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From Ebla to Stellenbosch

By Izak Cornelins
(University of Stellenbosch)

Summiary

This introductory chapter paints the broad landscape of Syro-Palestinian religions by looking at
selected cities and religious sites with the emphasis on the visual or iconography: Ebla, Emar,
Ugarit, Qatna, Byblos, Hazor, the Philistine cities, Horvat Qitmit and Ain Haseva, Tell Der Alla,
Arad and Kuntiller ‘Agrad. Some conclusions are drawn concerning the new picture of ancient
Syro-PaIestil}ian and especially ancient Israclite /Hebrew religion which has been emerging from

1. Introduction

The aim of this introductory chapter is to “paint” the broad landscape of Syro-Palestinian
religions, and this “artistic” metaphor | am going to apply in the almost literal sense of
the word with my emphasis on the visual or iconography. I shall be taking you on a tour
of selected cities and religious sites ~ from the north of Syria down into Sinai, covering
nearly three millennia of religious development and meeting different peoples and cui-
tures, goddesses and gods. Limited by time, the choice of sites is highly subjective and
incomplete; and for the chosen few I can only provide selected information and case
studies, with references to the bibliography and only include some pictures . This is our
itinerary of the selected sites: Ebla, Emar, Ugarit, Qatna, Byblos, Hazor, Philistean
cities, Horvat Qitmit and Ain Haseva, Tell Dér ‘Alla, Arad and finally Kuntiliet ‘Agrid.

Compared to Egyptian religion, it is difficult to give a balanced and continuous
picture of Syro-Palestinian religion, which is like a jigsaw puzzle with bits and pieces,
but as a result of new discoveries a clearer picture is slowly emerging °. '

I decided not to go back to the beginning, leaving out the enigmatic clay statues from
‘Ain Gazal in Jordan {7000-5500 B.C.E.) — deities or ancestors? 3 Then I struggled with
-_—

! The paper at the Kolteg is published here as it was delivered, with slight changes and the
addition of an updated bibliography. The paper included seventy images in MS Powerpoint. In
this publication only references are given, with a few selected illustrations.

? For overviews see for Palestine /Israel: COLLINS 2004; DEVER/GITIN (ed.) 2003 Part Ii; NmEHR
2001; SMITH 20044, 2004b; STOLZ 1997 ZEVIT 2001; for Syria HAIDER et al. (ed.) 1996,
13-136; HUTTER 1996, 116 182 and WRIGHT 2004 and for the broader region NIEHR 1098
and 2003 and now KRATZ/ SPIECKERMANN (ed.) 2006. As far as the iconography of religions is
concerned: CORNELIUS 2004b; KEEL/UEHLINGER 2001; LEwrs 2005; UBHLINGER 1997 and
2004 and now the IPIAQ series of SCHROER/KEEL 2005. For archaeology and religion in
general cf. NAKHAT 2001 and for the temples ALBERS 2004; WERNER 1994 and ZWICKEL 1994,
Cf. for the different sites the entries in AKKERMANS //SCOWARTZ 2003; LEEMANN 2002; MEY-
ERS (ed.) 1997 and STERN (ed.) 1993; also NUNN 2000 and ZEVIT 2001, Chap. 3.

* SCHROER / KEEL 2003, 62-63.96: Karalog 45 with literature.
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the question of where to end — and you will notice that T am not really going to deal with
the period after the first destruction of Jerusalem in the 6% century B.C.E.". In any case,
for the exilic period we have another source — the Hebrew Bible!

2. From Ebla to Phoenicia

We start in the north of Syria and 25% century B.C.E. Syrian Ebla (Zell Mardih)3. The
massive tell of 60ha. has an acropolis and a lower city ®, In the archives were found
thousands of clay tablets, some also informing us on religious practices: temples, offer-
ings, feasts, incantations. The four city gates were named after gods: Dagan, Baal,
Rashpu {Reshef) and Haddu. Other well-known West-Semitic deities we can list are
Kamish (later Chemosh), and Malik (later Milcom). Decorated basins (0.6 m high) from
the beginning of the 2™ millennium were found in the cella of temple D and in temple B,
and depict banquet scenes’.

We travel east to the land of Ashtata to Emar (Zell Meskene) on the Middfe Euphrates
ca. 13401190 B.C.E. with its 1500 (400 religious) texis ®, Rituals describe the festival of
the installation of the priestess of the storm god, but also of the goddess Astarte °. Here
temples dedicated to Baal and Astarte were found. A 12.9cm terracotta relief depicts a
horned enthroned deity holding some objects — perhaps it was used in the household cult
or as a votive '". A seal impression on a clay tablet shows a menacing god, holding a bull,
which links it with some weather god'".

Then we go to the northern Mediterranean coast to the royal city of Ugarit (Ras
es-Samra), a tell of 20ha. — including the finds at the harbour Minet el-Beida and Ras
Tbn Hani — it is still the richest source on Syro-Palestinian religion with about 1000 texts,
religious buildings and effigies from the period 1500 —1185 2. Whereas the well-known
narrative myths and legends inform us on matters such as the weal and woe and rise of
Baal, the rituals, prayers, votives and sacrifices describe the actual daily practice of
religion. The pantheon of deities is known: the chief deity El, the young protagonist
Baal, the chief goddess Athirat, the sun goddess Shapsh, Baal’s companion Anat, and
Yam — Baal’s adversary to name a few '*. There are four temples: the ones dedicated to
El (others say Dagan) and Baal on the acropolis, the Rhyta-temple and the royal tem-
ple™. The cult of the dead, including the royal one, can be constructed from the tombs,
but we also have ritual texts to link it with, which is unique . There is a treasure trove of

“ See the essay by NIEHR in this volume and NUNN 2000.

® MATTHIAE 1977; XELLA/POMPONIO [998.

5 (GERSTER/ WARTKE 2003, Abb. 84 —87.

7 Z1rFER 2005, 145147, Figs. 16-17.

8 CHAVALAS {ed.} 1996.

°COS 1.22-27,

' KOHLMEYER/STROMMENGER {ed.) 1982, 157. Wrongly described as coming from Ugarit in
KINET (ed,) 2002, 55.

! CorNELIUS 1994, PL. BR4.

' For an overview of the culture and religion cf. CORNELIUS/NIEHR 2004 {with many photo-
graphs and bibliographies).

13 CoORNELIUS /NIEHR 2004, 43,

“ CORNELIUS/NIEHR 2004, 63 —68.

¥ CORNELIUS/ NIEHR 2004, 79 - 86.
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iconography with depictions of various deities 'S, for Baal the “Baal au foudre™ (Fig. 1)
and Mami stelae, a bronze statuette covered with gold of an enthroned blessing figure of
El, a stela of a seated blessing figure (another El or perhaps even Baal?), a calcite
statuette of an armless deified king; bronzes of a blessing goddess (the elusive Athirat?),
A horned-winged goddess on a bull on a cylinder seal is traditionally called Anat, but
perhaps Athirat as the mistress of the animals is not impossible?!”. Objects related to the
cult are the beautiful golden bowl and patera, which might have been used in the cult of
Baal &,

We go down to Qatna (el-Misrefe) on the Orontes, an old site'®, but with recent
discoveries made by archacologists (including a tearn from Tiibingen)?, Of particular
importance are the 18%-century B.C.E. tombs, which (as in Ugarit) were accessible from
the royal palace; and physical evidence of the royal ancestral cult: statues of the ances-
tors, a sarcopaghus, with the bones of the deceased kings, even the benches on which the
living sat when they dined with the dead in the kispu feast 2.

But we have to move on and leave Syria and head for ancient Phoenicia, at the same
time crossing over into the 1% millennium or the Iron Age. The problem with Phoenician
religion 1s that we have no detailed contemporary mythology as, for example, in the case
of Ugarit . Texts are mostly dedications on stelae or inscriptions as on the sarcophagi of
Tabnit and Eshmunazzar 2, where the goddess Astarte is mentioned %, She was the chief
goddess of this region and her consort was Baal. At the ancient city of Byblos French
archaeologists excavated temples for the god Reshef, the lady Baalat and the temple of
the obelisks, all dating from the Middle Bronze Age?. From the beginning of the [*
millennium dates the sarcophagus of Ahiram king of Byblos — important for the Phoe-
nician text on it, but there are also the king on the cherub throne and worshippers %,
Another goddess of Byblos is the “lady of Byblos™ (ba‘alar Gubla) who is depicted on
the stela of king Yehawmilk from the 5% century 2/,

3. From Hazor to Sinai

We venture southward into Palestine to Late Bronze Hazor ®. There we find the 13%-
century temple in Area H looking north, with the detail of the “Holy of Holies” and the
cultic objects found in it — vessels, libation table and basalt altar. From the same area

** CORNELIUS/NIEHR 2004, Abb. 67— 96.

" CORNELIUS 20044, 30-31.

' CORNELIUS /NIEHR 2004, 74 with Abb. 41 and 118—119b.

!9 MESNIL DU BUISSON 1935,

™ PRALZNER 2006; cf. at hitp: //www .uni-tuebingen.de/uni/qvo/highlights /h23-syrien.html and
hetp:/fwww.gatna.org/index html.

*! Cf. NIEHR 2006a and the popular overview of LANGE 2005 and at http: //magma.nationalgeo-
graphic.com/ngm/0502/feature6/index. him.

2 Cf. LIPINSKI 1995,

P KAT 13-14 = COS 2.56-57.

* BONNET 1996.

* DUNAND 1968.

% ANEP 456 459; of. now NIEHR 2006b; text KAl I = COS 2.55,

" ANEP 477; KAI 10 = COS 2.32.

® YADIN er al. 1958 -89, 1972; 1975; f, KEEL/UEHLINGER 2001, 56— 60, Abb. 44 —47.



