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Introduction

The archaeology of ritual is one of the most difficult and elusive theoretical issues in
current archaeological research concerning the ancient Near East and had been al-
most neglected by archaeologists working in the field until cognitive archaeology
appeared.' In the framework of this wide (and still largely unexplored) research field
the practice, which was a common custom in the ancient Near East from the Pre-Pot-
tery Neolithic onwards, of ritually burying temples,” votive offerings, the remains of
cultic consumption, old disused temple furnishings and damaged temple para-
phernalia which could no longer serve in the cult,’ has attracted the attention of few
archaeologists and constitutes a still rather neglected theoretical issue.* This is due to

* ] wish to express my heartfelt gratitude for their continuous involvement with and support for
our work to the Director General of Antiquities and Museums of Syria, Dr. Bassam Jamous,
and to the Director of the Excavation Service and Archaeological Studies and co-director of the
Syrian-Italian excavation at Mishrifeh, Dr. Michel Al-Maqdissi. Thanks to the intense and
friendly collaboration with our Syrian colleagues, the Italian-Syrian cooperation at Mishrifeh has
grown through the years into a real partnership involving joint excavation as well as shared
research and publication of excavation results and the education of Syrian post-graduate stu-
dents.

1 Osborne 2004: 2-3.

2 See for instance the ritual termination of the PPNA ceremonial building at Gobekli Tepe
(Southeastern Anatolia), which was intentionally buried under a thick earth deposit (Schmidt
1998; 2001: 46).

3 For burial rituals of cultic objects, see Garfinkel 1994.

4 For several significant case studies, see Garfinkel 1994; Marchetti & Nigro 1997; Miiller 2008;
Strasser 1999. For a recent review of the archaeological evidence concerning votive offerings
found in repository pits in the ancient Levant, Egypt, the Aegean world and Cyprus, from pre-
Classical to Classical and Islamic periods, cf. especially Kletter ez AL 2010: 201-206. For the
religious de-sacralizing and “de-commissioning” of temples by termination rituals including the
deposition of “fill deposits” just before the temple was abandoned or leveled up for rebuilding
or burial, see Bjorkman 1994; 1999; Clutton-Brock 1989; Kletter et AL 2010: 199f.; Na’aman
2002; Oates et AL 2001; 2008, Papaconstantinou 2010; Zuckerman 2007.
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the scarcity of relevant archaeological evidence’ and especially to its elusive charac-
ter and difficulty of definition, not to mention the challenge of matching archaeo-
logical and textual data.’

This article presents a contribution to the study of the thorny, but intriguing, sub-
ject of the sacred open areas that surrounded temples in Middle Bronze Age North-
ern Levant and the repository pits (favissae) into which votives or sacrifices were
placed in primary contexts and/or disused cult material originating from temples was
deposited (secondary contexts). It is based on the results of current archaeological
excavations conducted at Mishrifeh/Qatna.

I offer this paper as a token of gratitude to Frederick Mario Fales, whose teach-
ing and research have contributed greatly to my own thoughts on the history and ar-
chaeology of the ancient Near East.

More than fifteen years of extensive archaeological excavations carried out at Qatna,
first by a French team directed by Robert du Mesnil du Buisson in the nineteen-
twenties of last century,’ later by a Syrian Mission under the direction of Michel Al-
Magdissi from 1994 to 1998,* and finally by Syrian, Italian-Syrian and German-
Syrian Missions from 1999 onwards,’” have enormously enlarged our knowledge of
the archaeology and history of Mishrifeh during the Bronze and Iron Ages, but have
not yet succeeded in shedding light on the religious life of this important urban
centre of Inner Syria during the MBA and in particular on its cultic buildings.

The new excavations conducted by the Italian component of the joint Italian-
Syrian Mission to Mishrifeh in Areas H and J on Qatna’s upper town have brought to
light a MBA monumental building' and a vast open area, most likely a square, lo-
cated to the north of it and occupying the northern flank and the foot of the acropolis
central mound, immediately to the south of the late MB IIB Royal Palace facade
(Fig. 1)." The careful study of the few (and regrettably badly preserved) remains of

5 The deplorable habit of many archaeologists of excavating only the temple structures and not
the open areas adjoining religious buildings where these cultic activities were performed does
certainly not contribute to increasing our knowledge and understanding of these religious prac-
tices. The importance of open air cult areas related to town temples for the celebration of
religious ceremonies during the EB and MB has been recently stressed by Nigro 1996; Pinnock
2009.

6 See for instance the Hittite magical texts recording the disposal of damaged cult objects by
burial in sealed clay jars or by incineration, and their importance for the interpretation of the
context in which a bull figure from Bogazkoy was found (Alaura 2001: 6f.).

7 Du Mesnil du Buisson 1935.

8 Al-Maqdissi 1996a; 1996b; 1997.

9 For recent comprehensive presentations of the main results of these international cooperation
projects, see Morandi Bonacossi 2007; Al-Maqdissi, Morandi Bonacossi & Pfélzner 2009.

10 Morandi Bonacossi 2008: 85-92.

11 On the dating of the construction of the Royal Palace to the end of the MB II, see Morandi Bo-
nacossi 2007a; Al-Maqdissi & Morandi Bonacossi 2009. For a higher chronology (MB I1A), see
Novak 2004; Pfélzner 2007. The recent discovery of a burial chamber (Hypogeum 7) contain-
ing over 50 secondary depositions under Room DA in the north-western wing of the Royal Pal-
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this building and the production and cult installations adjoining it offers a first gleam
of understanding of Qatna’s religious architecture and the cult activities connected to
the main temples of the Amorite city.

The summit of the central acropolis mound (Area J):
the public building and the pottery production area

At the very beginning of the MB I, a major modification in the function of the sum-
mit of the central acropolis mound was introduced (Area J), and the late EB III and
EB IV intensive storage facilities were replaced by a monumental official building
and a large-scale intensive pottery production area related to it (Fig. 2)."

The preservation of this monumental building was unfortunately seriously compro-
mised by the erection of a massive concrete water tower built in the 1970s to supply
the modern village of Mishrifeh with water. The tower largely destroyed the eastern
and northern walls of the building" and cut off the stratigraphic connections linking
it to the surrounding archaeological contexts (Fig. 3). The pottery assemblage recov-
ered from the intact foundation trench of the northern external wall of the building,
however, made it possible to date its construction to the beginning of the MB 1."

The walls of the building, of which only the north-eastern corner was reasonably
well preserved, were probably originally plastered with a thick layer of lime with a
polished surface, several fragments of which were recovered from the debris imme-
diately to the north; they survived to a height of over 7 m (including foundations) and
were almost 4 m wide. The building was abandoned at the end of the MB II. The
Phase J 11-10 pottery factories expanded westwards, incorporating it, and new pot-
tery kilns were dug into its walls. At this point the building lost its function and was
largely demolished to its base."

ace confirms the late chronology of this monumental building. The excavators suggest an inter-
pretation of this hypogeum as the secondary burial of individuals originally interred in the Royal
Grave, whose skeletons, personal ornaments and grave goods were later removed from their
original location to make room for new burials (Pfialzner & Dohmann-Pfélzner 2010: 77f.). The
archaeological materials found in the grave date from the end of the MB II (MB IIB), thus indi-
cating that the dead were buried in their original collective grave during this period. If the func-
tional interpretation of the new “secondary” hypogeum proposed by the excavators is correct, it
would imply a late MB IIB date for the earliest stage of use and the construction of the Royal
Grave. Since the Royal Hypogeum belongs to the original construction phase of the Royal Pal-
ace (Phase G 9a: see Novak 2004: 311; Pfalzner 2007: 40f., 56 and fig. 10), the discovery of the
new burial chamber adds new weight to the dating of the erection of the palace to the end of the
Middle Bronze Age. This low chronology can now be regarded as established.

12 The ceramic production area is presented in Morandi Bonacossi 2008: 92—114; 2010.

13 These walls extended to the south beyond the water tower and to the west under the modern
Greek Orthodox cemetery.

14 Morandi Bonacossi 2008: 87, fn. 48.

15 For a presentation of the archaeological evidence and its interpretation, see Morandi Bonacossi
2008: 87-90.



Fig. 1: Topographic map of Mishrifeh with excavation areas (map A. Savioli).
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Fig. 2: Schematic plan of the excavated remains of the Area J monumental building
(plan M. Garibaldi).

Fig. 3: View of the remains of the Area J monumental building seen from the west.
To the right the circular cut of the water tower foundation trench is clearly visible.
(photo M. Cusin)
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Immediately to the north of the building, at the bottom of a large late MB IIB/

early LB I pit, the dolerite statue of a headless king wearing the typical thick-bor-
dered “Syrian Cloak” and sitting on a throne with a votive cup in his right hand was
found wrapped in a straw mat, the decomposed remains of which were detected un-
derneath the left shoulder (Figs. 4-5)."° This votive statue of a Qatna king was the

Fig. 4: Dolerite royal statue Fig. 5: Dolerite royal statue
(photo M. Cusin). (drawing S. Tinazzo).

work of a late Old Syrian royal atelier and had probably been buried in this pit with
religious ceremony after displacement from its original location and the removal of
its head."”

16

For the finding context of the statue, its iconographic and stylistic characteristics and chronol-
ogy, see Morandi Bonacossi 2006. For other examples of statues of enthroned kings at Qatna,
see the two unfortunately very fragmentary basalt figures recovered from the Coupole de Loth
and the Ouvrage Clermont-Ganneau (du Mesnil du Buisson 1935: 43-45, pl. V) and the two royal
statues which flanked the entrance to the Royal Hypogeum under the Royal Palace (Al-
Maqdissi, Dohmann-Pfdlzner, Pfdlzner, Suleiman 2003: 189-218; Pfalzner 2009: 205-207).

The removal of the head, which was joined to the body of the statue by a dolerite tenon or a
metal rod, might reflect a sort of ritual de-sacralization of the royal image performed during a
termination ritual before the statue was buried in the pit. On the other hand, it is also possible
that the statue’s head was removed because it was made of or covered with a precious material
(gold or silver), such as (e.g.) the Old Syrian cultic Ishtar head from the vestibule of the Ishtar
Temple in the lower city of Ebla (Matthiae 2001). For the Early Syrian tradition of composite
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A fragment of a second royal statue was found in the stone foundations of an Iron
Age III house built above the MB building, thus indicating the original existence of
a pair of Old Syrian royal statues of remarkable artistic value.

Interestingly enough, the same area also yielded a number of monumental basalt
architectural elements, including two thresholds, a small column, several hewn basalt
blocks and a probable large column base."® It seems plausible that these architectural
elements, which were all recovered from the same area and were well stratified, al-
though not found in their primary contexts, had been reused several times from the late
MB IIB/early LB I, through the Iron Age up to modern times and originated (together
with the royal statues) from the robbing of the MB monumental building situated in
the very same area. In fact, given that they were found in close proximity to the MB
building, and their considerable size and weight, it seems reasonable to assume that
the architectural elements were originally part of the fittings of this building.

We shall take up again below from a wider perspective the problem of the func-
tion of this large building, with an annexed production area which manufactured
mainly storage jars and votive clay figurines, probably under the direct control and on
behalf of the institution based in the building itself. For the time being it will suffice to
remark that several features already allow us to identify it as an important public
building, which must have played a central role in Qatna’s urban life: its monumen-
tality, its prominent topographic location on the summit of the central mound of the
acropolis, i.e. on the highest and most central part of the city, the likely presence of a
pair of royal statues' and other basalt monumental architectural elements in it, and

statues or statues covered with precious metal sheeting, see the two recently-found figurines of
queens probably belonging to a standard from the northern quarter of Palace G on the Ebla
acropolis (Matthiae 2009a; 2009b) and the texts from the Palace G archives recording the stor-
age of various quantities of gold and silver to be used for covering the faces of statues of gods
in wood and stone (Archi 1988; 1990; Fronzaroli 1996).

18 For details, see Morandi Bonacossi 2008: 91 and fns. 54-57.

19 The available archaeological evidence from Ebla shows that royal statuary in MB Western
Syrian cities was normally associated with temples in particular. Votive figures of enthroned kings
often accompanied by standing statues of queens were placed in temples, probably on both sides
of the entrance, thus indicating that their authority was religiously legitimated and protected by
the god. See, for instance, the remains of two pairs of archaic Old Syrian basalt figures from the
Ishtar Temple P2 vestibule at Ebla, the pair of royal statues of the later classical Old Syrian pe-
riod from the same place and the contemporary acephalous statue of a sitting king from the ves-
tibule of the MB II HH2 temple (Matthiae 1992; 2006, 481 and fig. 28). Albeit found in a sec-
ondary context, the Idrimi statue from an annexe of the Temple of Alalah IB is also an example
of this tradition of setting statues of enthroned kings in temples (Woolley 1955: 88f., pl. 12b; for a
new attribution of the Idrimi statue to Level IVB, see Fink 2010). However, even if statues of
enthroned royal figures at Ebla were erected apparently exclusively in temples (but see the pair
of royal statues of the late classical Old Syrian period flanking the entrance to the Royal Grave
at Qatna; Al-Maqdissi ef AL 2006: 53-62; Pfalzner 2009: 205-207), statues of standing kings were
put up in open places and palaces. The continuation of this tradition during the Iron Age is at-
tested by the very fragmentary colossal statue of an enthroned king from Tell Ta‘yinat (origi-
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the fact that it was erected at the very onset of the second millennium BC* and re-
mained in use for almost the whole MB. In this regard it is a significant observation
that the dismantling of this public building on the summit of Qatna’s acropolis at the
very end of the MB II does not appear to have been an isolated and casual event, but
rather part of an extensive reorganization programme of the urban layout of Qatna’s
acropolis, which was accomplished at the end of the MB II and included at least two
other extremely important contemporary projects: the abandonment of the Area T 2-
3 MB II Eastern Palace (Fig. 1)*' and the (already mentioned) construction of a mag-
nificent new Royal Palace in Areas G, H and R.** As far as we can judge on the basis
of the chronological resolution allowed by the archaeological materials found, both
initiatives were undertaken approximately at the same time.”

The sacred area (Area H)

A vast open space immediately to the north of the Area J public building extended
along the flank and at the foot of the acropolis central mound. This square was bur-
ied at a depth of about 2.5 m below the present-day tell surface and could thus only be
explored for an area of 300 sq m in the southern part of Area H (Fig. 1). The flooring
of the square, which extended from the Royal Palace in the north presumably to the
Area J public building in the south, consisted of a very compact and thick (3—4 cm)
beaten earth surface. The excavation brought to light a sequence of four similar floors
in this open area, which was intensively used and quickly and repeatedly raised; all
the floors abutted the original southern fagade of the Royal Palace and were there-
fore laid after its construction during the MB IIB (Fig. 6). The pottery lying directly
on these floor surfaces and from the deposits which accumulated on them dates from
the end of the MB IIB or the MB-LB transition,* as do also the ceramics found on an

nally stated to have been found in the citadel Gateway VII [Haines 1971: 41-66], but probably
erected in the courtyard of Building XIV [see Harrison 2009: 179]) and the standing royal fig-
ures from the King’s Gate square of Carchemish (Woolley & Barnett 1952: pls. B53-54), the
Hilani J at Zincirli (von Luschan & Jacoby 1900: 288f., 362-3609, figs. 194, 261-268, pl. 64) and
the Lions Gate at Arslantepe (Delaporte 1940: 35-38, pls. 14, 26-28). For a recent discussion of
the typologies and locations of Old Syrian royal statues and their meaning and function, see
Matthiae 2010: 282-293 (with bibliography 526-528).

20 Within the framework of a central re-organization programme of the city’s urban plan, which
underwent a decisive change with respect to the preceding EB IV (Morandi Bonacossi 2007b:
72£.; 2009, 63f1.).

21 Morandi Bonacossi et AL. 2009: 71-73.

22 See fn. 11, supra.

23 The shaping of an imposing new royal citadel during the following LBA included also the con-
struction of at least two subsidiary palaces encircling the Royal Palace: the Southern Palace
(Al-Maqdissi 2003: 235-238) and the Lower City Palace (Morandi Bonacossi in press), thus
creating a novel political, ceremonial and administrative hub that replaced the previous (and
currently less well known) MB administrative centre.

24 See also Morandi Bonacossi 2007a: 231f.
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analogous outer floor excavated by the German team immediately to the west of the
palace.”

During the subsequent LB IB, an annexe consisting of at least 10 rooms was added
to the Royal Palace. It abutted the original southern fagade and cut the underlying
external floors (Figs. 7-8).

During its earliest phases of use, the square was equipped with a system of drains
which was probably used to gather rain water in a large underground cistern 6823
(Figs. 9-10). The cistern, which had a stone-lined opening with an inner diameter of
0.85 m that had been cut by a later Iron Age II pit, was 5.23 m deep (elevation
501.96-496.73 m a.s.l.) and bell-shaped in section with a pointed bottom. Its walls,
which had been dug into the marly bedrock and underlying layer of clay and gravels,
were well-plastered with a thick mortar coating that had a high ash, chaff and char-
coal content and still adhered to the lower part and the bottom of the cistern and its
opening shaft, under the stone lining of the cistern’s mouth.”

The cistern was probably functionally related to a 7.6 m long drain found some 6
m to the north, which was subsequently cut by the walls of Rooms CL, CH and CF
of the later palace annexe (Fig. 11). The drain had a WSW-ENE orientation and was
not directly connected to the underground cistern, though it cannot be excluded that
a smaller drain, similar to the one running approximately east-west to the west of the
main drain (under Room CL of the LB I annexe), served as an inlet into the cistern,
branching off from the other in the area which was later destroyed by the NW corner
of the annexe’s Room CI and the Iron Age II pit.

The uncovered drains ran parallel to the contour lines of the central acropolis
mound and probably gathered the surface run-off into cistern 6823. It may well be
that the cistern was part of a series of similar installations dug into the bedrock and
connected by drains that still lie buried in the unexplored part of the square, similar
to the system of underground cisterns arrayed in two rows parallel to the foot of the
acropolis in the southern half of the MB Square of the Cistern at Ebla.”’ In its origi-
nal stage, therefore, the open place located between the Royal Palace and the Area J
monumental building fulfilled, as in Ebla, the function of draining and collecting the
rainwater which ran down the northern flank of the acropolis central mound.

In the latest stage, which, according to the pottery assemblages recovered, can be
dated to the end of the MB IIB or to during the MB-LB transition, the square was
raised for the last time by a layer of compacted beaten earth that represented the fourth
and last refurbishing of this open area (Fig. 8). The last floor of the square excavated
in Area H was equipped with a series of installations which find remarkable parallels

25 See Paoletti 2005, who dates this pottery assemblage to the MB II. In the present author’s opin-
ion the published diagnostics (see for example pls. 14a: 6-7, 14b: 3—4 and 16a: 7) indicate that
this surface should be dated to the end of the MB II or the MB-LB transition.

26 Many detached plaster fragments were found on the bottom and in the fills of the cistern.

27 Marchetti & Nigro 1997: 5f. and fig. 4.
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Fig. 6: Detail of one of the sequence of open-area floors which abutted the original
southern fagade of the Royal Palace and were cut by the later palace annexe, Area H
(photo G. Garna).

Fig. 7: View of the latest open-area floor (Phase 2) abutting the original
southern facade of the Royal Palace and cut by the later palace annexe, Area H
(photo G. Garna).
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Fig. 9: Plan of the earliest phase (Phase 1) of the sacred area cut by the later palace annexe, Area H (plan A.
Savioli).
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in the MB sacred area of Ishtar at Ebla®™ and make it possible to interpret this surface
as an open space used for cult activities involving the deposition and burial of ritual
food offerings (solid and liquid) and of disused temple furnishings or votives, which
was probably functionally related to a nearby temple.

Fig. 10: Schematic section of underground cistern 6823, Area H
(plan A. Savioli).

28 For the Ishtar sacred area, its religious buildings and installations and the Square of the Cisterns,
see Matthiae 1993; 1997; Marchetti & Nigro 1997; 2000; in press.
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The archaeological evidence from this sacred area included favissa 7262 in which
a considerable amount of intact or broken (but complete) jars and jugs were ritually
deposited, the double burial of two dogs and three pairs of symmetric and regularly
arranged, but puzzling, square imprints left on the muddy surface of the sacred area
by movable installation-bases or other unidentified objects. All these installations had
been dug from or built on the last floor of the square.

During the latest stage of the square the underground cistern 6823 continued to
be used as a container for storing rainwater and its stone-lined opening was raised.
Whether at this point the cistern was used for water collection within a cultic context
cannot be ascertained. The previous drains present in the earlier stage, however, were
not found on this floor.

Fig. 11: View of the earliest open-area floor (Phase 1) abutting the original
southern facade of the Royal Palace and of the drain cut by the walls
of the later palace annexe, Area H (photo G. Garna).

During the following LB I the cistern lost its original function and was re-used as a
burial place for five individuals who were interred without grave goods (Fig. 12).%

29 All burials were of children and sub-adults with ages ranging from 8 to 17-20 years. Of the five
skeletons, two are males and one female, whilst two are unsexed. All individuals belonged to a
group which was very homogeneous in terms of age and health status, with evidence of poor
physical condition, suggestive of a modest quality of life and a probably low social rank.
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These burials were associated with pottery fragments dating to the LB IB and faunal
remains.”

The construction in this area during the LB IB of the palace annexe, which seems
to have immediately followed the deposition of the five inhumations in the aban-
doned water cistern, obliterated the sacred area, although its cultic installations, which
were evidently still visible and recognizable as such, were apparently piously re-
spected by the annexe (Figs. 8 and 13). The three pairs of imprints of objects or mov-
able installation-bases, for instance, were spared by the walls of Rooms CF-CM. Fur-
thermore, the favissa and the underground cistern were positioned at the centres of
the overlying Rooms CO and CI (respectively), so that the whole annexe gives the
impression of having been planned in its internal organization with the intention of
maintaining these cultic installations as the invisible focal points of the overlying
rooms.

Fig. 12: View of cistern 6823 with Grave 27, Area H
(photo R. Ercolino).

30 Numerous remains (122 bones or bone fragments) of sheep and goats, in some cases showing
butcher’s and consumption marks, and few gazelle, horse and cattle bones, together with the
complete skeleton of a probably intrusive mustelid, most likely a stone marten.
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Fig. 13: View of the LB IB palace annexe and the underlying sacred area
from the north-east, Area H (photo G. Garna).

Favissa 7262: from the stratified contents to the ritual activities

Favissa 7262°' is a 6.15 m deep (elevation 502.86-496.71 m a.s.l.), regularly dug
cylindrical pit with an average diameter of 1.5 m (Fig. 14), which to the south cut
into a step of the irregular Pleistocene terrace on which the city’s acropolis devel-
oped,” whereas to the north it was sunk into earlier archaeological deposits. The
stratigraphic analysis of the favissa’s fills provided important information about the
ritual practices with which it was associated. Twelve different earthy fills were iden-
tified in the repository pit of offerings and discarded vessels,” consisting of compact
brown earth resulting from the decay of mud-bricks and in many cases containing

31

32

33

Due to the difficulty of distinguishing between the different types of ritual burials of cultic ob-
jects on the basis of the archaeological evidence, the term favissa is commonly used in archaeo-
logical terminology with a wide spectrum of rather different meanings, ranging from repository
pits into which cultic equipment was deposited in a secondary context at the end of its working
life (to thus discard broken cultic paraphernalia or votives, with due religious ceremony, and make
room for new objects), to pits where sacrifices were performed and votives placed in a primary
context (Kletter ez 4/. 2010: 200-203). In the present article no attempt will be made to propose
a more detailed and precise terminology, such as that recently suggested by Fiedler (2005), who
discarded the term favissa and distinguished between “cult pits” (Kultgruben: where sacrifices
and votives were placed in primary context) and “votive pits” (Votivgruben: where materials
originating from temples were deposited in a secondary context). Since both phenomena often
occur together in the same cultic installation (see our favissae and those at Ebla), we feel that
the adoption of a new and more detailed terminology would only add confusion to the present
situation.

The terrace consists here of a sequence of weathered limestone, clay and gravel deposits and
bedrock.

On the function of the favissa and the vessels found in it, see below.
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mud-brick fragments. In three of the deposits animal bones were also found,* whilst
small quantities of pottery fragments were recovered from half of them.” Most of the
pottery consisted of sherds of MB 1II jars and bowls. It was not possible to
reconstruct complete or even semi-complete vessels. Unlike the situation found in
the Square of the Cisterns at Ebla, where — besides numerous small jars deposited as
containers for food supplies — the two favissae 5237 and 5238 also contained
hundreds of complete or crushed bowls and small vessels that in some cases still
contained burnt food offerings (dove and goat bones) arranged in rows or thrown in
from above, the Qatna repository pit fills yielded only small fragments of un-
reconstructable open and closed vessel-forms. Thus we may safely assume that the
ceramic fragments recovered from the various favissa fills were not parts of vessels
intentionally deposited, placed in the pit as food offerings containers or the
discarded remains of communal feasting, but rather refill material thrown into the
cultic installation during its backfilling. Similarly, the rather limited amount of faunal
remains recovered from only three fills of the pit indicates that we are not dealing
with food offerings or remains of communal consumption of food, but with earlier
butchery and food-consumption refuse contained in these deposits. This seems to
match well the evidence concerning the distribution of the jugs and jars in the pit,”
which indicates that it was a cultic installation that was built just for one cultic
event, had a very short life and was backfilled with the same earthy deposits that had
been excavated when it was dug.

The following items can also probably be considered part of the refill material of
the favissa: an isolated highly fragmentary female terracotta figurine with open arms
and parallel combings on the back and on the front representing the pubes (Fig. 15),
typologically referable to a MB IB horizon;* two fragmentary spindle whorls made
from potsherds® and a third unfinished one;* and an ostrich egg fragment.*' In the
MB IB-IIA favissa 5238 (layer i) of the Square of the Cisterns at Ebla, spindle whorls
were present along with numerous votive clay figurines of the naked female type,
which is commonly related to fertility aspects of the Ishtar cult.” In the Qatna cultic

34 Stratigraphic units 7261, 7289 and 7291 contained 66 bone fragments. The following taxa are
recorded: Ovis aries, Capra hircus, Ovis/Capra, Sus domesticus, Bos taurus and possibly Vul-
pes sp. Many bones bore butcher’s marks, but no signs of burning. The fills of the favissa seem
to have contained a mix of butchery and consumption refuse and some intrusive elements such
as the remains of a small carnivore.

35 About 100 sherds from stratigraphic units 7261, 7289, 7291, 7454, 7459, 7472.

36 Marchetti & Nigro 1997; 2000.

37 See below.

38 SF 7261.701; for parallels, see for example Fiorentino 2006: figs. 49:b; 51:a.

39 SF 7289.705-706.

40 SF 7283.702. In this case the perforating hole of the spindle whorl was unfinished.

41 SF 7261.703. Fragments of ostrich egg were also recovered from layer 5 of the LB I favissa P.
5213/ii at Ebla (Marchetti & Nigro in press).

42 Marchetti & Nigro 1997: 22, 29 and fig. 11.
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Fig. 14: Schematic section of favissa 7262, Area H
(section A. Savioli).

pit, however, only one clay figurine and three spindle whorls from different fills of
the installation were found. Their contemporary occurrence in the favissa seems un-
likely to be significant; the highly fragmentary materials contained in the pit back-
fills are probably residual in character and not connected with the cultic activities
performed in it.

On the other hand, clear evidence of the ritual activities enacted in the favissa is
shown by the large group of intact or broken, but complete, closed-form vessels
recovered from six different fills of the Area H repository pit.
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Fig. 15: Clay female figurine from a fill of favissa 7262, Area H
(photo M.A. Giovinazzo).

An assemblage of 19 mainly intact or complete mid-sized jars and jugs and one
slightly broken (though nearly complete) Black-Burnished Ware bottle were found
in the favissa. The “jars and jugs” inventory contained 13 jugs,* four jars* and two
double-handled jars.*

Three different categories of vessel preservation can be distinguished:

Entirely complete and undamaged vessels with no breaking;

b. Broken but complete and restorable containers;

Broken and only partially-preserved vessels. The last class includes a variety of
preservations, ranging from nearly intact and complete vessels (lacking only the
rim and part of the neck) to extremely fragmentary ones, of which only the rim
and neck were found.

These preservation groups are probably the result of different practices regarding rit-
ual burying of cultic objects in the favissa. The complete and restorable vessels (b)
found broken in the repository pit were most likely intentionally smashed by having
been thrown into the pit (as is shown by the fact that the fractures were old and the
fragments often not clustered together, but scattered in the favissa at a considerable

43

44

45

Of which nine were intact or complete (SF 7287.702, 7289.701-702, 7468.703-705, 707-709),
whereas of three jugs only a few sherds were recovered (SF 7285.702-703, 7287.701). Numer-
ous fragments of a fourth jug were found distributed in seven different fills located at different
elevations within the favissa, with a vertical range of 4.50 m (Fig. 14; SU 7282, 7285, 7289,
7291, 7293, 7454, 7459). The archaeological evidence regarding this jug is extremely important
for the interpretation of the cult activity associated with the repository pit (see below).

Two were intact (SF 7282.701, 7468.701), the rim of one jar was missing (SF 7459.701), whilst
of another jar only the rim and neck were found (SF 7289.703).

One jar was complete though crushed (SF 7468.702), whilst part of the neck and rim of the
second were missing (SF 7468.706).
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distance from each other). This suggests that these vessels were either votives that had
been placed in a temple, and were then removed to make room for new offerings and
buried in the repository pit, or temple furnishings no longer in use. In both cases they
could not be discarded as ordinary refuse because they had acquired a sacred status
on account of their presence in the temple and were therefore ritually buried and in-
tentionally broken by throwing them into the pit in a termination ritual meant to en-
sure that the vessels would not be used any more.*

The same also holds true for one double-handled jar and a simple jar with wavy
combed decoration,” both of which were intact, with the only exception of part of the
neck and rim which were missing (c). This suggests that these vessels too were vo-
tives or part of temple furnishings, which were decommissioned and ceremonially
de-sacralised in an obliteration ritual.

A jar and three jugs were deposited in a very fragmentary state of preservation
(c),”™ presumably because they were either already broken or had been intentionally
smashed in order to impede their future use before being discarded in the favissa.
Only a portion of these vessels,” which again were probably temple equipment or
votives, was then thrown in the pit after their de-sacralisation.

The function of the intact jars and jugs, though, must have been entirely different
(a); in all probability they were carefully deposited in the pit as food containers for
offerings and not as ritually smashed and discarded temple equipment or votives.

It seems likely that the jugs, which are pouring vessels, were containers for liba-
tions (wine?), whilst the mid-sized jars contained some valuable solid food offering,
possibly animal fat.”’ In both cases, however, we are dealing with vessels for food-
stuff sacrifices in the form of libations and solid food supplies.

A noteworthy proportion of intact or broken, but complete, vessels exhibit major
or minor irregularities of shape,’ although it is impossible to ascertain whether these

46 On the ritual obliteration of votives or temple fittings, see also Lipinski 2003, 301; Kletter et AL
2010: 200. On the archaeological evidence related to termination rituals in the ancient Near East
and Cyprus and its interpretation, see recently Zuckerman 2007; Papaconstantinou 2010 with
further bibliography.

47 Respectively SF 7468.706 and SF 7459.701.

48 SF 7289.703 and SF 7285.702-703, 7287.701 respectively.

49 The most characteristic, namely rim, neck and — in case of the jugs — the handle or part of it.

50 It has not yet been possible to analyse the inner walls of the jars for the presence of preserved
lipids, which would offer the opportunity of determining the nature of their contents. Lipid resi-
due analysis via gas chromatography (GC), GC-mass spectrometry (GC/MS) and GC-combus-
tion-isotope ratio-MS (GC-C-IRMS) has enabled the detection and characterisation of a wide
range of commodities including ruminant adipose fats, non-ruminant adipose fats, dairy fats, plant
waxes and oils, beeswax and plant resins (for Qatna, see James et A 2009; Mukherjee et Al
2007; Mukherjee et 4/. 2008). MB I mid-sized jars from favissa 5327 from the Ishtar sacred
area at Ebla exhibited on the inner walls thick incrustations of organic material which were in-
terpreted as animal fat by the excavators (Marchetti & Nigro 2007: 16). No analysis seems to have
been performed, however.

51 Jars 7282.701 and 7468.701 and jugs 7287.701-702, 7289.702, 7468.703, 7468.707-708. Fur-
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flaws fall within the normal range of imperfection typical of a mass manufacture of
vessels like the MBA one or if they should be considered statistically significant and
meaningful.”

Observations on the fill stratification of favissa 7262 indicate that it probably had
a very short life. The distribution of the sherds of a broken jug in different fills™ shows
that the use of the repository pit must have been limited to one single cultic activity,
which included a sequence of distinct ritual actions in which vessels were deposited or
thrown into the favissa in order to offer food sacrifices as well as to de-sacralise and
terminate discarded votives and/or temple furnishings in an obliteration ritual. The
association of the favissa with one major cultic episode consisting of a series of six
ritual actions is clearly indicated by the fact that the vessels were concentrated in six
distinct layers, one directly above another or separated by ritual fills. However, as
has already been mentioned, fragments of a jug with a vertical burnish, which had
probably been intentionally smashed outside the favissa, were found distributed in
seven different fills located at the top, centre and bottom of the pit.**

This evidence can only be interpreted to mean that the separate ritual burials of
vessels deposited or thrown into the favissa were performed within the framework of
one major cultic event, which was accompanied by the repeated ritual throwing of
fragments of the same “terminated” jug into nearly all fills of the pit (with the excep-
tion of only the two uppermost fills* and a central one). Favissa 7262 was therefore
a religious installation which was built specifically for the execution of a single cul-
tic performance (which included distinct individual ritual activities of diverse nature
and meaning) and its life span was very short.

In the lowest layer containing vessels (SU 7468), at the bottom of the favissa, a
large group of nine vessels was found (Fig. 16): six jugs, two double-handled jars and
one jar (SF 7468.701-709). Only the jar was intact, whereas all other vessels were
smashed.*® A rite of obliteration accompanied by a food sacrifice in the mid-sized jar
is the most convincing hypothesis for this kind of ceramic burial. It is remarkable that
the most valued vessels were deposited or thrown into the pit during this first and
(with respect also to the number of buried vessels) most important ritual action.”

thermore, the outer surfaces of many vessels show not perfectly homogeneous firing atmos-
pheres indicated by the presence of several strongly oxidized areas.

52 In the pottery assemblages from the Ishtar sacred area at Ebla a considerable number of vessels
are also irregularly shaped (Marchetti & Nigro 1997: figs. 6-9).

53 See fn. 43, supra.

54 Sherds found in fills 7282 and 7285, 7285 and 7454, and 7285 and 7459 located at the top and
the bottom of sequence could be pieced together (Fig. 14).

55 Which contained no vases.

56 The sherds showed ancient fractures.

57 It included the burial of two imported double-handled jars, which reached Qatna either from
northern Palestine or from the northern Levantine coast (see below), and six jugs of which three
had a vertically-burnished surface. For the prestige character of these jugs, see below.
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Fig. 16: Plan of fill 7468 of favissa 7262 with some of the vessels found in it, Area H
(plan A. Savioli).

The overlying layer (SU7459) contained a jar which had been deposited after having
been ritually terminated through the breaking of its rim and neck. Three ritual fillings
devoid of any pottery container followed (SU 7454, 7293, 7291). In the subsequent
layer 7289 three vessels were uncovered at different elevations: two intact jugs (SF
7289.701-702) and the neck and the rim of a vertically burnished jar with double
everted rim (SF 7289.703). Whilst the former two were most likely libation vessels
containing some valued liquid, perhaps wine, to be sacrificed and were ritually bur-
ied probably after their contents had been poured out, the latter attests to an oblitera-
tion ritual in which a jar was thrown into the favissa after having been intentionally
broken.

A very fragmentary, but archaeologically complete, jug and an entirely intact one
(SF 7287.701 and 702) were found in the following fill, indicating again the combi-
nation of obliteration and offering (libation) rituals.
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Somewhat different is the situation recorded in the overlying fill SU 7285, in
which a broken but nearly complete Black Burnished Ware bottle (SF 7285.701) and
two highly fragmentary jugs (SF 7285.702-703) were found. The BBW bottle was
entirely preserved, with the exception of a fracture of the neck from which a small
part was missing. It is difficult to ascertain whether this might have been due to the
accidental breaking of the bottle after its deposition, the fabric of which was very
fragile, or could have instead represented the intentional de-sacralisation and termi-
nation of a votive or a temple furnishing (which probably contained perfumes or pre-
cious oils), as in the case of the two broken jugs from the same fill. However, the fact
that the broken upper parts of the neck and rim were found may indicate that the
bottle was deposited in the pit with its contents inside.

This ritual action was separated from the following one by an empty fill (SU
7282), after which the last layer contained an intact jar with double everted rim and
two combed bands at the bottom of the neck (SF 7282.701). This jar, which most
probably contained a solid food offering, bore witness to the ritual action with which
the favissa was closed. It was covered by an overlying 70 cm thick layer of sandy
soil containing ashes, which was devoid of any other kind of archaeological remains,
fauna or buried vessels (SU 7281). This fill seems to be very similar to the 1 m thick
fills containing nothing but some small burnt wood sticks laid on top of the other de-
posits in the favissae 5237 and 5238 at Ebla and interpreted as layers of ritually pure
soil brought in from outside the town which sealed the ritual vessel burials.*®

Finally, the pit was closed by a layer of earth (SU 7261) rich in bone and ceramic
backfill materials.

The vessels from favissa 7262: typology, chronology and function

The pottery assemblage consisting of the twenty vessels found in the Qatna reposi-
tory pit is very specialized and consists of a larger group of 13 jugs (65%), a smaller
group of four jars (20%), two imported double-handled storage jars (10%) and one
Black Burnished Ware bottle (Fig. 17).

This material comes from a chronologically quite homogeneous horizon which
can be dated mainly to the MB IIB, although three out of four jars can be assigned
on the basis of typology to a slightly higher chronological frame, ranging from the
MB IB to the MB IIA.

The jars

The earliest vessel present is the mid-sized jar 7282.701 with double everted rim and
two combed bands below the neck, ovoid body and convex base, found at the top of
the sequence just below the sterile layer sealing the favissa (Fig. 18). This type is very
characteristic of the MB IB ceramic horizon of Inner Syria and appears at Ebla at the

58 As in our case, no re-deposited archaeological materials were found in them; see Marchetti &
Nigro 1997: 7-9.
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Fig. 17: The jars, double-handled jars and jugs from the favissa 7262.

end of the MB I (Mardikh III A2), where it is largely used as a funerary furnishing,
especially in the Tomb of the Princess, and as a votive or offering vase in the favissae
of the Ishtar sacred area.”

To the same period dates a fragmentary jar from fill 7289 (SF 7289.703), of
which only the rim and the neck had been thrown into the favissa (Fig. 19). The jar,
which is hard-fired and has a “clinky” sound, is distinguished by thin walls, a double
everted rim, a combed band at the centre of the neck and a vertically burnished dark
grey surface. These characteristics suggest that the jar might have been an imitation
of metallic prototypes in bronze/copper or silver. The fabric indicates that the jar be-
longed to a local production, although it shows parallels with similar large jars from
the coastal region.” More difficult to date accurately is the fragmentary jar SF 7459.
701 found almost at the bottom of the favissa (Fig. 20). It is a globular mid-sized jar
with a broken neck, missing rim, flat base and a scrabbled wavy decoration framed
between two bands of comb-incised lines on the shoulders. Such a decoration is very
common, especially between the MB IB and IIA.

59 Marchetti & Nigro 1997: 16, figs. 6: 3940, 7: 39, 41; Nigro 2002: 106.

60 At Tell Arqa, for instance, similar jars have been recovered from the MB I Level 14 of Phase N
(Thalmann 2006: pls. 88: 6-10, 89: 1). Although vertical burnishing is a very characteristic sur-
face treatment at Arqa in Phase N, these jars have a smoothed surface.
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Fig. 19: Jar 7289.703. Fig. 20: Jar 7459.701.

Fig. 18: Jar 7282.701.
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Finally, a fourth jar was recovered from the first ritual burial of vessels at the
bottom of the favissa (SF 7468.70p1; Fig. 21). It is a mid-sized globular jar with a
rounded grooved rim and a decoration on the shoulder consisting (from the top) of
two bands of oblique comb-impressed lines, two combed bands and a scrabbled
wavy decoration. The parallels with comparable specimens from Ebla’s Northern
Palace allow us to date this jar to the MB IIB.*'

Fig. 21: Jar 7468.701.

The double-handled storage jars

Among the vessels associated with the first and most important ritual activity per-
formed in the repository pit were two imported mid-sized double-handled storage
jars (SF 7468.702, 706; Figs. 22-23). Neither the types nor the fabrics of these am-
phorae with strap handles are local or characteristic of Inner Syrian sites. Both stor-

61 Pinnock 2005: pl. 35:11, 13-14.
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age jars were probably imported to Qatna from a site in northern Palestine or the
northern Levantine coast.

SF 7468.702 has a slender elongated body, convex base, slightly everted grooved
rim and two combed bands under the neck. Similar storage jars are known from
northern Palestinian sites of the Jezreel/Beth-Shean Valleys of the late MB I1A and
the MB IIB, such as Tel Qashish,” Beth-Shean® and Hazor.*

SF 7468.706 is a more ovoid storage jar with flat base, ridge under the neck and a
vertically burnished surface. Unfortunately part of the neck and the rim were miss-
ing. Parallels are known from coastal sites such as Tell Arqa in MBA I and 1II lev-
els® and from Tel Qashish in the Jezreel Valley in MB 1IB contexts.®

Fig. 22: Double-handled storage jar Fig. 23: Double-handled storage jar
7468.702. 7468.706.

The Black Burnished Ware bottle
Black Burnished Ware is a typical MB IB-II ceramic class, which in the favissa is

represented by the bottle with inner stepped rim, a triple ridge at the bottom of the
cylindrical neck, ovoid body and ring-base found in fill 7285 (SF 7285.701; Fig. 24).

62 Ben-Tor & Bonfil 2003: fig. 76: 6 (Stratum X).

63 Maeir 2007: pl. 22:3 (Stratum R5-b).

64 Yadin er AL 1960: Area C, pl. CXIII: 4-5; Bonfil 1997: 33 and fig. II.11: 3, Garfinkel 1997: fig.
I1I1.6: 2; Maeir 1997: Tomb 1181, fig. IV.9: 1.

65 Thalmann 2006: pls. 89: 3, 5 (Phase N) and 104: 2 (Phase M), the latter with vertical burnish-
ing.

66 Ben-Tor & Bonfil 2003: figs. 78: 18, 92: 4 (Strata IXC and VIII).
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As in the case of the jar with double everted rim 7282.701, the BBW bottles — which
are normally considered as containers of perfumes or precious oils — are also very
common in the burial assemblages, as well as in the two favissae of Mardikh.”” Our
specimen’s best typological parallels are a BBW bottle of the MB IIA found at Tell
Tugan® and, especially, an example from Alalakh VII kept in the British Museum,”
thus indicating a date in the MB I11.”

Fig. 24: Black Burnished Ware bottle 7285.701.

The jugs

The bulk of the favissa ceramic assemblage consists of 13 mid-sized jugs with sim-
ple mouth, slender ovoid or globular body with high pronounced shoulders, strap han-
dle and flat base. They were distributed in nearly all the ritual fills of the pit that
contained buried vessels (Figs. 25-35). The jugs had an average height of 36 cm and
the largest specimen reached 44 cm. They were distinguished by high firing and thin
walls which gave a “metallic” sound when struck, an often reduced/oxidized core
sandwiched between oxidized/reduced exteriors and a fabric containing mainly
rounded fragments of volcanic glass, associated with micritic limestones and subor-
dinate chert, quartz, plagioclase, calcite and opaque minerals (Mishrifeh, petrofabric 3)
or quartz, chert, micritic limestone and microcrystalline calcite (Mishrifeh, petrofab-

67 Marchetti & Nigro 1997: 1213, fig. 6:17-21; Nigro 2002: 106 with further references.

68 Peyronel 2006: 184, fig. 7.

69 BM WA 130742.

70 Whilst the MB IB BBW bottles have a rather slender piriform body, the MB II specimens seem
to be characterized by a globular shape.
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ric 8).”" In few cases the outer surfaces of the jugs were vertically burnished,” whilst
most of the jugs had a single” or a fourfold ridge™ below the neck and one jug also
four knobs along the bottom of the neck.” Whilst all jugs with ridges were fired in
oxidizing atmospheres and had therefore orange or reddish outer surfaces, all three
jugs with greyish or blackish surfaces fired in a reducing atmosphere did not have
ridges (7287.701, 7289.701 and 7468.703). This is unlikely to be considered acci-
dental, but is probably the result of an intentional choice.

The high firing characteristic of the jugs from the favissa, the ridges at the neck base,
the four knobs along the bottom of the neck found in one specimen, the occasional
surface burnishing and the very thin walls are all elements which suggest that these
jugs may derive from metal prototypes, though similar bronze or silver vessels are
currently unknown from the MBA 11 archaeological record of Inner Syria.” The fact
that all three jugs with a blackish or greyish outer surface were not ridged could
perhaps be related to the fact that their derivation from metal prototypes was already
indicated by their dark “metallic” colour. There was therefore no necessity to em-
phasize their origin from bronze or silver vessels by the addition of a slight or pro-
nounced ridge, since their role as luxury vessels was already suggested by their ex-
ternal colour.

The single-handled jugs do not have precise parallels in the ceramic repertoires
of Inner Syria or the coastal region, nor from the Euphrates or the Jezirah, though
similar specimens — even if slightly more globular and larger — were recovered from
the late MB II pottery horizons of the Northern Palace at Ebla” and the “Zimri-Lim”
Palace at Mari,” whilst a smaller example comes from Tomb III at Mtoune in the
Leja region of Southern Syria.”

Besides the group of jugs from Ebla’s Northern Palace, hardly any other ceram-
ics resembling our jugs can be found. Jug 7289.702 (Fig. 29) is paralleled by a simi-
lar fragmentary jug from a MB IIB outer surface abutting the western facade of the

71 For archacometrical analyses of the Bronze and Iron Age ceramics from Mishrifeh, see Maritan
et Al 2005. For petrofabrics 3 and 8, ibid. 728f.

72 Two out of 13 jugs had vertical burnishing: SF 7468.709 and the broken jug which was distrib-
uted among SU 7282, 7285, 7289, 7291, 7293, 7454 and 7459. The burnished jugs always have
a ridge below the neck (see the following fn.).

73 Jugs 7287.702, 7289.702, 7468.704, 7468.708-709 and the broken jug mentioned in fn. 72.
Ridges on the jugs can be slight or pronounced.

74 Jug 7468.707.

75 Jug 7468.705.

76 For a different hypothesis, according to which single-handled jugs originated from North-
Syrian/Cilician Painted Ware pottery jugs, see Pinnock 2005: 97f.

77 A total number of 11 jugs; see Pinnock 2005: 56f., 97f., pls. LIV-LV.

78 Parrot 1959: 114f., fig. 83: 859. Parrot noticed that some pottery materials found in the area of
the palace could have been derived from later MBA intrusions (ibid. 114).

79 Braemer & Al-Maqdissi 2002: 32 and pl. XVI-B: 77.
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Fig. 25: Jug 7285.702.  Fig. 26: Jug 7287.701. Fig. 27: Jug 7287.702.

Fig. 28: Jug 7289.701. Fig. 29: Jug 7289.702. Fig. 30: Jug 7468.703.

Royal Palace at Qatna,* but no similar vessels seem to be recorded from other sites.
We are therefore apparently dealing with a specialized and rather rare vessel type,*'

80 Trodden floor Inst. 1871, Area BW; see Paoletti 2005: fig. 16b: 1.

81 In this respect, however, it has to be remarked that the actual frequency of occurrence of single-
handled jugs is difficult to estimate due to the poor diagnostic character of their rims (see also
Pinnock 2005: 97). If only sherds are found, it is usually difficult to attribute them to the jug
category unless part of the strap handle is found. This normally leads to a rather systematic
over-representation of the jars with respect to the jugs in the MB II ceramic record.
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Fig. 31: Jug 7468.704. Fig. 32: Jug 7468.705. Fig. 33: Jug 7468.707.

Fig. 34: Jug 7468.708. Fig. 35: Jug 7468.709.

which seems to be typical especially of the MB IIB and to be found mainly in prestige
contexts related to palatial (Ebla, Mari) and temple environments (favissa at Qatna).

In her study of the MBA II pottery assemblage from Ebla’s Northern Palace,
Pinnock considers the jugs a good chronological indicator for the MB IIB since they
evidently cluster in this period and are not found in the previous phases of the MBA,
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even though the shape sporadically occurs for the first time in the middle of this
period.¥” Two jugs with strap handle, thickened rim, ridge below the neck and flat
base similar to the ones documented in the later Northern Palace at Ebla appear al-
ready at the end of the MB IB and during the MB IIA in the Tombs of the Princess®
and the Lord of the Goats respectively.* In both cases the jugs with simple cylindri-
cal mouth were paired with trefoil mouth jugs and probably constituted a set for
serving beverages (perhaps water and wine). Another similar specimen dating to the
late MB IIB was recovered from the northern sector of the Western Palace at Ebla.*

Due to their rare occurrence at Ebla and their concentration in the Northern Pal-
ace, Pinnock considers this group of 11 jugs as luxury pouring vessels produced in a
palace environment and used perhaps to contain and serve wine.*® The discovery of
similar single-handled jars with cylindrical mouth from favissa 7262 at Qatna indi-
cates that this vessel typology was not exclusive to Ebla, but was also produced at
other important contemporary Inner Syria urban centres and that, besides in palatial
contexts where they were probably used to serve valued beverages during communal
ceremonies, these jugs were also utilized for libations in religious buildings or in-
stallations, such as the favissa of the Area H sacred area.

The composition of the favissa 7262 ceramic assemblage is rather different from
those recovered from favissae 5237 and 5238 of the Ishtar sacred area and favissa
9308 of the MB II Temple HH2 at Ebla.*” In Qatna, only jugs and jars were found
together, with also one Black Burnished Ware bottle and two imported double-han-
dled storage jars, but no bowls, small or large jars, incense burners, miniature ves-
sels, no clay figurines (except for a fragmentary female one which should probably
be considered as part of the backfill material of the pit), no personal ornaments such
as beads or pins, nor votive objects such as bronze snakes, metal tools or weapons.
This evidence also indicates that the cult activities performed in the repository pit of
Qatna’s sacred area differed from those documented in the favissae of the Square of
the Cisterns and Temple HH2 at Ebla. The latter case involved only the ritual ob-
literation of dismissed temple furnishings or (to a minor extent) votives, whilst most
of the vessels found broken or intact in the pits were complete bowls or jars, that is
vessels which had been used for offerings involving the communal consumption of
food. According to the excavators, the pits of the Square of the Cisterns provide evi-
dence for a connection between the favissae and rites probably associated in some way

82 Pinnock 2005: 56, 97.

83 Matthiae, Pinnock, Scandone Matthiae 1995: 495, no. 441 (TM.78.QIA.61).

84 Pinnock 2005: 56.

85 Room L. 3111. See Matthiae, Pinnock, Scandone Matthiae 1995: 448, no. 339 (TM.80.Q.59/1).

86 Pinnock 2005: 57. According to Pinnock the reduced diameter of the jug mouths was intended to
facilitate the closure of the vessels and the conservation of the precious liquid contained in
them. This feature can also be observed in the set of jugs from our favissa.

87 Matthiae 2007: 514-518; Pinnock 2009: 199-202.
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with the adjacent Monument P3, which had been performed by a considerable num-
ber of people and included food consumption.®

In our favissa, on the contrary, most of the vessels — although complete and re-
constructable — were already broken before burial, whilst some others were incom-
plete. This means that they were already that way when discarded into the pit, per-
haps as old temple equipment or votive vessels which had been broken during rituals
outside the pit or by having been thrown into the favissa in order to prevent their
reuse. However, the significant number of intact jugs and jars suggests that, after
having been consecrated, these vessels were ritually deposited in the favissa as con-
tainers for liquid (wine?) or solid food offerings.

Two different types of cult activity are therefore found in the Qatna favissa: the
burial of deconsecrated and intentionally broken vessels (temple fittings or votive
vases) and the offering of (wine?) libations and food.

The double dog burial

About 10 m to the north-west of the cistern, immediately to the south of the MB IIB
Royal Palace fagade, a grave which contained two adult dogs was dug from the lat-
est square floor (Figs. 8 and 36). Associated with the dog skeletons was a small
number of scattered ovicaprid, gazelle and bovid bones. The skeletons of the dogs
were found lying on their left sides with the legs stretched out.*” The size of the
nearly complete dog skeletons® and the thinness of their bones, features which are
both comparable with those of the Persian Greyhound or Saluki found in the ritual
filling of the late Akkadian sacred quarter of Area FS at Tell Brak,” indicate that the
Qatna and Brak dogs may belong to the same breed. Three MB I greyhound burials,
of which two occupied the same grave, as in Qatna, were found in the Ishtar sacred
area at Ebla.” Other burial pits containing sacrificed donkeys and puppies were re-
corded in the courtyards in front of two Palestinian MB in antis temples at Tel
Haror” and Tell Abu Hureyra™ and in the MBA Lachish cultic area.”

88 Marchetti & Nigro 1997: 31.

89 The dogs’ skeletons presented no cut marks, making it unlikely that their flash had been eaten.

90 The estimated shoulder height of the largest dog as calculated from the lengths of the limb bones is

60 cm, whilst the shoulder height of the smaller animal would have been 54 cm, on the basis of

the length of the radius.

Clutton-Brock 1989. The estimated shoulder height of the Brak dog is 54.7 cm (ibid. 223). For the

archaeological context, see also Oates et AL 2001; Oates et A1. 2008.

92 Marchetti & Nigro 1997: 29 and fig. 18.

93 The case of the Tel Haror dogs as temple offerings is clear-cut. These were complete skeletons
of puppies less than 6 months old deposited in small favissae near an altar in the central court-
yard of the precinct. The puppies had been killed by having their necks broken. See Oren 1997:
264; Klenck 2002.

94 At Tell Abu Hureyra in the Wadi Ghazza burial pits containing donkeys and puppies (killed by
having their necks broken) were found in the courtyard in front of an MB temple with an altar

9
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Fig. 36: The double dog burial from the north
(photo M. Cusin).

Skeletal remains of dogs were not found in the animal pits and the offering pits of
late Middle Kingdom and Hyksos Tell el-Dab“a, which contained respectively the
burials of donkeys, sheep/goats and lambs and the relics of cultic meals, that is pot-
tery vessels used for consumption and large amounts of animal bones (cattle, sheep/
goat, a few bones from pig, birds and fish).”

near which there were food offerings and miniature vessels (Marchetti & Nigro 1997: 29, fn. 89).
95 At Lachish a dog burial was found near offerings of miniature vessels associated with burnt ani-
mal bones (Ussishkin 1996: 26-30, figs. 22-25).
96 Miiller 2002; 2008.



Ritual Offering and Termination Rituals in a Middle Bronze Age Sacred Area 573

Finally, dog burials have also been recently discovered in the Umm al-Marra
mortuary complex of the third quarter of the third millennium BC, where the inter-
ment of animals — especially equids,” but also puppies,” as well as infants, in sepa-
rate installations, accompanied by rituals involving pouring (suggested by the pres-
ence in the installations of spouted jars), were an important component of the mortu-
ary rituals enacted in the acropolis complex in honour of those buried in the
adjoining tombs.” According to Schwartz, the animals might have been employed as
sacrificial offerings to deities or ancestors; in case of the equids, they may have been
intended as transportation for the afterlife.'” In any case, whatever their precise func-
tion was, in the Umm al-Marra mortuary complex equids and dogs were prestige
animals associated with the local elite'".

From the epigraphic evidence, we know that in MBA Syria equids were sacri-
ficed to seal treaties in a religious and ritual context.'” Several texts from Mari sug-
gest the sacrifice of puppies instead of donkeys.'” In this respect it may be signifi-
cant that in Installation C of the third-millennium mortuary complex of Umm al-
Marra an adult dog had been buried between two equids.'”

The combined archaeological evidence from temple sacred areas and favissae in
Syria and Palestine and that from written sources thus indicates that dogs and pup-
pies were of marked importance and ritual value and fulfilled the role of prestige
animals which could be substituted for equids in ritual sacrifices associated with
temples and sacred areas. This is probably the cultural and cultic setting in which the
evidence concerning the double dog burial in Qatna’s MB IIB sacred area on the
city’s acropolis should be understood.

The imprints of movable installation-bases or unidentified objects

Finally, five enigmatic features arranged at regular intervals of about 8 m in three
symmetrical southeast-northwest oriented rows were identified on the surface of our

97 Jill Weber has recently suggested that the equids were the much-prized donkey-onager
hybrids referred to by the name of kunga in the third millennium BC texts from Ebla and
southern Mesopotamia (Weber 2008). The king of Nagar was constantly asked to send kungas
to the ruler of Ebla, who used them himself and also donated them as gifts to other elites (Archi
1998:9).

98 In Installation B two groups of three puppies were identified (Schwartz 2007: 42). In Installa-
tion C the skeleton of an adult dog was found between equids (Weber 2008: 503).

99  Schwartz 2007: 51f.

100 Ibid.: 52.

101 The kunga was a valuable animal, which in third millennium southern Mesopotamia could cost
up to six times more than a donkey (Zarins 1978: 14). Texts from Ebla inform us that a kunga
cost up to 5 minas of silver (Archi 1998: 9).

102 Lafont 2001.

103 Charpin 1993: 182-186.

104 See fn. 98, supra.
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open place (Fig. 8). They were perfectly regular, 1.25 m wide square imprints left on
the beaten earth trodden floor of the open area by the bases of movable installations (or
other unknown objects) which rested on this surface (Fig. 37). At the position where

Fig. 37: Imprints of movable installation-bases from the south.
The imprint to the left has been partially removed by a later Iron Age pit.
(photo G. Garna)

the sixth imprint of the westernmost row might have been expected, two juxtaposed
low L-shaped mud-brick installations were located.

The function of these features is unknown. However, they may have been caused
by the presence in this open place of some kind of movable furnishings made of
perishable material somehow related to the sacred area and the cult activities enacted
within it. A remarkable fact is that none of these imprints were damaged by the walls
of the LB IB southern palace annexe; the floors of Rooms CF, CG, CH, CI, CL and
CM sealed and protected them. Only the Iron Age II pit, which cut the underground
water cistern 6823, also cut the north-western corner of the imprint located under-
neath Room CI of the palace annexe.

Conclusions

The archaeological evidence from Areas J and H at Qatna indicates that, immedi-
ately to the north of the monumental building that would have towered over the
city’s urban landscape from the summit of the acropolis central mound, during the
late MBA a sacred open area was located, which extended along the side of the
mound and where cult activities were enacted. These activities included the ritual
burial in a favissa of probably decommissioned and intentionally broken votive ves-
sels or temple fittings and of food offerings (solid as well as liquid) deposited in in-
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tact jars and jugs, which were carefully laid and buried in the pit and were probably
related to the offering of libations and food during rituals. These ritual actions were
performed in a series of distinct stages, which were, however, part of one single
cultic act. The favissa had therefore a very short lifetime and — according to the most
recent ceramic assemblage found in the pit — may be dated to the late MB IIB.

To this sacred area seem also to have belonged a nearby underground water cis-
tern, a burial containing two greyhounds and numerous imprints left on the floor sur-
face by installation bases or other movable objects.

This much seems clear. But the crucial issue at this point is: was this sacred area
(which was located only about 45 m to the west of the Eastern Palace'” and immedi-
ately to the south of the newly built Royal Palace) related to a nearby temple?

The presence on Qatna’s upper town of a sacred area equipped with cultic instal-
lations and associated with public monumental architecture in close proximity to it
justifies a positive response to this question. Many Middle and Late Bronze Age pal-
aces in Syria and Palestine are situated close to temples, usually of the Langraum
type in antis. To mention just the most important examples: at Ebla the complex of
the Northern Palace, Temple P2 and Monument P3 in the area sacred to Ishtar, the
Western Palace and Temple B1 and Sanctuary B2, the Royal Palace E and Ishtar
temple D on the acropolis,'® the Alalakh VII Royal Palace and temple,'”’ the Royal
Palace A and Temple E at Tilmen Hoyiik,'” and (for the LBA) Alalakh TV,'” Tell
Brak''"® and Tel Hazor.""

But if there was a temple associated with the sacred area with its cultic installa-
tions, where was it located? Since to the north and east of the square the Royal and
Eastern Palaces were situated, the only possible candidate is the Area J monumental
building, which was erected about 70 m to the south of the favissa in a prominent
position on the summit of the upper town’s central mound. As has already been ob-
served, this public building controlled an adjacent extensive area devoted to large-
scale pottery production with installations for clay preparation, such as settling and
levigation tanks, basins and underground canals supplying the water used to work
the clay, working and drying surfaces for the pottery and numerous kilns of different
types (some still containing vessels). Besides pottery, votive clay figurines possibly
related to cult activity were also produced in the ceramics workshop.'”

105 The building was in use from the late MB IIA to the end of the MB IIB (see Morandi Bona-
cossi et AL 2009).

106 For a recent overview, see Matthiae 2010.

107 Woolley 1955.

108 Marchetti 2006.

109 Woolley 1955: figs. 44-45, pl. 14.

110  Oates, Oates, McDonald 1997: fig. 12.

111 Bonfil & Zarzecki-Peleg 2007: fig. 2.

112 Fragmentary naked female figurines, as well as male and zoomorphic figurines, miniature
furnishings (possibly replicas of cult fittings) and chariot models have been recovered from
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Pottery production areas associated with temples and related to cult and temple
needs are known also from second millennium Palestinian sites, such as LBA Hazor
(in the temples of Areas C and H),'” whilst other production areas, such as those re-
lated to metal industries (fabrication of votive figurines), can also be connected with
temple precincts, as is indicated by finds made at Tell el-Hayyat in Transjordan,'*
Nahariya'"® and the Area A temple at Hazor."

Many lines of evidence therefore suggest that the Area J] monumental public build-
ing might have been one of MBA Qatna’s temples and, by virtue of its topographic
position, perhaps even the most important: its location on the highest and most cen-
tral part of the site, the possible association with a pair of statues of enthroned kings
(strongly characteristic of northern Levantine MBA temples), its closeness to a sacred
area equipped with a favissa — used for sacrificial offerings and the ritual burial of
votives or disused temple fittings — and other cultic installations, the existence of a
large ceramic and votive clay figurine workshop adjacent to it and its proximity to the
Eastern and Royal Palaces.

However, though plausible, this interpretation must remain hypothetical for now.
In the future it might be decided to move the graves of the Greek Orthodox cemetery
located immediately to the west of Area J, which would make it possible to continue
the excavation of the remainder of this building and thus obtain new archaeological
evidence which supports or contradicts this proposal.

The Qatna acropolis sacred area, together with favissa 7262 and the other Area H
ritual features and the possible religious building of Area J, allow us for the first
time to start to outline the sacred topography and religious layout of the city during
the first half of the second millennium BC, which has been completely obscure until
now.

Furthermore, the discovery of a short-lived repository pit used for cult activity
including the offering of (wine?) libations and solid food, the ritual termination of
discarded votive vessels or temple equipment and their ritual burial, adds new im-
portant evidence to our still meagre knowledge concerning the cultic performances
and the offering and termination rituals enacted in the sacred areas related to temples
in MB Syria.

the pottery production area. For a complete naked female clay figurine from the Area J work-
shop, see Morandi Bonacossi 2008: 111 and fig. 38.

113 For the temples in Areas C and H of the beginning of the LB II and the LB I respectively and
their potters’ workshops, see Bonfil 1997: 89 and 95. In the pottery kiln of the Area H temple
many bowls (among them votive bowls) were found (Yadin 1972: 82; Yadin e A/. 1989: 230).

114 Dated to the MB IIC (Falconer & Magness Gardiner 1989: 256-259).

115 For a figurine mould from the MB IIB temple, see Dothan 1956: 20f.

116 Two moulds (one for casting a figurine, the other for jewels) were found next to the steps
leading to the courtyard east of the LBA temple of Area A. They might indicate that in this
area a metallurgy workshop used to produce objects for cultic use related to the temple was
located (Bonfil 1997: 100).
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