerings are described here.

6. Eilat Tumulus V is a circular tomb divided by a low wall into two cells (Figs. 8). In one cell,
three individual maṣṣeboth were set in a row, facing north. At the foot of the western one, clearly 
anthropomorphic though unshaped, a ‘nest’ of six human skulls was found. In the other cell, a single 
maṣṣebah was set (three other tombs also contained maṣṣeboth within the cells). On the eastern 
perimeter of the tomb a pair of broad maṣṣeboth was set, with a stone pavement at their feet that served 
as an offering bench. On the bench a polished axe was laid, made of a hard, fine-grained igneous rock 
(Figs. 9a). Similar arrangements of pairs of broad maṣṣeboth were found in the front (east) of four out 
of the ten preserved tombs, and in another tomb- a single, large and broad maṣṣeboth was similarly 
set. Inside Tomb V secondary interments of at least six deceased were found, disturbed but with ample 
artefacts, including 182 small disk beads made from seashells, other types of beads, other seashells, 
fragments of granite grinding stones, flint items, copper nodules (Fig. 9b-e). The polished axe was most 
probably laid as an offering to the pair of maṣṣeboth, while the finds inside the tomb were for the dead, 
reflecting a belief that their needs in the afterlife were similar to those when alive. No faunal remains 
were recovered from this tomb.

Around Tomb V and the neighboring Tomb IV, 66 hearths were found, ca. 50 cm in diameter and 
10-20 cm deep (Fig. 10); additional hearths were found near other tombs in the site. Nine of the 14C
dates of the Eilat burial ground were obtained from these hearths. Since hearths were also found in
other sites next to maṣṣeboth shrines or tombs, they seem to be pertinent to the cult activity preformed
at desert ritual sites (See discussion below).

7. Eilat Tumulus VI is one of a cluster of originally four attached tombs, of which two survived
(Fig. 11). Its structure is unusual as its larger then all others and divided into four burial cells. 
Disturbed bones of both human and animals were found in all cells, as well as underneath the cells’ 
construction stones. This may mean that the tomb was built after the locality was already used for burial. 

9 A monograph on the site, including analysis of the burial customs and symbols, has been submitted to the Israel Antiquities 
Authority but remained unpublished. Synopsis of the monograph see in Avner 2002: App. 1. Following the dig, eight tumuli 
tombs, two open sanctuaries and four cult installations were moved and reconstructed outside a new neighborhood that was 
built on the site.
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Finds included: a flint tabular scraper, a fragment of sandstone bowl decorated by relief, a shell bowl 
made of Lambis truncata sebae, other shells and coral fragments (Fig. 12), shell and faience beads, 
fragment of ostrich eggshell, garnet crystals, copper nodules and a pointed bone tool.

Animal bones recovered included remains of five different taxa: a left mandible of a young sheep/
goat (Ovis aries/Capra hircus) with the unworn third molar present (Payne ware stage 1) and a loose 
fragment of lower first or second molar. The animal is aged ca. 2 years old, based on the state of tooth 
eruption and lack of wear on both teeth. Two further remains (a femur and a vertebral fragment) identified 
as those of sheep/goat may belong to the same young caprine. Also recovered were eight bones of hare 
(Lepus capensis) belonging to the same animal (a left mandible, a pelvis, three metatarsals, a vertebra 
and a long bone shaft, either a femur or a tibia). Remains of an unidentified medium-sized mammal, 
most probably sheep/goat (a femur and vertebral fragment). Three long bones of an unidentified rodent 
were found (femur, tibia and humerus). In addition, three species of birds were identified; three bones 
of a quail (Coturnix coturnix, a right ulna, right radius and right 1st phalanx), three bones of black kite, 
a raptor (Milvus migrans; a right ulna, right radius, right 1st phalanx) and a fragmented distal ulna of an 
unidentified bird. 

8. Eilat Tumulus VII belongs to the same cluster of four attached tombs (Fig. 11). It has a rectangular
cell with rounded corners and two maṣṣeboth were set in the center, facing north. The burial cell was 
found disturbed, with scattered human and animal bones, Artefacts, including flint blades, fragments of 
sandstone bowls and a pallet, one decorated by relief, fragments of grinding stones, 32 small glazed talcos 
beads, seashells and seashell beads, ostrich eggshell fragments and a thin copper bead (Figs. 13a-d).10 
The tomb was surrounded by a stone-paved belt, partially preserved, which served as an offering bench. 
On the pavement several unique artefacts were found: an ordered pile of 31 flint tabular scrapers with the 
largest laid on top, all of a high quality execution, a sandstone bowl fragment decorated  in relief  and a 
small “HaParsah” arrowhead (Figs. 14a-c). 
	 Animal bones were found inside the disturbed burial cell, also below the cell stones. They included 
three bones of Cape hare (humerus, femur and metatarsal) and two bones of an unidentified rodent 
(humerus and femur).

D. THE SINAI PENINSULA

9. Darb al-Hajj I is a tumulus tomb with a group of five maṣṣeboth, located ca. 40 km WNW of Eilat.
It is one element in a cluster of sites including many hut and tent bases spread over an area of 500 x 500 
m, and several habitation units with circular courtyards and rooms. The cluster is situated adjacent to an 
ancient road known as Darb al-Hajj and close to the seasonal water hole of Muyat Galla. It was surveyed 
and partly excavated by B. Kozloff (1981, see also Rothenberg and Glass 1992, site 712). The cluster is 
generally dated to the 5th-4th millennia BC.
	 The tumulus was built on the SW edge of the cluster, on the bank of Wadi Galla. The burial cell 
was found partially opened and contained a single skull fragment of a young male individual. The 
maṣṣeboth were incorporated on the tomb’s east perimeter and faced east, with an offering bench at their 
feet. Indeed, they comprise an original triad, with a pair that was added later on the right side (Fig. 15). 
Just below the base of the tomb and the maṣṣeboth, an Epi-Paleolithic, Ramonian occupation level was 
uncovered (Goring-Morris and Avner 1986).
	 The faunal remains (Table 2) were found next to the offering bench and comprised five unidentifiable 
fragments of mammalian bone, all less than 10 cm in length. Although no species determination was 
possible, the bones represent terrestrial mammals (e.g. ungulates or carnivores) and not birds or reptiles. 

10 Since burial in the site ceased in the second half of the 5th millennium BC, the bead is among the earliest copper objects 
discovered in the southern Levant. Chemical and metallographic analyses, by I. Segal and A. Kaminski, indicated a smelted 
copper which contains 2.3% tin. Since copper ores from the ‘Araba and Sinai do not contain such high percentages of tin, it 
is suggested that the bead, or the ore, was imported from eastern Anatolia or northern Mesopotamia, where such ore is found. 
Since other objects in the site originated in these regions (a chunk of realgar, faience and glazed talcos beads), the importation 
of the bead or the ore is plausible as well. Other objects in the sites originated in Arabia and Egypt.
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10. Wadi Watir Site is a cluster of 19 units spread along 1 km on a wide alluvial terrace. It includes
five stone-built habitations with circular courtyards and rooms, the remains of 13 tent camps and one 
shrine of maṣṣeboth. In all units many flint tools were found, generally dated to the 6th-3rd millennia BC. 
A 14C date measured on a seashell bracelet from the shrine was ca. 4040 BC (Table 1:10).

The shrine (Figs. 16) consists of a trio of maṣṣeboth, two are ca. 1.3 m high and the third, between 
them, is much smaller. Surface finds around the shrine included 13 well-rounded hammer stones, 
fragments of a shell bracelet, fragments of two grinding stones and a fragment of a sandstone bowl. Two 
cells were built in the shrine, in front and behind the maṣṣeboth. During the excavation of the front cell 
a pavement of flat cobbles was found. Just below the pavement, at the base of the central maṣṣebah, a 
few artefacts were discovered: two attached natural stones bearing symbolic shapes (Fig. 17a), several 
flint flakes, a disintegrating pottery sherd, and a fragment of shell bracelet. Excavation of the back cell 
uncovered an inner small cell made of stone slabs vertically set. Excavation of this inner cell exposed 
numerous fragments of shell bracelets, a few Dentalium shells, five small Anaxeres shells cut in half 
(Fig. 17b), a fragment of Conus textilis shell, two small conical stones (a fossil and a hematite nodule) 
and several bone splinters. Since the majority of artefacts were found behind the maṣṣeboth, the small 
inner cell seems to be a favissa in which the offering objects were interred, sometime after being laid 
at the maṣṣeboth feet, in the front cell. The finds underneath the pavement could be either a foundation 
offerings or regular offerings of an older stage that preceded the pavement. 

11. Bir Sawaneh Site is situated on a low terrace of Wadi Abu Sawaneh, near a well and a group of
palm trees. It includes three dwelling units with circular courtyards and rooms, the remains of a tent 
camp, a group of six tumuli tombs and a shrine with a triad of maṣṣeboth. Two elements were excavated, 
Tumulus VI which incorporated maṣṣeboth and the maṣṣeboth shrine. The latter was well preserved with 
a triad of standing stones, but since its excavation did not produce artefacts or bones, it is not addressed 
here. Many flint tools were collected in all units of the cluster, generally dated to the 6th-3rd millennia BC.
	 Tumulus VI comprises a circular burial cairn with a triad of maṣṣeboth on its eastern front, facing 
east, the left one was tilted forward (raised following the dig). A narrow, elongated cell was built at 
their feet, some 40 cm above surface (Fig.18). In the burial cell, a flexed interment of an adult male was 
found, with a grinding stone next to its pelvis (Fig. 19). This recalls the finding of grinding stones in 
several tombs of Eilat (see above) and five grinding stones under a female skeleton in the Late Neolithic 
submerged site of Neve Yam (Galili et al. 2005:9). 
	 In the cell, at the maṣṣeboth feet, one Nerita albicilla shell was found, together with four animal 
bones comprising two unidentified mammalian shaft fragments, a fragment of an ungulate tooth and the 
shaft of a left femur of a medium-sized ungulate (mid-shaft width 11.8 mm). Possibly, all bones derive 
from the same animal. Based on the relatively large size of the femur shaft and that of the tooth fragment 
(over 7 mm long), a gazelle can be excluded, so the bones may represent either a domestic sheep (Ovis 
aries), domestic goat (Capra hircus) or ibex (Capra ibex).

12. Wadi Zalaqa, Site M 308, Tumulus II, is built on a hilltop, in a cluster which includes a habitation
unit with circular courtyards and rooms, a shrine of five maṣṣeboth, a rectangular open-air sanctuary 
and additional twelve large and well-built tumuli tombs. The shape of Tumulus II is quite unusual, 
being semi-circular, preserved height 1.2 m with a broad maṣṣebah facing NE (Fig. 20) towards the 
high summit of Jebel Ras al-Kalb. Flint items collected around the tomb were attributed to the 6th-3rd 
millennia BC and two 14C dates for the tomb’s base were ca. 4420 and 4280 BC (Table 1:12).
	 In the burial cell, a single human skull fragment was found, with no artefacts but one long bone of 
an unidentified rodent. At the foot of the maṣṣebah, two shaft fragments of unidentified mammal bones 
were recovered (Table 2). They were too fragmentary to facilitate identification to species but could be 
determined as derived from medium-sized mammals, rather than birds or reptiles.

13. Wadi Zalaqa  M 301 is a regular tumulus built next to low remains of a habitation unit with a
circular courtyard and rooms. The burial cell is small and paved with flagstones, on which a single male 
skeleton was found in flexed position. On the tomb’s NE perimeter, a trio of maṣṣeboth was set facing 
the same summit of Jebel Ras al-Kalb as Tumulus II, with an offering bench and a rectangular stone cell 
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at their feet (Fig. 21). Next to the offering bench, a trio of flint tabular scrapers was found (Fig. 22), 
generally dated to the 6th-3rd millennia BC, most probably laid as an offering. With the scrapers, two 
unidentified fragments of mammalian bones were found (Tables 2, 3).

14. Wadi Sa‘al Site is situated on one of the ancient routes from the Gulf of ‘Aqaba to the high
mountains of south Sinai. It consists of a tent camp 150 m long, two stone built habitation units and 
two maṣṣeboth shrines some 100 m apart, one with seven standing stones, the other with nine. Flint and 
pottery sherds collected on the surface were dated to the 5th-4th millennia BC. Attempts to date the 
shrines by 14C failed due to contamination by recent Bedouin encampments.
	 Both shrines were excavated, the later, southern one (Fig. 23) yielded 23 animal bones, eight of 
which could be identified as representing three species: a fragmented tooth and distal humerus shaft 
of domestic sheep/goat (Ovis aries/Capra hircus), quail (Coturnix coturnix; a carpometacarpus) and 
a vertebral spine of hare (Lepus capensis) (Tables 2, 3). The remaining fragmentary bones could only 
be generally identified as medium-sized terrestrial mammal. However, based on their relative size and 
texture, and the fact that sheep/goat are the only suitable species identified from the site, they most likely 
belong to this taxon. 

15. Wadi Daba‘iyeh Site is a large habitation, adjacent to the same ancient road to the high mountains
of south Sinai as Wadi Sa‘al. Several elements of the site were excavated by A. Goren (unpublished), 
including a namus tomb. A shrine of five large maṣṣeboth, up to 2.05 m high is situated 50 m east of 
the habitation (Fig.  254). It comprises three cells, two in front and behind the maṣṣeboth, the third is 
attached on the western side. The excavation uncovered an offering bench in front the maṣṣeboth, but all 
finds were interred behind them. The latter included a large, rounded hammerstone, a fragment of a shell 
bracelet and 90 bone fragments. A 14C date from the shrine was ca. 4950 BC (Table 1:14).
	 Despite the large size of the bone assemblage, only 19 could be identified to species and/or body 
part. Species represented included: 4 bones of quail (Coturnix coturnix; one femur shaft, one tibiotarsus 
shaft, two tarsometatarsi); three bones of hare (Lepus capensis: distal scapula, mastoid, rib) and three 
bones representing at least two domestic goats, (Capra hircus), one aged older than 2 years (represented 
by a fused calcaneum with greatest fused length 29.6 mm; and a fused distal metapodial) while the 
second animal was aged less than 2 years, represented by an unfused distal metapodial (Silver 1969). 
In addition, three bones were identified belonging to a foetal sheep/goat, with the canon bones making 
up the metapodial still unfused (Prummel 1988). Since there is some variation in the rates of epiphyseal 
closure between breeds, it is difficult to assess with accuracy the precise age of the foetus. An extremely 
large but unfused proximal calcaneum (greatest unfused length: 51.7 mm) is too large to even represent 
a male domestic goat and has been tentatively assigned to ibex (Capra ibex). This large specimen 
represents an animal aged 36-48 months (Noddle 1974). 

Sheep/goat are represented by both cranial and post-cranial remains (Table 3). However, toe bones 
(phalanges) and trunk elements (ribs and vertebrae) are absent. Of the 15 limb bones of sheep/goat, 12 
(80%) are lower hind limb elements (metatarsals, tarsals, astragali and calcanea), which are poor in meat. 
Two explanations may account for this patterning. The first relates to differential survival of denser, 
more robust bones. Examination of bone mineral density values for sheep (Lyman 1994: Table 7.6- see 
also values given in Lyman 1994: Table 4.10b) indicates that the skeletal elements that are missing – 
ribs, vertebrae, scapulae, skull bones – are amongst the bones with the lowest mineral density values. In 
contrast, tarsals, astragali and calcanea are those with some of the highest values. For metapodials, it is 
also not accidental that the proximal ends are preserved rather than the mid-shafts, since these are the 
densest portions of the bones. Consequently, it could be argued that these bones are missing due to their 
lower bone mineral density values and so greater fragility (Lyman 1994, Tables 7.6, 4.10b). However, 
since foetal bones did survive, another explanation should perhaps be considered, such as intentional 
selection of lower limb bones for offerings while the parts rich in meat were consumed, perhaps as part 
of a ritual repast.
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E. NAWAMIS TOMBS

The nawamis11 are above-ground, well-built round tombs made of local selected stone, with a corbeled 
roof, often preserved (Fig. 25). A total of 22 nawamis fields are known in Sinai. They vary in numbers, from 
several tombs to more than 200 (Bar-Yosef et al. 1993, 1986; Goren 1998; Arad-Ayalon, unpublished). 
The material remains from these tombs indicates a Chalcolithic through Early Bronze I attribution (late 
5th through 4th millennium BC). Four 14C dates span ca. 4720 to 3970 BC. (Table 1:16), so they were 
probably first built close to the end of the Late Neolithic period. Characteristic of the nawamis in Sinai is 
the uniform orientation of their doorways towards the west, i.e., the fall and spring setting sun, reflecting 
their season of construction and burial activities (Bar-Yosef et al. 1983; Hershkovitz et al. 1985).

	 Excavations carried out in nine nawamis fields uncovered many grave goods, including bone 
and wooden points, arrows with their shafts, copper awls, flint artefacts (mainly tabular scrapers), 
groundstones, pottery, beads of stone, shell, ostrich eggshell and ivory, as well as shell bracelets and 
pendants (Bar Yosef et al. 1977, 1986; Goren 1980; Bar-Yosef Mayer 2002; Ilan and Sebbane 1989; 
Arad-Ayalon unpublished). Animal offerings were recovered from eight of the nine excavated nawamis 
fields. Most common are medium-sized ruminants, with remains of goat (probably domestic goat, Capra 
hircus) and dorcas gazelle (Gazella dorcas), positively identified. Additional taxa represented are hare, 
quail, rodents (Meriones sp.) and reptiles, especially spiny-tailed lizards (Uromastyx). The presence of 
quail, a seasonal migrant, and orientation of the nawamis suggest a spring/fall activity in these sites.

DISCUSSION

The association and archaeological contexts of finds recovered from the cult and burial sites described 
above enables their certain identification as offerings, of two general types. One comprises objects, 
representing “inanimate offerings” or “bloodless offerings”, the other relates to the bones which represent   
remains of “animate offerings” or “blood offerings” (Henninger 1987:7997).

A. Object offerings

According to their locations, these finds can also be divided into two groups. Objects found inside the 
tombs, with the human skeletal remains, most probably represented their belongings in life or gifts given 
to the deceased to be used in the afterworld (c.f. Pearson 1999:11). Those laid in front of the maṣṣeboth, 
or interred behind them, represent offerings given to the deities, perceived as manifested in the stones, 
protecting the tomb and the dead.

The Eilat tombs and the nawamis contained abundant objects, including decorative ornaments (e.g. 
beads made of a variety of raw materials), exotic items (fossils, seashells, special stones, imported 
materials from regions outside the Negev and Sinai) and utilitarian artefacts (pottery, groundstones, flint, 
bone and metal tools). Many of these artefacts exhibit a high level of execution, indicating intentional 
selection and high esteem for the deceased.
	 The trios of grinding stones found in front of maṣṣeboth shrines in ‘Uvda Valley (Figs. 4, 5, 7) seem 
to represent a specific cultic activity. As mentioned above, the three shrines were built next to habitations 
and a tent camp, all are close to each other and close to the cultivated fields. The shrines with which 
they are associated were constructed of broad maṣṣeboth, interpreted as representing fertility goddesses. 
Hence, the grinding stone could be part of the cult paraphernalia, used for preparation of flour and 
baking bread or cakes, to be sacrificed to the goddesses that dwelled in the stones. Such interpretation 
is not just imaginary since later ancient texts, describing similar rites dedicated to goddesses, are known 
from various cultures through the ancient Near East (Weinfeld 1972; Olyan 1987; Wild 1977; CAD 

11 Nawamis (mosquitos in ‘Arabic, singular namus) is the Bedouin name for the well-built tombs, following a legend telling 
that the structures, usually with small doorways, were built by the Israelites during the Exodus to hide from mosquitoes sent 
by God to punish them.   
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VIII:425-7). Also in the Bible, Jeremiah (7:18; 44:19) criticized the people of Jerusalem, saying: “… 
the women knead the dough to make cakes to the queen of heaven”. Based on the above data, one can 
imagine a cult ceremony preformed in front of the broad ‘female’ maṣṣebah, addressing the fertility of 
the adjacent cultivated soil, which was also perceived as a feminine entity (e.g. Frazer 1925, Chs. 6-9; 
Eliade 1958, Ch. 7).

B. Animal Bones

Faunal remains, like objects, may serve as useful indicators of cult and mortuary practices of past desert 
populations.  

	 Animal remains recovered from ritual deposits are considered to be more structured i.e., non-
random and manifest repetitive patterning than regular food debris and occur in special contexts or 
locations (e.g. Grant 1991; Hill 1995; Morris 2011; Russell 2011). A similar approach was presented by 
Horwitz (1987, 1999, in press a) who outlined, based on southern Levantine data, both archaeozoological 
and archaeological criteria for the identification of ritual practice, focusing on evidence for intentional 
selection of fauna and repeatability of this trait in a special archaeological context. Thus, there should 
be indications for selection of specific anatomical parts (or presence of articulated whole or partial 
animals); preferential selection of a particular species or presence of exotic taxa and selection of a 
specific age and/or sex group. Special contextual features noted include clear and close association with 
human remains or mortuary/ritual localities (e.g. altars, favissa, shrines etc.) and traces of structured 
and deliberate versus random deposition of remains. 

Despite the meager finds reported here from the Negev and Sinai sites, studying multiple lines of 
evidence – the archeological context of these remains, the range of animal species represented, their 
age, sex and skeletal element representation – it is possible to reconstruct past ritual activities that offer 
important insights into the belief systems of early herders in this region.

1. Context of remains: The recurring repertoire of animal bones mentioned above, in maṣṣeboth
shrines, in shrines incorporated in tombs and inside the tombs, together with unusual assemblages of 
cultural objects, allows their identification as offerings or sacrifices. Two types of offerings are observed. 
Animal remains found inside the tombs, often intermingled with the human bones, that were interred 
with the deceased, most probably as a provision for the journey to the other world (c.f. Frazer 1913:308; 
Pearson 1999:1-2). On the other hand, bones found in front of the maṣṣeboth, or interred behind them, 
represent offerings given to the deities, or the remains of sacred meals celebrated in communion with 
both the gods and the decease, as can be learned from later Ugaritic texts (e.g. KTU 6.13, 6.14, Lang 
2012:169). These sacred meals could have taken place either next to the tomb, in an ancestral shrine or 
at home (Robertson-Smith 1889:238-9 etc.; Frazer 1913; Hubert and Mauss 1964; Lewis 1989; Pearson 
1999; Horwitz 2001; Lang 2012).

2. Faunal composition: The range of animals represented in the ritual sites described here, reflects
not only the nature of the economy of the communities using the sites, but also intentional selection 
of animals for offerings. Since those who constructed and used the sites were pastoralists, who herded 
caprines, it is not surprising that medium-sized ungulates were the favoured species. In this light, the 
presence of wild species (ibex, gazelles and hares, quail) is interesting, since their bones are uncommon 
in contemporary habitations (e.g. Grigson 1987, 1995; Horwitz 2003; Horwitz et al. 2002; Whitcher 
1999; Whitcher Kansa 2004; Horwitz in press b). Domestic goat (Capra hircus) as well as ibex and 
dorcas gazelle have been positively identified in these cult and mortuary assemblages, with a clear 
predominance of goats (ibex and domestic goats) over gazelles. When distinction of caprine species 
could be made, no remains of sheep (Ovis aries) were positively identified, which also reflects their 
lower proportions and even scarcity in contemporaneous caprine herds in these deserts (e.g. Grigson 
1995; Horwitz 2003; Horwitz et al. 2002; Whitcher 1999; Hakker-Orion 1999, 2014).

Ibex is commonly represented in the iconography of the Near East in ritual contexts as well as 
rock art (e.g. Amiran 1989; Miroschedji 1993; Milevski 2002; Schmidt 2009; Shalem 2015; Avner et 
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al. 2017). Still in the 1960’s, ritual hunting of ibex was performed in the Yemen to ensure rainfall, a 
continuation of an ancient tradition (Beeston 1948; Serjeant 1976). Recently, a connection was proposed 
between the archaeological ibex depictions and deities associated with rainfall, seasonal cycles and 
celestial constellations (Avner et al. in press). Therefore, it may be possible that the primary motivation 
for ibex hunting in the Negev and Sinai deserts in the 6th-3rd millennia BC was not economic, but was 
a ritual act. 
	 Hunting of gazelles in the Negev and Sinai, was mainly undertaken by means of ‘desert kites’ (Holzer 
et al. 2010; Nadel et al. 2010, 2013 and in press; Bar-Oz et al. 2011). In this region kites are very 
small and sparse, compared to those of the Syrian, Jordanian and Arabian deserts (e.g. Betts and Burke 
2015; Abu Azizeh and Tarawneh 2015; Kennedy et al. 2015) such that the quantity of trapped gazelles 
would have a minimal contribution to the economy of past desert pastoralists. This is also reflected in 
the scarcity of gazelle remains recovered from Negev and Sinai domestic contexts post-6000 BP, as 
noted above. As such, the purpose of the gazelle hunt, like that of ibex, may have been primarily ritual 
(Horwitz in press b). 
	 Wild asses, as represented in the Saharonim tumulus, may also have been hunted using desert kites. 
Their trapping in a kite is depicted on a rock engraving from Sinai (Hershkovitz et al. 1987: Fig. 7); and 
is inferred from the massive construction and the steep slopes on which some of the Negev kites are built 
(Arav et al. 2014; Nadel et al. in press). 
	 The use of trapped wild taxa for ritual purposes is further manifest in the presence of hare and quail 
remains which are both consistently represented in the cultic assemblages, while remains of a raptor, the 
black kite, occur in one tomb.12 The excavation records from the sites described here indicate that these 
wild taxa were found in sealed archaeological contexts, often adjacent to standing stones, and in close 
association with the other faunal remains. This raises the possibility that they too represent offerings 
rather than accidental intrusions of animals naturally occurring in the region, such as the remains of 
rodents and reptiles. The use of exotic taxa other than ungulates as burial offerings has been recorded 
in the southern Levant from as early as the Kebaran (Maher et al. 2011), but is also documented in the 
region in later periods (e.g. Davis and Valla 1978; Grosman and Munro 2016; Horwitz and Goring-
Morris 2004; Klenck 2002; Weissbrod and Bar-Oz 2004).

3. Age and Sex of animals: Information on ageing and bone element representation is fragmentary.
The caprine remains that could be aged indicate the preferential selection of a young age cohort for 
offerings. For example, at Wadi Daba‘iyeh, one caprine was aged less than 2 years old, another was aged 
ca. 2 years, and a third, a young adult (possibly an ibex), was aged ca. 3.5-4 years. In light of later written 
sources, the occurrence of young animal bones is not accidental. Ugaritic texts distinguish between adult 
and young animals for different kinds of sacrifices (Levine 1963) and more detailed instructions are 
given in the Bible (Numbers 7), for the different types of sacrifices, including the selection of one year 
old lambs for the ‘Olah sacrifice (see Note 15).
	 Foetus and/or newborn caprines are documented both in ‘Uvda 124/IV and Wadi Daba‘iyeh 
assemblages. If a foetus is represented, then probably the mother was sacrificed. If a newborn animal- 
then it may represent intentional sacrifice of a very young animal. On the most basic interpretive level, 
these immature individuals may address the issue of rebirth and fertility. A clue to a sacrifice of a 
newborn or very young animal is given in the Bible (Exodus 23:19, Deuteronomy 14:21), Saying: “Do 
not cook a lamb in his mother’s milk”. The prohibition indicates that such a practice existed among some 
peoples neighboring Israel.13 
	 Sacrificing the most valuable animals (young and females) runs contrary to pastoralist economic 
logic, since both these age and sex cohorts ensure herd continuity. These choices are, however, the 
ultimate manifestations of the act of sacrifice which “means not to kill, but to relinquish and to give” to 

12 The occurrence of black kite bones in the Eilat Tomb IV may be symbolic. Later, in the Early Kingdom Egyptian 
mythology, Isis, endeavouring to revive the dead Osiris, turned to a black kite and hovered above his corpse to ventilate it 
(Pinch 2002:150; Shalomi-Ḥen, in preparation).

13 In the course of history, this prohibition developed into a total separation of dairy from meat (besides fish) for observant 
Jews.  
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gods and/or ancestors (Bataille 1992:48-49). Thus, giving your most valuable asset imbues the act with 
greater meaning.

4. Skeletal elements represented: In contrast to domestic contexts, where a wide range of skeletal
elements are found, ritual contexts present a consistent, repetitive and often narrow spectrum of body parts, 
reflecting intentional selection (Horwitz 2001). The choice of body parts may vary between communities 
and times, relative to the type of ritual activity taking place, or, the identity of the human communities. 
For example, the Wadi Daba‘iyeh sample contained a high frequency of hindlimb elements, a feature 
that does not appear to be the result of differential preservation. Rather, this patterning is interpreted as 
representing intentional selection of body parts used as food offerings at the shrine. Cornwall (1975) 
suggested that in certain circumstances, the faunal remains recovered from cult and mortuary contexts, 
are not intended to represent real meat cuts but rather symbolic provisions. Thus, for the Saharonim 
tumulus it was suggested (Horwitz et al. 2011) that the equid lower forelimb represents a pars pro 
toto, with the remainder of the animal maybe consumed elsewhere, either on or off-site, in a ritual feast 
accompanying the mortuary ritual. 

5. Burning: The hearths, found next to almost all excavated installations and tombs, indicate that
making fire was an integral and consistent part of the ritual activity preformed at these sites. In some of 
the excavated sites burnt bones were found; the clearest case was the maṣṣebah shrine of ‘Uvda 124/IV, 
where 77% of the bones were burnt. The use of fire in desert rituals is well illustrated in the Eilat burial 
ground, where tens of hearths were found around the tombs (Fig. 11). Based on later written sources 
and on anthropological studies, the hearths may be interpreted as the remains of sacred meals shared by 
the living with the dead. Best recorded is the Akkadian “Kispu” that comprised three elements: calling 
the dead of the last four generation by names, sometimes even the last eight ones, pouring beer, wine 
or cold water, for them on the ground, dining and communicating with them (e.g. Baylis 1973; Schmidt 
1994:28-46; Finkel 1984; Tsukimoto 1985; Macdougal 2014). Such customs are still known today in 
many traditional societies around the world.14 The ritual meal can be understood as an act of renewal 
of the covenant with deities and ancestors by sharing food with them. In some cultures the recipient of 
the offering is perceived as receiving the soul or life of the sacrificial animal without consuming the 
material food. Such animate offerings may be burnt to enable the soul of the offering to rise up in the 
form of smoke. Total destruction of an offering via fire, may be an expression of homage or complete 
submission to the divinity (Robertson-Smith 1889; Henninger 1987:7998). This is actually the very 
essence of the biblical ‘Olah sacrifice mentioned above.15

6. Seasonality: The faunal remains provide some indication for the timing of the last use of the
shrine. The quail (Coturnix coturnix) is a migrant species, found in Sinai and in Eilat region primarily 
in the spring and autumn (Paz 1987, Yom-Tov 1987; Shirihai 1996:150-152). Its presence in several 
assemblages (Eilat VI, Wadi Sa‘al, Wadi Daba‘iyeh and the nawamis tombs), provides some indication 
as to the general season of activity at these sites. Traditionally the Bedouin exploited this annual 
migration by catching the birds in vertically erected nets. The presence of quail bones in the Pre-
Pottery Neolithic B habitations of Wadi Tbeik in Sinai (Tchernov and Bar-Yosef 1982) indicates that the 
migration of this species has been an annual event in the desert region for many millennia.
	 The presence of foetal/neonatal domestic caprines at ‘Uvda 124/IV and Wadi Daba‘iyeh indicates a 
late winter-spring period since lambing/kidding in the Negev usually occurs from November to February
(Noy-Meir and Seligman 1979). This period also overlaps with that of greatest caprine milk production 
and weight gain for kids and lambs (Noy-Meir and Seligman 1979). In this region the late winter-early 
spring is also the time of pasture renewal (called the Rabi‘a). Traditionally, Bedouin herders in the 

14 For the ancestral cult in anthropology see e.g. Frazer 1913; Mack 1986; Radin 1991; Matclif and Huntington 1991; Barley 
1997; Murray-Parker et al. 1997; Hardacre 2005; Teinz 2012. In July 1999 Avner had the opportunity to attend a “slamatan” 
ceremony in Java, in which a large family celebrated a sacred diner with their dead of the last four generations. Interestingly, 
the ceremony followed the very same elements of the Akkadian Kispu, in the same order (with a few additional details).

15  See e.g. Lev. 6:16: “and all priest-offering will be (burnt) complete (Heb. kalil) and will not be eaten” (our translation, 
since the passage is mistranslated in NIV and other English versions);   Sam. 7:9: “Than Samuel took a suckling lamb and 
sacrificed it as a whole burnt offering (Heb. ‘olah kalil) to Yahweh.” For the idea behind the ‘Olah see Watts 2006.
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Negev were transient at this time of year in order to maximize the flowering season of herbaceous plants 
(Noy-Meir and Seligman 1979; Abu-Rabi‘a 1999; Degen et al. 2000). Thus, several different lines of 
evidence support late winter- spring as a time of activity at the cult and mortuary sites in the Negev and 
Sinai deserts (though perhaps not exclusively at this time). Winter-spring would also have been a period 
of mobility for pastoralists in the region enabling them to visit and perhaps congregate together at such 
sites. This in turn ties in to the suggested spring or autumn time of construction and/or burial in the 
nawamis tombs, based on tomb entrances orientation (Bar Yosef et al. 1983; Hershkovitz et al. 1985).

SUMMARY 

The data presented here bears witness to a consistent pattern of cultic activities associated with tombs 
and shrines in late prehistory, of giving offerings to the gods represented by maṣṣeboth, and to the dead 
in the tombs. These represent the earliest examples of animal and object offerings in a range of cult and 
mortuary sites from these desert regions. The material culture and faunal assemblages attest to: 

1. Selection of special material objects for inclusion in tombs given to the dead, or at shrines with
maṣṣeboth as gifts for the gods.

2. Selection of faunal species, with a predominance of caprines (goat/ibex)
3. A preference for young animals
4. Selection of animal body parts
5. Burning of animal carcasses or joints as elements of ritual feasting.

	 These features accord well with the criteria outlined above for distinguishing faunal remains recovered 
from sacred contexts as opposed to those from domestic or profane ones and clearly demonstrate that 
archaeozoological remains “may be at least as sensitive an indicator of ritual and symbolism as may 
building plans or pottery decoration” (Grant 1991: 113). Based on the data from both the Sinai and 
Negev sites, it is possible to specify that at least part of the rites took place in the late winter-spring. 
Ritual practices similar to those described here, continue today as an integral part of mortuary activities 
amongst various religious and traditional societies, both in the form of ritual meals consumed at the 
graveside and/or as food offerings placed next to the grave (e.g. Ucko 1969; Barley 1995; Klenck 1995). 
These practices emphasise that mortuary activities did not cease with interment but continued long after, 
either at the tombs, or at the maṣṣeboth. Finally, the ritual activities documented here span at least four 
millennia, attesting to the longevity of such traditions in the Negev and Sinai deserts. 
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Table 1:  Calibrated 14C Dates from Cult and Burial Sites, Negev and Eastern Sinai*

* Calibration based on OxCal 4.2 (Ramsey 2016, https://c14.arch.ox.ac.uk/oxcal/OxCal.html). Approximate
mean calibrated dates are based on the dominant peak in the curve.
**  The two dates of ‘Uvda 124/IV represent the earliest and latest of ten dates.
***  The two dates From Eilat V represent  the earliest and latest of ten dates.

UZI AVNER AND LIORA KOLSKA HORWITZ
53



Ta
bl

e 
2:

 T
ax

a 
R

ep
re

se
nt

ed
 in

 th
e 

C
ul

t a
nd

 M
or

tu
ar

y 
Si

te
s i

n 
th

e 
N

eg
ev

 a
nd

 S
in

ai
 D

es
er

ts

K
ey

:  
‘U

vd
a 

Si
te

 1
00

 (S
ite

 3
) a

nd
 E

ila
t T

um
ul

us
 V

 (S
ite

 6
) y

ie
ld

ed
 n

o 
fa

un
al

 re
m

ai
ns

. 
R

os
h 

Zi
n#

: C
ou

nt
s f

or
 th

is
 si

te
 a

re
 h

ig
he

r a
s t

he
y 

in
cl

ud
e 

an
 u

nl
is

te
d 

ca
rn

iv
or

e 
bo

ne
 a

nd
 re

m
ai

ns
 o

f d
ee

r a
nd

 e
qu

id
 w

ho
se

 n
um

be
rs

 w
er

e 
no

t g
iv

en
. D

at
a 

ar
e 

fr
om

 
Tc

he
rn

ov
 (1

97
6)

 a
nd

 G
or

in
g-

M
or

ris
 (1

98
7:

 T
ab

le
 X

-4
).

N
IS

P 
= 

bo
ne

 c
ou

nt
s;

 X
= 

pr
es

en
t;*

 b
on

e 
ar

te
fa

ct
; +

 m
ay

 in
cl

ud
e 

ib
ex

 re
m

ai
ns

.

SACRIFICES AND OFFERINGS IN THE NEGEV AND THE SINAI
54



Table 3: Caprine (Ibex/Sheep/Goat) Skeletal Element Representation in the Cult and Mortuary Sites in the Negev 
and Sinai Deserts

Key:    * These are metapodials that could not be assigned to either the forelimb or hindlimb
NISP = bone counts; UF = unfused; dist = distal; prox = proximal

Total Trunk
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Figure 1. Map of the Negev and eastern Sinai with the numbered sites mentioned in 
this article: 1. Rosh Zin, 2. Ramat Saharonim, 3-5. ‘Uvda Valley, 6-8. Eilat burial 
ground, 9. Darb al-Hajj I, 10. Wadi Watir, 11. Bir Sawaneh, 12-13. Wadi Zalqa, 14. 
Wadi Sa‘al, 15. Wadi Daba‘iyeh.
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Figure 2. Rosh Zin, the maṣṣebah (view from the south, restored on its base).

UZI AVNER AND LIORA KOLSKA HORWITZ
57



Figure 3. Stone object from the favisa at the foot of maṣṣebah of Rosh Zin (Henry 1976:324).
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Figure 4. ‘Uvda 100, a pair of maṣṣeboth (view from the east), with a trio of grinding stones (found 
upside-down), the-side stone is part of the back cell.

Figure 5. ‘Uvda 124/IV, a broad maṣṣebah (view from the east), with a natural stone basin on the left 
and two trios of grinding stones in front, as found.
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Figure 6. ‘Uvda 124/XVII (‘Uvda 9) habitation site from the air, on the right is the shrine with maṣṣebah.

Figure 7. ‘Uvda 124/XVII, a broad maṣṣebah (view from the west), with hearths of different periods and 
a trio of grinding stones (found upside-down).
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Figure 8. Eilat Tomb V (view from the northeast), with a single and a pair of maṣṣeboth on the eastern perimeter 
facing east, and maṣṣeboth within the cells facing north.

Figure 9. Eilat Tomb V, some grave goods: A. polished axe, B. Red-Sea shell (glycimeris), C. minerals- copper 
nodules, realgar (imported from eastern Anatolia), jasper, D. beads- 1 and 2 from Tomb V, E. granite grinding 
stones.
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Figure 10. Eilat, Tombs IV and V (view from the west), with 66 hearths scattered around them.

Figure 11. Eilat, Tombs VI (right) and VII (left, view from the west), after being moved and 
restored.
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Figure 12. Eilat VI, some grave goods: A. Red-Sea shells (Conus spp.) and a bowl made of Lambis t. sebea. B. 
Fragment of sandstone bow decorated with relief.

Figure 13. Eilat VII, some grave goods: A. Beads- faience (larger) and glazed steatite (smaller). B. copper bead 
(imported from Mesopotamia or eastern Anatolia). C. Red-Sea shells (Nerita albicilla, Strombus sp., Oliva 
bulbosa), D. fragmented sandstone bowl.

UZI AVNER AND LIORA KOLSKA HORWITZ
63



Figure 14. Eilat Tomb VII, grave goods from the surrounding pavement: A. ordered pile of 31 flint scrapers, 
as found, B. fragment of a sandstone bowl decorated with relief, C. “HaParsa arrowhead.

Figure 15. Darb al-Hajj I, from east, with five maṣṣ eboth in the tomb’s front, facing east, and the remains 
of an offering bench (right two maṣṣeboth were added to the original trio).
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Figure 16. Wadi Watir, a shrine with three maṣṣeboth facing east and a paved front cell.

Figure 17. Wadi Watir, some grave goods: A. two stones perhaps symbolic in nature, B. Dentalium and 
Anaxeres shells, C. bracelets made of Lambis t. sebea shells (A. from the front cell, B. and C. from the back 
cell).
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Figure 18. Bir Sawaneh, Tumulus VI (view from the east) with a trio of maṣṣeboth and a narrow cell at their feet 
(left-side maṣṣebah found tilted forward).
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Figure 19. Bir Sawaneh, Tumulus VI, flex position of an adult male, with a grinding stone next to its pelvis.
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Figure 20. Wadi Zalaqa 308, Tumulus II (view from northeast, the maṣṣebah was found tilted forward).

Figure 21. Wadi Zalaqa 301 (view from the northeast) a shrine with a trio of maṣṣeboth attached to a tumulus 
tomb, with an offering bench and a cell at their feet.
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Figure 22. Wadi Zalaqa 301, a trio of flint tabular scrapers found next to the offering bench.

Figure 23. Wadi Sa‘al, an ennead of maṣṣeboth (view from the east, the central stone was found tilted 
forward).
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Figure 24. Wadi Daba‘iyeh, a quintet of maṣṣeboth (view from the east), with semi-circular cells in front 
and back and another on the left (the second left stone was found tilted forward).

25. Nawamis tombs in Wadi Hajjaj, eastern Sinai (south of Wadi Zalaqa), all doorways face west.
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