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Abstract: The Negev desert, the southern half of Israel, is an arid‑to‑hyper‑arid region. Despite that,
some 13,000 ancient sites have been recorded here to date, andmany were excavated. One character‑
istic of the Negev (as well as of other deserts) is the abundance of prehistoric and early historic cult
sites, dated ca. 8000–2000 BCE. Another is the many ancient roads. The roads, the main types of cult
sites and the connection between them are described and discussed in the following sections.
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of bib‑

lical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps accompanying
publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, with the routes
drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking into account the
local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, however, the an‑
cient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An ongoing, incom‑
plete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex map of many
roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A partial survey of
ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture (Figure 2). Neverthe‑
less, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult to cover them all by
a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a flat terrain is a “band
of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying width. Some roads are
100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others are only a few meters
wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a narrow one does not
necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the latter is the section of the
“Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean camel caravans walked, ar‑
riving from South
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map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Abdat in the Negev Highlands (Figure 2),
ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical obstacle, namely, a slope, they
converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these ascents, remains of labor invest‑
ment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building retaining walls and even cutting the
rock (Figures 6 and 7).

While walking on ancient trails, questions inevitably arise—how old could they be?
and how long can they be preserved? The answers are obtained from several sources:
A. Collection of artifacts from the trails’ surface yields assemblages of flint and pottery
sherds from the Early Neolithic to near present, i.e., from the last 10,000 years (Figure 8a,b).
B. The ancient roads are often accompanied by cult sites of several types; most of them are
prehistoric (Avner 1984, 1 Figure 2020, and see below), but also sites of historical periods.
C. In several places in the Southern Negev and in Sinai, trails leading to Neolithic and later
open‑air sanctuaries (7th–3rdmillennia BC) or tomountain cult sites (8th–6thmillennia BC)
are clearly visible today, thousands of years after the cease of their use (Figure 9)1.
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From this brief overview, three preliminary conclusions emerge: 1. Ancient roads can
indeed be preserved and remain visible on the desert surface for millennia. 2. The desert
is characterized by an abundance of ancient roads. These are not the trails of shepherds,
who pass with their herds from one wadi to another, but part of a dense road network,
of which the dominant direction is from southeast to northwest (Figures 1 and 2). Indeed,
these roadswere part of an international system of roads that connected important and dis‑
tant past cultural centers, namely, South
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Arabia and the Mediterranean countries. 3. As
early as the 8th or 7th millennium BCE, the road network of the desert was complete and
well established. Since then, almost no roads could have been added to the map; the only
changes were some local improvements (Figures 6 and 7).
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Figure 5. Ma‘aleh Shaḥarut, Southern Negev, a winding trail with a “crenelation” game on the left. 

 
Figure 6. Ma‘aleh Zugan, Southern Negev, a winding trail with the remains of built walls (view 
from top–down). 

Figure 5. Ma

 
 

 

 
Religions 2023, 14, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 
Prehistoric Cult Sites along the Desert Roads 
Uzi Avner  

Dead Sea and Arava Science Center, Tamar Regional County, Dead Sea P.O. 86910, Israel; uzi@adssc.org 

Abstract: The Negev desert, the southern half of Israel, is an arid-to-hyper-arid region. Despite that, some 
13,000 ancient sites have been recorded here to date, and many were excavated. One characteristic of the 
Negev (as well as of other deserts) is the abundance of prehistoric and early historic cult sites, dated ca. 
8000–2000 BCE. Another is the many ancient roads. The roads, the main types of cult sites and the 
connection between them are described and discussed in the following sections. 

Keywords: Negev; Sinai; desert; ancient roads; prehistory; maṣṣeboth; sanctuaries; cult; religion; 
pilgrimage 
 

1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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aleh Zugan, Southern Negev, a winding trail with the remains of built walls (view
from top–down).

One can get a notion of the density of ancient roads crossing the Negev from the
“Newcombe Map”. This map was prepared by the British Intelligence Service during the
years prior toWorldWar I (1914) andwas first published by the Palestine Exploration Fund
in 1921. Since the map presents the Negev before the introduction of motor vehicles, all
marked roads on it followed the traditional routes, i.e., the ancient roads that continued to
be used by the Bedouin inhabitants of the Negev.
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flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
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partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
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width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
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latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
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Uvda Valley, a trail leading to two Early Neolithic cult installations, with a vase‑
shaped installation built on it.

2. The Cult Sites
As mentioned above, the ancient roads are accompanied by many cult sites. These

include standing stones (mas
˙
s
˙
eboth), open‑air sanctuaries, several types of stone cairns and

two types of miniature installations. Since the first two were described and discussed in
previous publications, they are addressed here only briefly2.

3. Mas
˙
s
˙
eboth

Mas
˙
s
˙
eboth (plural, singularmas

˙
s
˙
ebah) is the Hebrew, biblical word for standing stones,

also used in non‑Hebrew literature. They are known on all continents (obviously exclud‑
ing Antarctica), both unshaped and shaped, set vertically into the ground; their height
vary from a few centimeters to several meters. Various meanings have been offered for
European standing stones, but mainly they are interpreted as representing the ancestors
(See e.g., Fergusson 1872; Burrows 1934; Albright 1957; Eliade 1978, pp. 114–18). In the
Near East, however, most written sources, from different cultures and periods, indicate
that mas

˙
s
˙
eboth were primarily perceived as containing the power and spirit of deities, sec‑

ondly of ancestors. In this, they actually resembled the concept of statues of gods; however,
in one important aspect, they are also the opposite of statues (see below).

Desert mas
˙
s
˙
eboth form a specific phenomenon; several characteristics are briefly ad‑

dressed here (for details, see references in Note 2):
1. Mas

˙
s
˙
ebothfirst appeared in theNatufian andH

˙
arifian cultures (ca. 11,000 and 10,000

cal. BCE, respectively. Figure 10a,b),3 which are probably the earliest in the world.4 They
became especially common in the desert during the 7th to 3rd millennia BCE (Avner 2018,
Table 1). To date, nearly 500 shrines of standing stones (mas

˙
s
˙
eboth) have been recorded in

the Negev; 21 were excavated. The present number of recorded mas
˙
s
˙
eboth shrines is the

result of systematic survey of only about a half of the Negev area, but excluding mas
˙
s
˙
eboth

incorporated in other cult and burial sites (e.g., Avner et al. 2019, pp. 18–20). Many of
the mas

˙
s
˙
eboth (64.3%) were discovered next to the ancient roads (Figure 11a,b). Their cul‑

tic role is well supported by features and finds uncovered in excavations: offering benches
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(Figures 10b and 11b, 14a–c, 17a and 18b), offering goods (Figure 12a–d) pavements and al‑
tars of several types (not shown here in photos), basins (Figure 20) and remains of
sacrificed animals.

Religions 2023, 14, x FOR PEER REVIEW 8 of 36 
 

 

for European standing stones, but mainly they are interpreted as representing the 
ancestors (See e.g., Fergusson 1872; Burrows 1934; Albright 1957; Eliade 1978, pp. 114–18). In the 
Near East, however, most written sources, from different cultures and periods, indicate 
that maṣṣeboth were primarily perceived as containing the power and spirit of deities, 
secondly of ancestors. In this, they actually resembled the concept of statues of gods; 
however, in one important aspect, they are also the opposite of statues (see below). 

Desert maṣṣeboth form a specific phenomenon; several characteristics are briefly 
addressed here (for details, see references in Note 2): 

1. Maṣṣeboth first appeared in the Nanellian and Ḥarifian cultures (ca. 11,000 and 
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partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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aleh Jethro, southern Negev; the arrow points to the mas
˙
s
˙
eboth shrine.

(b) The shrine, with seven alternating broad and narrow mas
˙
s
˙
eboth (the far‑right stone was found

tilted backward).

2. Most of the desert mas
˙
s
˙
eboth (72.1%) face east, towards the rising sun that is per‑

ceived as radiating life, prosperity and fertility. They absorb this radiation and reflect it to
the worshipers who stand in their front and facing them.5
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are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
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Ein Besor, ca. 3000 BC, a priest in front of mas
˙
s
˙
eboth and a hiero‑

glyph of East behind him (After Schulman 1976, Figure 1, p. 14).

3. The earliest mas
˙
s
˙
ebah, from Rosh Zin (Figure 10a) has been deliberately worked,

identified by the excavator as phallic in shape (Henry 1976, pp. 318–20);6 however, almost
all later mas

˙
s
˙
eboth are natural, unshaped by a human hand or an implement. Hence, the

absence of shaping cannot be related to a lack of technical ability, rather to a principle,
which is later eloquently expressed in the Bible: “… and if you build for me a stone altar, do
not build it of hewn stones, for if you use your chisel upon it you profane it” (Exodus 20:22). This
means that ‘complete stones’ were perceived as sacred, appropriate for building altars and
the temple itself (Deuteronomy 27:5–6; Joshua 8:30–31; 1Kings 6:7). For the desert people,
they were appropriate for representing their gods. Some 12,000 years ago, they developed
a distinctive, aniconic theology. Unlike the peoples of the sown lands, prehistoric desert
inhabitants did not believe that they could create their gods by making statues (cf. Exo‑
dus 20:4–5; Deuteronomy 4:28). Later, their aniconic theology (with some exceptions) was
shared by the Israelites, the Nabataeans and Muslims; all had a religious belief that origi‑
nated in the desert.

4. From their very beginning, mas
˙
s
˙
eboth were found in two basic forms: narrow and

broad (Figure 10a,b, Figures 11b and 14a, etc.). This enables distinguishing between differ‑
ent types of mas

˙
s
˙
eboth groups (see below).
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5. Desertmas
˙
s
˙
eboth are found individually or in attached groups of repeating numbers:

2, 3, 5, 7 and 9 (Figures 11b and 14a–d). In each group, several types are discernible, based
on different compositions of broad and narrow stones, their relative size and their position
within the group (Figure 15). The same numbers are later found in groups of Near Eastern
deities (3rdmillenniumBCEand later), mentioned in dedicatory inscriptions and inmytho‑
logical texts, and they recur in various kinds of artistic presentations. Each type of group of
mas

˙
s
˙
eboth can be equated with artistic, figurative presentation of deities (Figures 16–19). In

other words, the figurative presentations help in ‘deciphering’ the abstract, mute groups
of mas

˙
s
˙
eboth.
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Arav et al. 2016).
The brief description of the desertmas

˙
s
˙
eboth, and a comparisonwith those of the fertile

Near East, leads to four main points:
1. The Negev area holds less than 1% of that of the Near East Fertile Crescent. Despite

that, the number of prehistoric mas
˙
s
˙
eboth sites (7th to 3rd millennia BCE) recorded to date

is ten times higher than those known from the entire fertile Near East (nearly 500, plus
42 sites on the desert fringe, versus a total of 48 in the fertile NE). Ifmas

˙
s
˙
eboth incorporated

in open sanctuaries, tombs and other cult installations were counted as well, they would
outnumber those of the sown lands even further.

2. While, in the desert, mas
˙
s
˙
eboth first appeared as early as 11,000 BCE, in the settled

lands, they first appeared at a few sites 4000 years later, and only from 2000 BCE did they
become common. In the fertile zones, the cult of mas

˙
s
˙
eboth dwindled during the classical

periods and disappeared with the spread of Christianity (early 4th century CE). In the
desert, however, their cult continued uninterruptedly into the Early Islamic Period (Avner
2000; Avni 2007, and see Figure 19d). The desertmas

˙
s
˙
eboth actually exhibit a firm tradition,

persisting some 13,000 years.
3. The desert mas

˙
s
˙
eboth are much more consistent in all criteria, quantitatively ana‑

lyzed, than those of the settled lands (e.g., orientation, lack of shaping, numbers in groups
and attached features, Avner 2002, pp. 82–84).

4. The mas
˙
s
˙
eboth attest to the birth of aniconic theology in the prehistoric desert re‑

ligion, in the Natufian culture. Much later, in the first millennium BCE, this trend also
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appeared in other Near Eastern religions, side by side with the iconic tradition (Ornan
1993; Mettinger 1995; Hendel 1997).

What do the above points imply? A possible answer is thatmas
˙
s
˙
ebothwere basically a

desert cultic element that was later adopted by settled‑lands societies. This may mean that
the desert inhabitants, although inferior inmaterial culture, had the power to influence the
settled populations in the sphere of theology and cult.
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Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
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all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
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ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
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Oded, southern Negev,
Early Islamic, 7th–8th centuries CE.
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Figure 19. Figurative representations of deities� triads with a senior female: (a) Late Kingdom 
Egyptian stela with Qudshu, Min and Reshef (After the Israel Museum, Exhibition in 2016); (b) Late 
Bronze pottery decoration with a tree or a pubic triangle flanked by two ibexes: 1. Lachish (Tufnell 
et al. 1940, front page); 2. Megiddo (May 1935, Pl. 41: J); 3. Lachish (Tufnell et al. 1940, Pl. 59.2); (c) 
Section of Ara Pacis, Rome, late 1st century BCE, a goddess with two babies (after Galinsky 1992, p. 
458); (d) Medieval Italian manuscript, Sophia Sapientia nursing two monks (after Neumann 1974, 
Pl. 174). 

 
Figure 20. ‘Uvda Valley, Site 151, a shrine of ancestral maṣṣeboth, with a basin, a hearth and a pair of 
larger stones for deities (twelve stones were found standing, others were reset following excavation, 
14C date ca. 4600 cal. BCE). 

The brief description of the desert maṣṣeboth, and a comparison with those of the 
fertile Near East, leads to four main points: 

1. The Negev area holds less than 1% of that of the Near East Fertile Crescent. Despite 
that, the number of prehistoric maṣṣeboth sites (7th to 3rd millennia BCE) recorded to date 
is ten times higher than those known from the entire fertile Near East (nearly 500, plus 42 
sites on the desert fringe, versus a total of 48 in the fertile NE). If maṣṣeboth incorporated 
in open sanctuaries, tombs and other cult installations were counted as well, they would 
outnumber those of the sown lands even further.  

Figure 19. Figurative representations of deities’ triads with a senior female: (a) Late Kingdom Egyp‑
tian stelawithQudshu,Min andReshef (After the IsraelMuseum, Exhibition in 2016); (b) Late Bronze
pottery decoration with a tree or a pubic triangle flanked by two ibexes: 1. Lachish (Tufnell et al.
1940, front page); 2. Megiddo (May 1935, Pl. 41: J); 3. Lachish (Tufnell et al. 1940, Pl. 59.2); (c) Sec‑
tion ofAra Pacis, Rome, late 1st century BCE, a goddess with two babies (after Galinsky 1992, p. 458);
(d) Medieval Italianmanuscript, Sophia Sapientia nursing twomonks (after Neumann 1974, Pl. 174).
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ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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aleh Jethro (Figure 11) has been dated to the 5th–3rd millennia BC, but a unique
artifact from this shrine was a silver pendant, which, according to its style and production
technique, dated to the Iron Age II (9th–7th centuries BCE, Figure 12d). It was discovered
next to the offering table at the foot of the central mas

˙
s
˙
ebah and indicates continuation of

ritual use of the shrine during this period. Many small Nabataean mas
˙
s
˙
eboth are known

in the desert, in hundreds of dwelling tent camps (2nd century BCE–7th century CE), and
next to ancient roads, arranged in the same types of groups as the prehistoric mas

˙
s
˙
eboth

(Avner 2000).
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4. Open‑Air Sanctuaries
These are fairly large structures, but low and modest. Nevertheless, they are rich

in symbolism, part of which is addressed here. Their courtyards are delineated on the
desert surface by one course of stones, of one to four lines (Figures 20–35); in some sanc‑
tuaries, the courtyard’s perimeter is just marked by small flagstones set vertically into the
ground (Figure 21b). To date, 234 open sanctuaries are recorded in the Negev and eastern
Sinai; 10 have been partially or entirely excavated (Avner 1984, pp. 119–26; 2002, chp. 5;
Eddy and Wendorf 1999, pp. 181–92; Rosen et al. 2007). Several features help identify
them as sanctuaries: 1. They greatly differ from all types of habitations. For example,
most of them are rectangular or square, while desert prehistoric habitations are based on
circular forms, of tents, rooms and courtyards. 2. Their low construction attest to their
symbolic nature, since no utilitarian function can be attribute to them, such as dwelling
or storage. 3. Like the mas

˙
s
˙
eboth, their dominant orientation is towards the east (76.7%),

mainly in the direction of the winter sunrise (Figures 22 and 31b).7 4. They contain rit‑
ual elements, such as mas

˙
s
˙
eboth (singles, pairs and triads), stone basins and sunken altars

(Figures 21b, 23a–c, 29a–c and 30b). 5. In some of them, the perimeter is marked by stones
different than that of the surroundings’ lithology, (Figure 21a,c, Figures 27 and 34c), while
the courtyard is filled in with dark flint gravel that endows them with aesthetic emphasis
(Figures 21a and 27), a trait that is never found in utilitarian sites. 6. The finds collected
from open sanctuaries include items that are typical of cult sites, brought to them as of‑
ferings, including stones of peculiar shapes and colors, seashells, fossil shells and others
(Figure 24a–d). 7. ‘Stone drawings’ are found next to some of them (Figures 25 and 26), but
are never found near habitations. The ‘stone drawings’ are artistically intriguing and allow
some mythological interpretation (Avner 1984, p. 122, Figures 4 and 5; 2002, pp. 113–15;
Fujii et al. 2013; Fujii 2014).

Figure 21. Examples of open‑air sanctuaries: (a) Nah
˙
al Paran, southern Negev (12.2 × 10 m);

(b) Wadi Zalaqa, eastern Sinai (17 × 9.2 m); (c) Ramon Crater, Negev Highlands (8.2 m across).
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Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Uvda Valley Site 6, southern Negev, a
sunken altar.
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partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Uvda Valley Site 6, “stone drawing” of 15 leopards and one oryx, next to an open‑air
sanctuary, a vertical view (small stones indicate reconstruction).
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Figure 26. Jebel H
˙
ashem al‑Taref, eastern Sinai, three examples of “stone drawings” built next to

pairs of open‑air sanctuaries: (a) Excavated; (b,c) Unexcavated, dark stones—vertically set, light
stones—fallen.

Radiometric dates available to date from open sanctuaries are of the 6th and 5th mil‑
lennia BCE (Avner 2018, Table 1). Nevertheless, Pre‑Pottery Neolithic B flint items were
also found in some of them (8th–7th millennia BCE), while other finds indicate continua‑
tion through the third millennium BCE, even the early second (Middle Bronze Age).8
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
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az, in the southern Negev (Figure 22;
Avner 1984, p. 120, Figure 2; 2002, pp. 99–100, Figure 5:2, 5:23; Rosen and Rosen 2003;
Rosen et al. 2007). Some sanctuaries were built in burial sites, also located next to ancient
roads and road junctions (Avner 2002, App. 1; 2020).
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Table 15).

Like the mas
˙
s
˙
eboth, the numbers of recorded open sanctuaries allow identification of

ten different types and repetitive patterns (Figure 28) that enable analysis of characteristics’
frequencies. Commonly, they are found as singles, but also in pairs and triads. The most
common type of pairs consists of the two dominant individual types. One is rectangular,
on average ca. 20× 10m,with an elongated cell at its back, ca. 1mwide and 60–80 cmhigh,
usually built of vertically set large stones and filled in with even, medium‑sized stones
(Figures 28(1a–c), 29a and 31a,b). If excavated, a small vase‑shaped installation may be
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found inside (Figure 29b) or a group of small mas
˙
s
˙
eboth (Figure 29c). The second type is

smaller, usually closer to a square, with no elongated cell, but with a circular cell in the
center (Figure 30a). If excavated, a mas

˙
s
˙
ebah may be found in the circle (Figure 30b). To

date, 26 pairs of sanctuaries, consisting of these two dominant types, are known, from six
different sites (Avner 1984, 2002, Table 14, Figure 5:58; 2023; Rosen et al. 2007). All these
pairs follow the same pattern: the smaller sanctuary is built on the viewer’s right side, and
is slightly set back (Figures 31a,b and 32).

Since the pattern of this type of sanctuaries pair is consistent, it must bear some un‑
derlying concept. First, their arrangement is paralleled by the left–right order of sizes
of the dominant pairs of mas

˙
s
˙
eboth (Figures 14a, 17a and 31c) and by the way that most

pairs of deities, kings and nobles were presented in ancient art (Figures 17b–d and 31d,
cf. Song of Songs 2:6 and 8:3).9 This may mean that the left‑side, larger sanctuary (in the
beholder’s view) housed a male god, while the right‑side, smaller sanctuary housed a god‑
dess. Like in the dominant pairs of mas

˙
s
˙
eboth, in the eyes of the deities within the sanctu‑

aries, the goddess is positioned on the god’s left. The set‑back position of the smaller sanc‑
tuary recalls artistic presentations of some pairs of kings and nobles, mainly from Egypt,
e.g., Menkaure and Khemerernebty, the king and queen of Egypt in the mid‑third millen‑
nium BCE (Figure 31d). This is also the female’s position in the drawing of a couple from
Kuntilat
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Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Ajrud (Figure 17d), slightly behind the male, presented as standing on a higher‑
like level, and her right leg is hidden behind the male’s left leg.10

Figure 29. Rectangular type of open‑air sanctuaries and related elements: (a) Jebel H
˙
ashem al‑Taref

XII, eastern Sinai, with an elongated cell on its back and amas
˙
s
˙
ebah in its center. (b) Wadi Zalaqa Site

306, a vase‑shaped installation within the elongated cell (one stone disintegrated). (c)
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into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Uvda Valley
Site 6, a group of 17 small mas

˙
s
˙
eboth in the elongated cell’s center.

Figure 30. Squarish type of open‑air sanctuaries with a related element. (a) Jebel H
˙
ashem al‑Taref

IV, with a circular installation in the center. (b) Wadi Radadi II, eastern Sinai, a circular installation
with mas

˙
s
˙
ebah.
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at Sheh
˙
oret, Eilat Region, compared to

the size order of the sanctuaries’ pairs; (d) Menkaure, King of Egypt, and his wife Khamerernebty,
Dynasty IV, mid‑3rd century BCE, in the common left–right order (after Arnold 1999; Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston # 11.1738).

Many open sanctuaries are circular, (Figures 21c, 28(3a–d) and 33). Most of them
are 6–18 m in diameter, but tiny circular sanctuaries are also known, ca. 3 m in diameter
(Figure 33a), as well as large circular cult enclosures up to 70 m in diameter (Figure 33b).11
Stone alignments are attached to most of the circular sanctuaries, mainly in the form of
“ladders”, which are chains of square cells made of a single line of stones or of small flag‑
stones set vertically into the ground (Figures 34a,b, 36a and 42). Their length ranges from
a few meters to 78 m, and they present one of the combination of lines and circles.12
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Figure 34. Circular open‑air sanctuaries: (a) Nah
˙
al H

˙
atzeva, NE Negev, a circular sanctuary, 12.8 m

across, with a “ladder”, 47 m long, and other elements. (b) Ramat Neqarot, Negev Highlands, an
oval sanctuary, 13 m across, with a “ladder”. (c) West of Sayarim Valley, southern Negev, a circular
platform, 6 m across.

Circular open sanctuaries also occur in pairs, mainly uneven in sizes (Figure 35a),
similar to pairs of broad mas

˙
s
˙
eboth, which are also found in both even or uneven sizes

(Figure 35b). Following the above interpretation, the circular pairs were most probably
built for pairs of goddesses, which are well known in the art and mythologies of the Near
East and beyond, from various periods (e.g., Hadzisteliou‑Price 1971; Noble 2003; Ziffer
2007; Schmandt‑Besserat 2013, pp. 245–327). Interestingly, no ‘male’ pair of open sanctu‑
aries has been found to date. Triads of ‘female’ open sanctuaries are also known, in two
forms. One is a row of three circular sanctuaries (Figure 36a); second is a row of three
square sanctuaries (Avner 2018, Figure 22). These are similar in concept to triads of broad
mas

˙
s
˙
eboth (Figure 35b) and to triads of goddesses in ancient art and mythology. For ex‑

ample, the Maltese triple temples of Tarxien and at Mnajdra, 4th–3rd millennia BC, are
each shaped like a broad woman (Evans 1959, Figure 18; 1971, Pl. 24a). A late example is
the pre‑Islamic
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Uzza and Manat, still mentioned in the Qur’an
(53:19–22).

Figure 35. Uneven‑sized “female” pairs: (a) Ma
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flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
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Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
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aleh Zugan, an uneven pair of open circular sanc‑
tuaries, 6.3 and 4.1 m across, compared to (b) uneven pair of broad mas

˙
s
˙
eboth in the Late Neolithic–

Chalcolithic cemetery in Eilat.

Some characteristics and features of desert open‑air sanctuaries are shared by 12 Chalcol‑
ithic and Early Bronze Age temples built in the Levant (see details in Avner 2002, pp. 117–19,
with references; 2018, pp. 48–51, Figure 29; 2023). The built temples are dated
ca. 4600–2500 BCE, while the desert open sanctuaries, including the pairs and triads, ap‑
peared ca. 7000 BCE. Therefore, it seems that the principle ideas underlying the ground‑
plan and features of the Levantine temples actually originated in the desert. Similarly to
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the mas
˙
s
˙
eboth, we may see here another case of a desert influence over the sown lands in

the domain of theology and cult, an influence that is also found in burial customs (Avner
2002, App. 1; 2018; 2020).
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5. “Plaza” Sites
The term has been given by E. Anati (1987) to a type of site with circular rooms or

stone cairns, or a combination of both, arranged in a circle of 30–60 m across (Figure 37a,b).
A cluster of four Plaza sites has been discovered nearHar Tzuri
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to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
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latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
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ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Uvda valley has been dated by finds to the Early Bronze Age II‑IV (3rd millennium
BCE); another one excavated by Eddy and Wendorf (1999, pp. 254–73) in eastern Sinai,
west of Eilat, has been dated by radiocarbon to the Chalcolithic period (ca. 4200 cal. BCE,
ibid, 281).
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Figure 36. (a) Ramon Crater, Negev Hughlands, a triad of circular open-air sanctuaries, the larger 
9.8 m across, with two “ladders”, compared to (b) a triad of broad maṣṣeboth, the Meishar Valley, 
southern Negev. 

Some characteristics and features of desert open-air sanctuaries are shared by 12 
Chalcolithic and Early Bronze Age temples built in the Levant (see details in Avner 2002, 
pp. 117–19, with references; 2018, pp. 48–51, Figure 29; 2023). The built temples are dated 
ca. 4600–2500 BCE, while the desert open sanctuaries, including the pairs and triads, 
appeared ca. 7000 BCE. Therefore, it seems that the principle ideas underlying the ground-
plan and features of the Levantine temples actually originated in the desert. Similarly to 
the maṣṣeboth, we may see here another case of a desert influence over the sown lands in 
the domain of theology and cult, an influence that is also found in burial customs (Avner 
2002, App. 1; 2018; 2020).  

5. “Plaza” Sites 
The term has been given by E. Anati (1987) to a type of site with circular rooms or 

stone cairns, or a combination of both, arranged in a circle of 30–60 m across (Figure 37a,b). 
A cluster of four Plaza sites has been discovered near Har Tzuri‘az, southern Negev 
(Avner 1997); over 20 sites were recorded around Har Karkom, the SW Negev Highlands 
(Anati 1993, pp. 44–46; 2001, pp. 91–99); and many others are known in the Southern 
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millennium BCE); another one excavated by Eddy and Wendorf (1999, pp. 254–73) in 
eastern Sinai, west of Eilat, has been dated by radiocarbon to the Chalcolithic period (ca. 
4200 cal. BCE, ibid, 281).  

 
Figure 37. “Plaza” Sites: (a) ‘Uvda Valley, Site 21 (excavated by E. Eisenberg), circular rooms 
arranged in a circle, with a tumulus tomb. (b) Ma‘aleh Shaḥarut, southern Negev, circular rooms 
and cairns arranged in a circle. 
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latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
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all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
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dem) suggested a number of options, but preferred commercial centers or markets. Eddy
andWendorf (ibid) termed the site they excavated a “village”. Although the Plaza sites still
await further study, some details indicate their ritual meaning: 1. The sites form a defined
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phenomenon, different from all types of desert habitations. 2. All Plaza sites were discov‑
ered next to ancient roads. 3. In a number of these sites, tumuli tombs are incorporated,
which were well associated with cult. 4. In some of these sites in the southern Negev, high‑
quality flint scrapers were found. In a Plaza site near Har Karkom, a cluster of 35 finely
made flint tabular scrapers was found (Anati 1993, p. 46). This cluster is parallel to an
ordered pile of 31 finely made tabular scrapers from the Eilat Neolithic–Chalcolithic ceme‑
tery (Avner 2020, pp. 89, 91). Though typical of pastoral societies, clusters of these scrapers
were discovered in the context of cult and burial13. 5. In one Plaza site, at Nah
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alon,
southern Negev, an assemblage of fossilized bones was found of a large marine reptile,
ca. 50,000,000 years old (Figure 38, to be published by R. Rabinovich). Most probably,
they were brought to the site as an offering. Further excavations are certainly needed to
retrieve more information on the nature and use of these sites.
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site, at Naḥal Ya‘alon, southern Negev, an assemblage of fossilized bones was found of a 
large marine reptile, ca. 50,000,000 years old (Figure 38, to be published by R. Rabinovich). 
Most probably, they were brought to the site as an offering. Further excavations are 
certainly needed to retrieve more information on the nature and use of these sites.  

 
Figure 38. Naḥal Ya‘alon, southern Negev, assemblage of fossil bones of a large marine reptile 
(Pliosaurus?), in one room of a “Plaza” site. 

6. Stone Cairns 
Several types of stone cairns accompany ancient roads. In an archaeological survey 

conducted in the Negev by Woolley and Lawrence (1915, p. 41), they described five 
different types of cairns. The two most common types are briefly addressed here; their 
nature is illuminated by recent Bedouin customs. One is a cairn 0.5–1.7 m high, built of 
medium and large stones (Figure 39a), called “malek” (“king” in ‘Arabic) by the Sinai 
Bedouins and perceived to contain a spirit that protects the walkers, similarly to maṣṣeboth. 
While walking on a trail and approaching such a cairn, they used to sing thankful songs 
to it (Levi 1980, p. 181; 1987, pp. 418–19). The other is a cairn made of small and medium-
sized stones (Figure 39b), called by the Bedouins “Makwah” (‘Arabic- injury or burn, Musil 
1908, pp. 181–82) or “maqatal” (‘Arabic- killed, Woolley and Lawrence 1915, p. 41). These 
cairns were built to commemorate tragic events, when travelers were ambushed and 
suffered casualties. When a Bedouin passed by this type of cairn, he dismounted from his 
camel or ass and placed another stone on it, thus expressing sympathy to the victims. 
Bedouins in Sinai used to perform visitations to such cairns (Levi 1987, p. 418).  

Figure 38. Nah
˙
al Ya

 
 

 

 
Religions 2023, 14, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 
Prehistoric Cult Sites along the Desert Roads 
Uzi Avner  

Dead Sea and Arava Science Center, Tamar Regional County, Dead Sea P.O. 86910, Israel; uzi@adssc.org 

Abstract: The Negev desert, the southern half of Israel, is an arid-to-hyper-arid region. Despite that, some 
13,000 ancient sites have been recorded here to date, and many were excavated. One characteristic of the 
Negev (as well as of other deserts) is the abundance of prehistoric and early historic cult sites, dated ca. 
8000–2000 BCE. Another is the many ancient roads. The roads, the main types of cult sites and the 
connection between them are described and discussed in the following sections. 

Keywords: Negev; Sinai; desert; ancient roads; prehistory; maṣṣeboth; sanctuaries; cult; religion; 
pilgrimage 
 

1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
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biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Arabic) by the Sinai Bedouins and
perceived to contain a spirit that protects the walkers, similarly to mas

˙
s
˙
eboth. While walk‑

ing on a trail and approaching such a cairn, they used to sing thankful songs to it (Levi
1980, p. 181; 1987, pp. 418–19). The other is a cairn made of small and medium‑sized
stones (Figure 39b), called by the Bedouins “Makwah” (
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Arabic‑ injury or burn, Musil 1908,
pp. 181–82) or “maqatal” (
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Arabic‑ killed, Woolley and Lawrence 1915, p. 41). These cairns
were built to commemorate tragic events, when travelers were ambushed and suffered ca‑
sualties. When a Bedouin passed by this type of cairn, he dismounted from his camel or
ass and placed another stone on it, thus expressing sympathy to the victims. Bedouins in
Sinai used to perform visitations to such cairns (Levi 1987, p. 418).

The first appearance of these cairns is not dated with certainty. However, in light
of the even patination on many such cairns, some flint items collected around them, and
their occurrence with other cult sites along the roads, we may assume that the practice of
building them began in prehistoric times.
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latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
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Arabah Valley (Figure 40a,b). Their base is up to 1.5 m in diameter and
their height up to 0.5 m, they are several meters apart, and they cover an area of up to
3 hectares. A similar cairn field has been recorded in eastern Jordan by Kennedy (2012,
p. 498, Figure 15). The date of these fields has not yet been ascertained. They resemble
the fields of the “grape mounds” of the Negev Highlands (Evenari et al. 1971, chp. 9), but
according to their locations, topography and the lack of arable soil near them, they bear
no possible connection with agriculture. In light of later sources, a ritual interpretation is
more likely. Ibn Qutayba (9th century CE, quoting Abu Raja al‑
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Utaridi of the 8th century)
wrote: “When we find a nice stone we worship it. But where there is none, we build a pile of sand,
milking on it a she‑camel abounding in milk (as a libation) and worship it as long as we stay in the
place” (Fahd 1968, p. 26). Possibly, in places with no sand, the piles of gravel played the
same role.
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partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Arabah Valley, field of gravel cairns, up to 0.5 m high: (a) from air; (b) from
the ground.

7. “Crenelations”
These are alignments of stone cairns, named after those of defensivewalls (Figure 41a).

The alignments are of varying lengths and numbers of cairns, between 6 and 80, but most
common are lines of 10–20 cairns. The cairns are ca. 1 m in diameter and ca. 80 cm high,
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with 1–2 m between them. In most cases, they are found damaged, by earthquakes and/or
by treasure hunters through the ages.14All crenelations are found adjacent to ancient roads,
mostly built on hilltops, where they are seen on the skyline as defensive battlements, but
sometimes they were built next to the road itself, either parallel or perpendicular to it.
Crenelations are often found in association with tombs of different types, or next to open
sanctuaries (see below), which support their prehistoric date. Flint flakes and scrapers
were collected from some of them. In the Negev and Sinai, I examined over 150 crenela‑
tion lines; many were also described in the
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Arabian desert, termed “tails” or “pendants”,
up to 500 m long (Doe 1971, pp. 236–37; Zarins et al. 1981, p. 31; Gilmore et al. 1982,
pp. 15–16; Schmidt 1982, Taf. 23, 68; Akkermans and Brüning 2020, Figure 3; Kennedy
2011, pp. 3189–90; 2015, pp. 183–93, Figure 19). Crenelations are found in the Sahara
desert, as well (Milburn 1977; 1983, p. 256; Paris 1996, pp. 601–2, 605–6). As in the Negev
and Sinai, also in these deserts, the crenelations are associated with tombs, mostly tumuli.

Several interpretations were offered for the crenelations. In NE Sinai, Palmer (1871,
pp. 355–36) interpreted them as rows of altars. Woolley and Lawrence (1915, p. 41) cor‑
rected Palmer’s observation and explained them as memorial cairn alignments, built next
to tombs. Musil (1908, pp. 181–82) described a cluster of cairn lines at Nah

˙
al Shah

˙
arut

(Wadi adh‑dhil, eastern
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Uvda Valley) as “makwan”; however, these are actually very dif‑
ferent cairns, piled with small stones (see above). Israeli and Nah

˙
lieli (2000, p. 119) saw

them as road‑markers, which probably also bore some cultic meaning (referring to the bib‑
lical צִיּנִֻים and מְרורִּים ,תַּ Jeremiah 31:20).15 Interpretation of the crenelations as road‑markers
is unconvincing, since desert inhabitants knew their territory very well and did not need
markers, nor had they any interest in indicating the trails for others. Travelers coming from
outside the desert would anyway need local guidance, which is not given for free. Against
these suggestions, a cultic interpretation of crenelations is supported by the following points:
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Uvda Valley, a line of crenelations on skyline; the arrow
points to a tomb in a rock shelter. (b) A single cairn at the same site. (c) A tumbled cairn in a nearby
crenelation line, with black discoloration.

1. Besides being built along the ancient roads only, crenelations are commonly located
next to tombs, either tumuli, nawamis16 or tombs in rock shelters (Figure 41a), and next to
open sanctuaries (Figure 42). At a few sites, mas

˙
s
˙
eboth were also set next to crenelations.

2. A variant of crenelation has been found in a few sites, with an alignment ofmas
˙
s
˙
eboth, up
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to 1.1 m high, supported by low piles of stones (Figure 43). Similar lines of standing stones
and cairns were also described by Petrie (1906, pp. 63–65) in southwest Sinai. 3. Trails
leading to hilltop crenelations, still visible today, attest to repeated treading of them by
considerable numbers of people in the past (Figure 44). 4. Well‑preserved cairns exhibit
careful construction, with selected stones laid radially in even courses, which gave them
an aesthetic cylindrical shape (Figure 41b). 5. In the southern Negev, where rain is limited,
a black discoloration is often observed on the stones’ surface of the cairns (Figure 41c).
The first impression brings to mind a fire, which correlates with Palmer’s interpretation of
rows of altars (see above). However, in blackened cairns that I dismantled in two lines (and
reconstructed) in eastern
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Uvda Valley, no sign of fire was found. Instead, following exam‑
ination by geologists and biologists, the discoloration could be the result of florescence of
endolithic bacteria, caused by the presence of organic matter. The most probable source of
organic substances was blood, oil or milk, which are all known from ancient sources to be
used as libation (e.g., Genesis 20:18, 10:14; Exodus 24:6; Leviticus 8:5; Herodotus 3:8; Ibn
Qutayba, in Fahd 1968, p. 26).17

Figure 42. Ramat Neqarot, Negev Highlands, a circular open‑air sanctuary, 11 m across, with a
“ladder” (barely visible) and a tumbled crenelation line.
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Integration of these data leads to the following possible scenario: The tombs, adjacent
to ancient roads and visible from them, were erected for dignitaries, so that more people
could participate in annual visitations to their tombs or mention their names while pass‑
ing by. The events were commemorated by the memorial cairns (the biblical ,גלעד Genesis
31:47), which were consecrated by libation and were added over time. The longer the cus‑
tom continued, the longer was the cairn alignment. This reconstruction may be supported
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Arab custom observed by researchers of the 19th century (Conder 1885, pp. 213–14;
Wilson [1851] 1906, pp. 28–29), describing cairn lines called kanatir or shehadat (i.e., “wit‑
nessing cairns”, cf. Woolley andLawrence 1915, p. 41). Theywere built in honor of revered
deceased during visitations to their tombs. Similar reconstruction may also be applied to
the crenelations attached to circular open sanctuaries (Figure 42).
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biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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sanctuaries or next to them, and one was excavated in an elongated cell of a rectangular
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all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 

Citation: Avner, Uzi. 2023.  

Prehistoric Cult Sites along the  

Desert Roads. Religions 14: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editors: M. Le Roux, A.M. 

Harcombe and E.C. Swart 

Received: 10 August 2023 

Revised: 19 September 2023 

Accepted: 25 September 2023 

Published: 21 November 2023 

 

Copyright: © 2023 by the author. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and 

conditions of the Creative Commons 

Attribution (CC BY) license 

(https://creativecommons.org/license

s/by/4.0/). 

Uvda Valley (Figure 9), also supports the antiquity of these
small installations.
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Figure 44. Naḥal Shaḥarut, eastern ‘Uvda Valley, trails leading up to a crenelation line. 

Integration of these data leads to the following possible scenario: The tombs, adjacent 
to ancient roads and visible from them, were erected for dignitaries, so that more people 
could participate in annual visitations to their tombs or mention their names while passing 
by. The events were commemorated by the memorial cairns (the biblical גלעד, Genesis 
31:47), which were consecrated by libation and were added over time. The longer the 
custom continued, the longer was the cairn alignment. This reconstruction may be 
supported by an ‘Arab custom observed by researchers of the 19th century (Conder 1885, 
pp. 213–14; Wilson [1851] 1906, pp. 28–29), describing cairn lines called kanatir or shehadat 
(i.e., “witnessing cairns”, cf. Woolley and Lawrence 1915, p. 41). They were built in honor 
of revered deceased during visitations to their tombs. Similar reconstruction may also be 
applied to the crenelations attached to circular open sanctuaries (Figure 42). 

8. Vase-Shaped Installations  
These are tiny features, ca. 20 × 20 cm and 15 cm deep, mostly built of four stone slabs 

set into the ground (Figure 45); in some, the bottom is paved by a flagstone. Several dozens 
of �vases� were found on ancient roads in the Eilat region, some were also found in open 
sanctuaries or next to them, and one was excavated in an elongated cell of a rectangular 
open sanctuary, in Wadi Zalaqa, southeast Sinai (Figure 29b). Added to these are 68 �vases� 
discovered in Neolithic mountain cult sites, especially in the Eilat region. The latter sites 
are dated by artifacts and radiometric analyses (both 14C and OSL) to the 8th–6th millennia 
BCE (Avner et al. 2019; Birkenfeld et al. 2020) and are the main key for the prehistoric 
dating of the �vases� on the ancient roads. A �vase� found on a single trail leading to two 
Neolithic cult sites, east of ‘Uvda Valley (Figure 9), also supports the antiquity of these 
small installations. 

 

Figure 45. Har Sheh
˙
oret, Eilat Region, a vase‑shaped installation on a trail: (a) as found,

(b) after cleaning.

The role of the ‘vases’ can only be conjectured. In a ‘vase’ in a Chalcolithic habita‑
tion site near Giv

 
 

 

 
Religions 2023, 14, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 
Prehistoric Cult Sites along the Desert Roads 
Uzi Avner  

Dead Sea and Arava Science Center, Tamar Regional County, Dead Sea P.O. 86910, Israel; uzi@adssc.org 

Abstract: The Negev desert, the southern half of Israel, is an arid-to-hyper-arid region. Despite that, some 
13,000 ancient sites have been recorded here to date, and many were excavated. One characteristic of the 
Negev (as well as of other deserts) is the abundance of prehistoric and early historic cult sites, dated ca. 
8000–2000 BCE. Another is the many ancient roads. The roads, the main types of cult sites and the 
connection between them are described and discussed in the following sections. 

Keywords: Negev; Sinai; desert; ancient roads; prehistory; maṣṣeboth; sanctuaries; cult; religion; 
pilgrimage 
 

1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
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but unfortunately, not dated by radiocarbon. In a similar, but larger and deeper, installa‑
tion, at the Neolithic–Chalcolithic burial site in Eilat, the remains of a juniper tree trunk
were discovered (Figure 46; Avner 2002, Figure 10:22; 2020, pp. 91–92), most probably
brought to the site from the Edom Mountains, southern Jordan, to represent a tree god‑
dess, which is later known in Ugaritic texts and in the Bible as “Asherah”.18 Its radiometric
date is ca. 4520 BCE. (Avner 2002, Table 1:39; re‑calibrated for this paper by OxCal 4.4.4).
These two cases allude to the possibility that a small tree or a tree branch was placed in the
small ‘vases’ as a sacred tree, a tree goddess. According to the Mishna (Avodah Zerah 3:7),
Asherah could be one of the three: a live tree, a dead tree or a wooden statue. If the “vases”
interpretation is correct, the role of the Asherahwas most probably protecting the travelers,
much like the Bedouin “malek”.
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az, southern
Negev. Most of these ‘houses’ arewell preserved, with the roof in situ. They are not known
in later dated context, so presently, their timespan is limited to the 8th–6th millennia BCE.
The ‘houses’ have been found individually, in pairs and one triad (Figure 47a–c), similarly
to the arrangements of open‑air sanctuaries. One “village” of 11 miniature houses was
found next to a band of trails near Be
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Arabah Valley, but here,
only one roof survived in place. Inside most of the houses, tiny stone slabs and flint items
were set into the floor, possibly as tiny mas

˙
s
˙
eboth.

The miniature houses recall an Early Neolithic house model from Çayönü (Biçakçi
1995) and a Late Neolithic one from Jericho (Garstang and Garstang 1948, p. 71, Pl. 40b).
Later, Chalcolithic ossuaries were also often shaped like houses, interpreted as houses for
the dead (Callaway 1963, p. 80; Perrot and Ladiray 1980, passim; Bar‑Yosef and Ayalon
2001). House models in ancient Egypt were found mainly in tombs. They were termed
“soul houses” (Petrie 1907, pp. 14–20, Pls. 1522) or “Ka houses” (Kaplony 1980), i.e., houses
for the spirits of the dead. Still today, miniature houses are used as the “dwellings” of the
ancestors’ spirits, in Africa, the Far East, Siberia and SouthAmerica (Avner et al. 2019, with
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references), so possibly, this was also their function along the ancient roads. However,
since the miniature houses are found in the same arrangements as the open sanctuaries
(single, pairs and a trio), they could have housed deities, as well.

Figure 47. Examples ofminiature “houses” as found: (a)West of the SayarimValley, southernNegev;
(b) Har
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Uvda Valley.

10. Summary
A partial survey of ancient roads in the desert and the sites adjacent to them indicate

that as early as the Early Neolithic period, the road map of the desert was complete and
established. Since then, almost nothing has been added to thismap, except for the improve‑
ment of road sections by clearing rocks, building retainingwalls or even cutting some rocks.
The many cult sites along the ancient roads inevitably raise the question—what was their
role? The answer is actually known. In the past, when a person or a company went out on
a journey, they exposed themselves to various risks, so they sought divine protection. This
is well reflected from a later source, Genesis 28:20–21: “Then Jacob made a vow, saying, ‘If God
will be with me and will watch over me on this journey that I am taking, and will give me food to eat
and clothes to wear so that I return safely to my father’s household, then Yhwh will be my God’”.
Later, in the 9th century CE, Hisham Ibn al‑Kalbi pointed to a similar practice, referring to
pre‑Islam time: “When a person prepares for a journey, his last act before leaving is touching the
(divine) image, as a request for protection. Upon his return, his first act is touching the image in
gratitude for his safe return” (Ibn al‑Kalbi 1952, 32, Amin Faris, p. 24). Still today, a “road
prayer” is recited by many, a prayer rooted in the Babylonian Talmud (Berachot 29:2)

The roads and the variety of the cult sites form one complex system, whichmay illumi‑
nate a broader subject. While discussing themas

˙
s
˙
eboth and the open sanctuaries, the desert

inhabitants were found vanguards, who had the power to influence peoples of the fertile
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Near East in the realm of spiritual culture. This phenomenon raisesmany question, mainly,
how could these people, who lived in simple, egalitarian society, develop a complex, hier‑
archic pantheon with many groups of deities, several millennia before the peoples of the
sown lands? (see discussion in Avner 2018, pp. 54–56). One possible way in which the
desert influence could have reached the fertile lands is suggested here. Clusters of open
sanctuaries, built next to road junctions (up to 33 at one site), may have accommodated
thousands of people during a religious event,19 a number much higher than any estimated
contemporary population in their surrounding desert. This may indicate pilgrimages to
the sites, not only from the desert, but also from the sown lands. Such pilgrimage seems
possible in light of pottery sherds, Egyptian alabaster sherds and other artifacts from the
southern Levant found in some sanctuaries’ clusters (Late Neolithic to Middle Bronze). If
pilgrims from outside the desert reached these sites, they could be among the carriers of
ideas from the desert to the fertile zones. Pilgrimage to desert sites is known in later peri‑
ods: Israelites in the Iron Age through Kuntilet
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Ajrud (e.g., Meshel 2012),20 Christians to
Saint Catherine in southern Sinai (4th century CE to present, e.g., Stone 1982; Caner 2010)
and Muslims to Mecca (e.g., Peters 1994). However, the clusters of open sanctuaries seem
to offer the earliest indications of the attractiveness of the desert for religious activity.

In this article, we only have addressed the prehistoric sites on the desert roads, but the
same roads are also accompanied by remains of later periods: campsites, inns, fortresses,
watch towers, Nabataean standing stones, inscriptions and rock engravings, openmosques
andmore. The roadnetwork established in the 8th–7thmillennia BCE continued in use into
the modern time, as evidenced by the NewcombMap, prepared before the introduction of
motor vehicles into the desert.

Nowadays, many of the ancient roads have already become modern roads and high‑
ways, or have been damaged by various development operations (Figure 48a,b). Even bicy‑
cle trails recently developed in the Negev are damaging the ancient roads. Once driven, it
is no longer possible to collect flint tools, pottery or other “identification cards” to indicate
the periods of their use. The ancient roads themselves are not officially declared as ancient
remains, so it is difficult to protect them. Nevertheless, many ancient roads still remain
in the desert, which are important to preserve, certainly so since most of them were never
studied or recorded in detail. Naturally, their routes were wisely chosen by the ancients,
considering the topography, water sources and other nature elements. Walking on them
today is an enriching experience.21 The ancient roads and their associated sites are an im‑
portant part of the desert’s cultural and historical lore, for us and for future generations.
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3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Notes
1 For the Neolithic mountain cult sites (termed “Rodedian”), see (Avner et al. 2019; Birkenfeld et al. 2020).
2 For a detailed description and discussions on mas

˙
s
˙
eboth, see (Avner 1984, pp. 115–19; 1993; 2002, chp. 4; 2018, pp. 28–34; 2021a,

pp. 168–71; 2022; Avner and Horwitz 2017; Arav et al. 2016, all with references).
3 The Natufian site of Rosh Zin was excavated by Henry (1976) and the site of Har H

˙
arif (Abu Salem) by Goring‑Morris (1987,

1991). The stone from Har H
˙
arif (Figure 3b) was not identified by the excavator as a mas

˙
s
˙
ebah, but see the arguments in favor of

this identification in Avner (2002, p. 81).
4 An alleged site with multiplemas

˙
s
˙
eboth on Har Karkom, western Negev Highlands, gained international publicity as the earliest

temple in the world, 40,000 years old (e.g., Anati 1993, p. 14; 2001, pp. 32–33; Anati and Mailland 2009, p. 115). Indeed, the
stones have been set up by hikers, first in April 1987, then in 1992 (names are known) and finally by members of Anati’s team.
In addition, the ‘site’ is located in a small wadi, where no ancient remains could have survived floods through 40 millennia.
Therefore, it cannot be considered as an ancient mas

˙
s
˙
eboth site.

5 An Egyptian seal impression from
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biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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Ein Besor, northern Negev (Figure 13), illuminates the mas
˙
s
˙
eboth orientation. A bearded

man stands with upraised arms in front of a group of wedge‑like objects, while a hieroglyph of the East (i3bt) is behind him
(Schulman 1976, p. 23, Figure 1.14). Presentations of an anthropomorph with upraised arms are very common in ancient and
near‑present art worldwide, including in rock art. The posture is termed orant, i.e., prayer in late Latin; however, these figures
actually represented either a deity, an ancestor or a high priest (e.g., Almgren 1927, pp. 130–37; Martirossian and Israelian 1972,
chp. 6; Schwarz 1983). In this seal impression, a priest is the most probable, while the wedge‑like objects can be identified as a
group of mas

˙
s
˙
eboth. The orientation, as reflected from the scene, is as follows: the priest stands in front of the mas

˙
s
˙
ebothwith his

back to the east, facing west towards the mas
˙
s
˙
eboth, which are facing east towards the rising sun. Schulman (ibid) identifies the

hieroglyph, but did not interpret the other elements on the seal impression. Seeing the objects in front of the priest as mas
˙
s
˙
eboth

is my suggestion (Avner 1996, p. 21). The hieroglyph is also the symbol of Sopdu, the Egyptian god of the East (B. Sass and B.
Brandel, personal communication).

6 Phallic menhirs or similarly shaped smaller standing stones are known in various places in theworld; see, e.g., in Ethiopia (Azaiz
and Chambard 1931, I:50–76, II, Pls. 69, 75, 95, 96; Crowford 1957, 133, Pl. 39a).

7 At the site of Ramat Saharonim in the Ramon Crater, where four pairs of open sanctuaries were built in the 5th millennium BCE,
Rosen suggested that the sacred orientation of the sanctuaries was towards the summer sunset, therefore, symbolizing death
(Rosen and Rosen 2003; Rosen et al. 2007). In my opinion, the orientation of the open sanctuaries was vice versa, determined as
perpendicular to the cult focus, i.e., the elongated cell and the incorporated mas

˙
s
˙
eboth, through the courtyard (Figure 31b). The

cult focus faces the east–southeast and absorbs the radiation of the winter solstice sunrise (Figure 22). Members of the audience,
standing in the courtyard, are facing the cult focus, while their back is turned to the sunrise. These orientations and positions are
identical to those of many independent mas

˙
s
˙
eboth shrines; they are also well presented by the seal impression from
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Ein Besor
(Figure 12), in which the priest is facing the mas

˙
s
˙
eboth, while his back is turned to the i3bt hieroglyph of the East. The winter

solstice signifies life and fertility, since, for the desert inhabitants, it heralds the growth of the new pasture and cereals. Similarly,
the winter solstice also symbolized life and fertility for European cultures (e.g., Frazer 1913, V:303, X:246–7, 331–3; Prendergast
2012, pp. 60–64; Prendergast 2017, pp. 52–65; Pesznecker 2015; Meaden 2017). In Christianity, the birth of Jesus is celebrated in
the winter solstice, which is also perceived as the “birth” of the sun (Nothaft 2012). For further information on the orientation
of open sanctuaries and mas

˙
s
˙
eboth, see Avner (2002, pp. 66, 78–79, 101–2 and Tables 11, 14).

8 Archaeological Surveys in the Negev Highlands did not record any site of the Middle Bronze Period (2000–1500 BCE). However,
in the Eilat Region, remains of the period were found in a number of sites, including five copper smelting camps that yielded
15 radiocarbon dates of the period (to be published). Therefore, the Middle Bronze should not be considered “missing” in the
settlement history of the Negev.
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9 A random assemblage of 125 pairs from the ancient Near Eastern art showed that 89 pairs (71.2%) were presented so that the
female stands on the male’s left side. In most of the opposite cases, the female was the senior and, therefore, stood on their
right side (cf. Figure 16a–d). For discussion and references on left and right in ancient art and anthropology, see (Avner 1993,
pp. 174–75; 2000, pp. 100–3; 2002, pp. 67, 115–19).

10 In many publications, both figures were shown in a modern drawing with a tail or a phallus, but, in the original photos, this
detail was not seen in the smaller figure. The drawn restoration led many scholars to interpret the couple as a double Bes, the
Egyptian grotesque, benevolent and protective god, or as Bes and Beset (e.g., Meshel 1978, Figure 12; Beck 1982, pp. 27–31; and
in Meshel 2012, pp. 165–69; Dever 1984, pp. 25–26; Hadley 1987, pp. 189–96; Keel and Uehlinger 1998, pp. 212, 220–23; Ornan
2015, pp. 58–61; 2016, p. 20). The figures do bear characteristics of Bes, but, following Gilula (1979), Margalit (1990, pp. 277, 235)
and myself (Avner 1993, pp. 175, 179–78, Note 37; 2001, p. 37), the restoration of a tail/phallus on the smaller figure has been
removed from the illustrations of the site’s final publications (Beck in Meshel 2012, pp. 165–67, and see Meshel’s note on P. 165).
Indeed, a significant number of scholars see the couple as the representation of male and a female, and see the inscription above
them added to indicate them as “Yhwh Shomron and his Asherah” (e.g., Gilula 1979; Margalit 1990; Zevit 2001, pp. 389–92; Dever
2005, pp. 166–67, 196–208; Schmidt 2013, p. 81; LeMon and Strawn 2013, pp. 112–13). My own contribution to the discussion,
supporting the latter (Avner ibidem), was pointing to the ‘standard’ positioning of the female on the male’s left. The larger, male
figure stands on their right side, while the smaller, with a breast and with no phallus, stands on the male’s left. Many attempts
were made to avoid or deny identification of the couple with Yhwh and Asherah, despite that they are mentioned together in
the inscription added above them, in three other inscriptions from the same site (Ah

˙
ituv et al. 2012, pp. 87–107) and in another

inscription from Kh. al‑Qom, on the H
˙
ebron Mountains (Zevit 2001, pp. 359–70). On the Asherah, see further below.

11 In Jordan, circular ritual enclosures reach a diameter up to 455 m! (Kennedy 2013).
12 Combinations of alignments and circles are very common in the desert, both in stone monuments and rock art. Analysis of the

phenomenon leads to the suggestion that the combination represents the unity of the male and female fertility power, similarly
to the yoni and lingam in the Far East religions (Zimmer 1955, pp. 22–25, 111–15; Scott 1966, pp. 159–62; Avner and Avner 1999;
Aktor 2014). One manifestation of this combination is seen in the ground‑plan of the pairs of rectangular sanctuaries, in which
the set‑back position of the smaller sanctuary aligns the circle with the elongated cell of the larger sanctuary (Figure 31b).

13 For tabular scrapers in Chalcolithic and Early Bronze cult and burial sites, see, e.g., The Peqi
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accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 

Citation: Avner, Uzi. 2023.  

Prehistoric Cult Sites along the  

Desert Roads. Religions 14: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editors: M. Le Roux, A.M. 

Harcombe and E.C. Swart 

Received: 10 August 2023 

Revised: 19 September 2023 

Accepted: 25 September 2023 

Published: 21 November 2023 

 

Copyright: © 2023 by the author. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and 

conditions of the Creative Commons 

Attribution (CC BY) license 

(https://creativecommons.org/license

s/by/4.0/). 

in Cave, upper Galilee (Gezov,
in Shalem et al. 2013, pp. 297–98); Bab edh‑Dhra, Jordan (Rast and Schaub 1980, p. 31); several hundred tabular scrapers at
Mitzpeh Shalem, Judean desert (Greenhut 1989); in Nawamis tombs in Sinai (Bar‑Yosef et al. 1977, p. 77; 1986, pp. 134–35); in
open sanctuaries andmas

˙
s
˙
eboth shrines in Sinai (Avner 1984, p. 117; 2002, chp. 4, passim, Figs 4:93, 101, 103, and here Figure 24c);

and in a predynastic tomb in Wadi Digla, Egypt (Rizkana and Seeher 1985, p. 249).
14 Offering objects were found by Prof. Y. Raq in a cairn line in Ethiopia. I thank him for giving me photos of the cairns and objects.
15 In the English translation (NIV), the passage is Jeremiah 31:21 (not 31:20): “Set up road signs; put up guideposts …”.
16 Nawamis (
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Arabic, literally “mosquitos”) are the names given by the Bedouins in Sinai to the beautifully built tombs, used for
secondary burial and dated to the 5th–4th millennia BCE. The first nawamis tombs were excavated by Currelly (in Petrie 1906,
pp. 224–44), and about 200 of themwere excavated during 1971–1982, in 19 village‑like clusters (Bar‑Yosef et al. 1977, 1983, 1986;
Goren 1998).

17 For libation and its materials, see also (Robertson Smith 1889, pp. 229–35; Haran 1968) and ample references in articles collected
under “Sacrifice” in (Hastings 1920, Vol. XI, pp. 1–39).

18 On the Asherah in the Near East and in Israel, see, e.g., (Patai 1965, 1990; Dever 1984, 2005, 2014; Pettey 1990; Margalit 1990;
Wiggins 1993; Hadley 2000; Hestrin 1987, 1991; Kletter 2001).

19 In short, three people per 1 sq m, on 2/3 of the sanctuaries area, in addition to many who could stand around them, multiplied
by the 33 sanctuaries of Jebel Hashem al‑Taref, or multiplied by 6 to 28 sanctuaries in other clusters.

20 The religious nature of Kuntilet
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Arabia through the Eilat/Ezion Geber (e.g., Hadley 1993, 2000; Lipinski 2006, p. 373; Finkelstein 2013, 2014; Na’aman
2013; Niehr 2013), and seemore references in (Strawn and LeMon 2018, Note 11). Indeed, however, the site is situated on another
road, 15 km west of Darb Ghaza, that leads to southern Sinai (Avner 2021b, §§ 51–53).

21 While writing this paper, I had the opportunity for a four‑day walk on ancient roads in the Negev Highlands (March 2023), with
the discovery of more prehistoric and later cult sites. I also walked on two of the ancient ascents connecting the Yotvata Oasis in
the southern
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latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
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1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 

Citation: Avner, Uzi. 2023.  

Prehistoric Cult Sites along the  

Desert Roads. Religions 14: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editors: M. Le Roux, A.M. 

Harcombe and E.C. Swart 

Received: 10 August 2023 

Revised: 19 September 2023 

Accepted: 25 September 2023 

Published: 21 November 2023 

 

Copyright: © 2023 by the author. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and 

conditions of the Creative Commons 

Attribution (CC BY) license 

(https://creativecommons.org/license

s/by/4.0/). 

Arabie central à la veille de l

 
 

 

 
Religions 2023, 14, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 
Prehistoric Cult Sites along the Desert Roads 
Uzi Avner  

Dead Sea and Arava Science Center, Tamar Regional County, Dead Sea P.O. 86910, Israel; uzi@adssc.org 

Abstract: The Negev desert, the southern half of Israel, is an arid-to-hyper-arid region. Despite that, some 
13,000 ancient sites have been recorded here to date, and many were excavated. One characteristic of the 
Negev (as well as of other deserts) is the abundance of prehistoric and early historic cult sites, dated ca. 
8000–2000 BCE. Another is the many ancient roads. The roads, the main types of cult sites and the 
connection between them are described and discussed in the following sections. 

Keywords: Negev; Sinai; desert; ancient roads; prehistory; maṣṣeboth; sanctuaries; cult; religion; 
pilgrimage 
 

1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
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camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
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with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
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camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
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all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
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ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 

Citation: Avner, Uzi. 2023.  

Prehistoric Cult Sites along the  

Desert Roads. Religions 14: x. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx 

Academic Editors: M. Le Roux, A.M. 

Harcombe and E.C. Swart 

Received: 10 August 2023 

Revised: 19 September 2023 

Accepted: 25 September 2023 

Published: 21 November 2023 

 

Copyright: © 2023 by the author. 

Submitted for possible open access 

publication under the terms and 

conditions of the Creative Commons 

Attribution (CC BY) license 

(https://creativecommons.org/license

s/by/4.0/). 

Ajrud. Vetus Testamentum 37: 189–96.
[CrossRef]

Hadley, Judith M. 1993. Kuntilet

 
 

 

 
Religions 2023, 14, x. https://doi.org/10.3390/xxxxx www.mdpi.com/journal/religions 

Article 
Prehistoric Cult Sites along the Desert Roads 
Uzi Avner  

Dead Sea and Arava Science Center, Tamar Regional County, Dead Sea P.O. 86910, Israel; uzi@adssc.org 

Abstract: The Negev desert, the southern half of Israel, is an arid-to-hyper-arid region. Despite that, some 
13,000 ancient sites have been recorded here to date, and many were excavated. One characteristic of the 
Negev (as well as of other deserts) is the abundance of prehistoric and early historic cult sites, dated ca. 
8000–2000 BCE. Another is the many ancient roads. The roads, the main types of cult sites and the 
connection between them are described and discussed in the following sections. 

Keywords: Negev; Sinai; desert; ancient roads; prehistory; maṣṣeboth; sanctuaries; cult; religion; 
pilgrimage 
 

1. Introduction: The Desert Ancient Roads 
Historical and archaeological studies often refer to ancient roads in the context of 

biblical times, the Roman period, the Nabatean trade routes, etc. Road maps 
accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
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camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
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obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
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accompanying publications indicate connections between sites and between countries, 
with the routes drawn in an approximate or assumed manner, sometimes without taking 
into account the local topography or actual remains of the roads. On the desert surface, 
however, the ancient roads are clearly visible, so there is no need to guess their routes. An 
ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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ongoing, incomplete survey of ancient roads in the Eilat region has brought up a complex 
map of many roads, despite the rugged, mountainous nature of the area (Figure 1). A 
partial survey of ancient roads in other regions of the Negev presents a similar picture 
(Figure 2). Nevertheless, a view from the air reveals many more roads, so that it is difficult 
to cover them all by a ground survey. The common appearance of an ancient road on a 
flat terrain is a “band of trails”, i.e., many parallel trails spread over a strip of varying 
width. Some roads are 100 to 200 m wide (Figure 3, and see Avner 2016), but many others 
are only a few meters wide. A wide band of trails certainly indicates a major route, but a 
narrow one does not necessarily indicate a local, ephemeral trail. One example for the 
latter is the section of the “Incense Road” (a modern name), on which large Nabataean 
camel caravans walked, arriving from South ‘Arabia during the 4th century BCE to the 
3rd century CE. Despite that, the band of trails was narrow, up to 10 m wide (Figure 4), 
all the way from Orḥan Mor (Muyat ‘Awad) in the ’Arabah to the town of ‘Abdat in the 
Negev Highlands (Figure 2), ca. 70 km long. When the trails approach a topographical 
obstacle, namely, a slope, they converge to a narrow, winding trail (Figure 5). On these 
ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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ascents, remains of labor investment are often observed, i.e., clearing rocks, building 
retaining walls and even cutting the rock (Figures 6 and 7). 
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