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Investigations at the open-air shrine and cairn complex at Ramat Saharonim in the
Makhtesh Ramaon in the central Negev reveal a sacred precinct or ritual center with a
focus on a mortwary cult, attributable to the Late Neolithic, ca. 5000 s.c. The four
shrines are aligned with the setting sun of the summer solstice, along with other land-
scape features. The three tumuli excavated, roughly contemporary with the shrines, re-
vealed primary and secondary burials and intentional bone realignment. Excavations at
Shrine 4 allow detailed reconstruction of site formation processes, demonstrating long-
term development of the features of the complex. In general, the megalithic aspect of
the site, the symbolic aspects of the alignments, and the attribution to the Late Neolithic
suggest a close relationship between the rise of the desert cult and rribal sociery asso-

ciated with the earliest introduction of domestic herd animals into the central Negev.

INTRODUCTION

s with the transition from hunting-gathering
A to farming in the Mediterranean zone, the

rise of pastoral nomadism in the desert per-
iphery entailed far-reaching transformations in the
basic cultural matrix of the desert. The shift from
hunting animals to herding them marked a fundamen-
tal transformation to a society based on ownership of
the basic means of subsistence, and the consequent
need to preserve those means, and entailed profound
concomitant change in virtually every realm of society
(e.g.. Ingold 1980). Archaeologically, it should come
as no surprise that the earliest evidence for elaborate
shrines reflecting public ritual and mortuary cull in
the southern Levantine deserts, in the Late Neolithic

ca. 5500-5000 B.c., only slightly postdates the ear-
liest infiltration and adoption of herd animals—sheep
and goat—replacing hunting as a primary subsistence
base.

The presence of ancient cult and mortuary sites
in the deserts of the southern Levant has been
known since the late 19th century—for example,
from Palmer’s (1872: 121) discovery of the nawamis
fields of east Sinai. These sites exhibit a wide range
of types and functions, from single stelae, groups of
stelae, and elaborate arrangements of standing stones,
to tumuli and fields of tumuli and other mortuary
structures, and on through various types of other
constructions, usually lumped into the general rubric
of “open-air shrine” (see especially Avner 1984
1990; 2002; also Yisrael and Nachlieli 1998). Other
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difficult-to-classify features, such as the “K-Line’
(e.g., Haiman 2000) may also be included in the
general category. The general class of cultl struc-
tures ranges in date from the sixth millennium B.c.
through recent times—as, for example, in open-air
mosques—and thus has been associated with the com-
plete complement of cultures known in the desert
from the historical and protohistorical periods.

In terms of the earlier part of this long time span,
several recent investigations provide important back-
ground for the excavations at Ramat Saharonim.
The earliest of these is the systematic exploration of
the nawamis fields at Ein el Hudera (Bar-Yosef et al.
1977) and Gebel Gunna (Bar-Yosef et al. 1986) in
Sinai. These studies documented the nawamis, cy-
lindrical corbel arched buildings usually 4-8 m in
external diameter and 2 m high, as mortuary struc-
tures dating to roughly the early fourth millennium
B.C. They reflect a local pastoral society (e.g., Goren
1980) organized at a tribal level, with cultural links to
Egypt. Later analyses (Bar-Yosef et al. 1983: Hersh-
kowitz et al. 1985) also established a seasonal and
cosmological aspect to the nawamis; doorways are
aligned to the west, facing the setting sun, with de-
viations apparently in accordance with the season of
construction but with modalities suggesting seasonal
preferences. The focus on the setting sun clearly has
symbolic meaning and is tied to Egyptian beliefs in
the connections between death. the west, and the set-
ting sun.

The tumulus fields of the central Negev are con-
ceptually similar to the nawamis in terms of spatial
clustering of the structures and their mortuary asso-
ciations. However, unlike the nawamis, tumuli ex-
cavations have usually (but not always) shown them
to be empty of burial remains, either from poor pres-
ervation or perhaps the removal of the bones (e.g.,
Haiman 1992). Also contrasting with the nawamis,
burial goods are rare in the tumuli, rendering chrono-
cultural attribution problematic. Although rectangu-
lar tumuli have usually been attributed 1o the Inter-
mediate Bronze Age (= EB IV = MB 1), Haiman
(1992: 1993) has suggested that the standard round
tumuli be dated to the Early Bronze Age, based on a
pattern of geographic association with large Early
Bronze Age campsites. Avner (2002: 154-55) has
presented radiocarbon dates indicating earlier oc-
currences, and, anticipating later discussion, the Ra-
mat Saharonim excavations indicate a deeper history
with the tradition of tumulus burial beginning in the
Late Neolithic.

Open-air shrines, sometimes referred to as tem-
ples, have also been investigated. Yogev (1983) ex-
cavated a courtyard shrine with stelae in a cist in
the focal corner of the shrine, in the Uvda Valley,
dated to the sixth millennium cal B.c. Eddy and Wen-
dorf (1998; 1999: 36, 39) documented a rectangular
shrine in eastern Sinai similar to those at Ramat
Saharonim, also dating it by radiocarbon to the sixth
millennium cal B.c., and Rothenberg (1979: 125,
fig. 28) excavated another, suggesting it be dated to
the Pre-Pottery Neolithic on the basis of associated
artifacts. Given the absence of artifacts at virtually
all other such sites, and their consistent Late Neo-
lithic attribution, it is likely that the shrine at Ein
Yarka was built on an earlier occupation, More sig-
nificantly, Avner's (e.g., 1984: 1990: 2002; Avner
and Carmi 2001) pioneering long-term research pro-
gram on the desert cult has documented numerous
shrines in the Negev and Sinai, many typologically
identical to those of Ramat Saharonim. He. too, has
dated the origins of these structures to the Late
Neolithic and has noted solstice alignments which he
has interpreted in a cosmological framework drawn
from later Mesopotamian civilization (Avner 2002:
[02-3). On this basis, he suggests a winter sunrise as
opposed to a summer sunset orientation.

With respect to Ramat Saharonim itself, Cohen
explored the site in the 1970s, publishing plans and
a few surface artifacts in his doctoral thesis (1986:
8-9, pls. 5-6; also see Avner 2002: table 14.9-12)
and later in his synthetic study of the Negev High-
lands (1999: 21-24). Informal test excavations were
also conducted but never published. Chronologi-
cally, Cohen attributed the site to the Chalcolithic
period based on surface artifacts, including several
tabular scrapers (Cohen 1999: fig. 9:1, 2, 7) and a
simple bifacially retouched knife (Cohen 1999: fig,
9:11). In fact, tabular scrapers as a class appear in
the late stages of the Pottery Neolithic (second half
of the sixth millennium B.c.) (Rosen 1997: 75) and
continue through the Early Bronze Age. The bifacial
knife is not diagnostic. Initial assessments based on
survey work also tended toward the Early Bronze
Age attribution (Rosen and Rosen 2003), especially
based on the strong architectural similarities be-
tween the Early Bronze Age tumuli in the Negev
Highlands (Haiman 1992; 1993) and those of Ramat
Saharonim.

The investigations at Ramat Saharonim were ini-
tiated in order to build on these pioneering works.
The general goal of the project was to survey the
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