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sed nulla e�gies simulacraue nota deorum

maiestate locum et sacro impleuere timore

But no statues or familiar images of the gods
�lled the place with solemnity and sacred awe

— Silius Italicus, Punica 3.30– 31
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�e Problem

Divine images have long been a problem in the history of Western religious ex-
pression. Spanning many centuries, Christian authorities faced on two fronts 

the conundrum of which images to tolerate and which to destroy— in their clash 
with the polytheistic Greco- Roman and Near Eastern worlds within which the 
religion grew and �ourished and also within Christendom, most famously in the 
medieval context of eighth- to- ninth- century CE Byzantine circles but also dur-
ing the sixteenth- century Protestant Reformation. For emergent Islam, the strict 
prohibition against images of God or the prophet Mohammed— indeed, expanded 
to a de facto proscription of any human image or any animal in some streams of 
the tradition— also exerted powerful in�uence, as Jews, Christians, and Muslims 
struggled (and continue to struggle) to position themselves as true worshipers 
against any perceived turn toward idols. Without too much exaggeration, in fact, 
we might say that the problem of “idolatry” and all that it could imply is the cen-
tral religious problem of the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions broadly, and 
certainly it has been the most acute challenge at the intersection of iconography 
and divinity. Can God or the gods be visualized? How so? Anthropomorphically, 
as they are described in so many texts with a mouth, legs, hands, and eyes? What 
about colors? Or only as suggestive shapes or simply as nothing at all? Would an 
abstention from �gural visualization be a more advanced form of spirituality? Or 
would that abstention signal the most primitive attitude, far behind on an evolu-
tionary scale of religious development?

Such questions may seem anachronistic when applied to the ancient Mediter-
ranean and Near Eastern worlds, where the general religious mood was straight-
forwardly polytheistic and divine images of many kinds abounded. Squarely with-
in this context, though, in the Hebrew Bible, we read a potentially unexpected 
and sweeping notice posted at the beginning of the Ten Commandments (Exod 
20:2– 5a).

I am YHWH your God, who brought you out from the land of 
Egypt, from the house of slavery. �ere shall not be any other gods 
before me, nor shall you make for yourself an idol [pesel], or any 
image [tĕmûnâ] that is in the heavens above or the earth below or 

1
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in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or 
worship them.1

Explanations for this command are legion, usually focusing on the unique status 
of Israel’s deity as one who de�ed the imagizing tendencies of the larger context 
of the ancient Near Eastern world. But, insofar as images are concerned, what was 
this “context,” exactly, and was Israel truly alone in this severe stance against the 
idol?

In this book, I focus on one particular aspect of this iconographic context in 
Israel’s Iron Age world— that of the many types of divine representations cra�ed 
by Israel’s coastal neighbors, the Phoenicians. To be sure, the question of whether 
Phoenicians employed aniconic (as opposed to iconic) representational techniques 
has signi�cance not only for the many poorly understood aspects of Phoenician 
religion generally but also for the question of whether aniconism can be consid-
ered a broader trend among the Semitic populations of the ancient Near East. As 
one might expect, past research on aniconic phenomena has o�en been motivated 
by a desire to understand the larger context of the Hebrew Bible’s proscription of 
divine images. Does this most famous of image prohibitions cited above represent 
a kind of religious or intellectual parthenogenesis, or is it only one particularly 
vigorous form of a broader Iron Age West Semitic trend toward aniconic cultic 
expressions in which the Phoenicians also participated? Moreover, the very de�-
nition of “aniconism” itself is di�cult and contested, and thus some of our e�ort 
here must go toward understanding what we mean when we discuss an “icon” or 
the avoidance of the icon.

�e �eld of Phoenician studies has seen an explosion of publications in the 
past two decades, fueled by new archaeological work and the burgeoning inter-
est of a distinctly international group of scholars exploring the e�ects and extent 
of Phoenician colonization in the Mediterranean. Previously, however, there have 
only been scattered and unsystematic attempts to understand whether or how 
Phoenicians may have employed aniconic representational strategies in their reli-
gious life. �is book attempts to give a reasonably comprehensive and systematic 
assessment of what evidence we have— inclusive of both the material record and 
texts— for Phoenician aniconography. In brief, my argument is that the Phoeni-
cians did participate in an iconographic program that moved toward divine sym-
bols, abstract forms, and even purely aniconic expressions. �is trend is not just 
late (during the Hellenistic period), but can be at least faintly traced much earlier 
into the Iron Age. �e Phoenicians probably did not smash images like Christian 
iconoclasts, nor did they prohibit image production for ideological reasons in any 
text that we know of, but their artistic innovations and cultic practice in a variety 
of contexts moved the visual index of divine image- making in the Mediterranean 
and Near Eastern worlds toward increasingly abstract and nonanthropomorphic 

1. Unless otherwise noted, all biblical translations are my own.
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forms. On the other hand, some previous treatments of Phoenician iconography 
have inappropriately downplayed examples of native Phoenician anthropomor-
phic depiction, and a careful examination of what evidence we have shows hith-
erto unappreciated nuances of Phoenician divine imagery. As pioneering coloniz-
ers and traders, the Phoenicians exerted in�uence in a wide range of contexts, 
beginning in Egypt and the Near East and extending to Greece, Italy, and the far 
Western Mediterranean worlds of Iberia and Northwest Africa. �is monograph 
is the �rst of its kind to explore the important question of Phoenician aniconism 
as a signi�cant subject in its own right and attempts to elevate the complexity of 
Phoenician divine representation to its proper place alongside other iconographic 
movements in the ancient world.

As part of the Society of Biblical Literature’s Archaeology and Bible series, 
this book is primarily directed to those interested in the ancient Near Eastern and 
Mediterranean contexts of the biblical image ban. As such, this study is intended 
for biblical scholars and archaeologists of Syria- Palestine studying the iconogra-
phy of this region speci�cally as it relates to the question of the nature and extent 
of “aniconic” (e.g., non�gural, nonanthropomorphic) imagery as a local and com-
parative phenomenon in the Levant. My hope is that a study like this one— which 
is synthetic and interpretive at broader levels than most stricter iconographic and 
archaeological studies— can serve as a bridge from the arcane, geographically seg-
regated, and specialized world of Phoenician studies to the �eld of biblical studies, 
the archaeology of ancient Israel, and the study of iconography as it relates to the 
Hebrew Bible.

An outburst of work in biblical studies on textual aniconisms, on metaphor, 
and on the role of the “imageless image” in text as a re�ection of cultic practice, as 
well as an archaeological focus on the lack of male divine images in ancient Israel, 
makes this a good time in the history of the question from a scholarly perspective 
to look sideways at one of Israel’s neighbors; to be sure, the Bible ascribes an im-
portant role to the Phoenicians in cultic matters, that is, for the Solomonic temple. 
�ere are complex problems here, but there is also a nagging sense that this is the 
kind of detail that may be historically accurate. �e particularly hybrid nature of 
Phoenician identity in the Mediterranean world requires comparisons on many 
fronts; the putative ancient Israelite prohibition of images has its own complica-
tions in the material record, in ancient texts, and in what has now become quite a 
bit of secondary literature on the topic, but Phoenician divine representation has 
been far less explored. Given the close geographical and historical proximity of 
Phoenicia and Israel and given their common background as heirs of “Canaanite” 
culture, the problem of divine representation shared by these two groups warrants 
careful scrutiny.

�e Phoenician evidence is certainly rich and complex enough to be studied 
on its own terms, and by mentioning ancient Israel up front my study carries with 
it the risk of reducing this evidence to the status of mere comparandum to another 
culture. Whatever its drawbacks, my project here is a synthetic and comparative 
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work, which attempts to make sense of some very technical historical data, di�-
cult artistic problems, and questions of the historical development of some aspects 
of West Semitic religion for a people group (the Phoenicians) that are still not very 
well understood. I do not beg forgiveness for any missteps because of these di�-
culties; on the one hand, I cite and openly admit them as a limitation of the study, 
but on the other hand, I extol them as desiderata. Additionally, my hope is that 
specialists in the �eld of Phoenician religion and iconography will �nd here a use-
ful collection and categorization of relevant images from a wide range of contexts 
and perhaps even an analysis of those images that helps us think about the impli-
cations of Phoenician artistic trends for religious representation in the broader 
Phoenician Mediterranean world.

Beyond the implications for ancient Israel, my goal is to connect this material 
wherever possible to discussions of aniconic trends and the larger �eld of compar-
ative ancient religions in the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean worlds. �e 
peculiarly diverse nature of Phoenician settlement and in�uence requires that we 
view their images through many di�erent kinds of �lters. Ancient Israel and other 
Mesopotamian groups farther east present one avenue for exploration here, but we 
must also look west, to speci�c geographies of Phoenician settlement and to other 
groups, such as the Greeks, who likewise dealt in a wide array of divine images— 
including aniconographic expressions. Classical Greek art historians have for some 
time now appreciated the comparative avenues that could exist between their topic 
and the Near East generally, and thus scholars interested in the aesthetics and poli-
tics of aniconism throughout the ancient world and beyond it chronologically can 
learn from the Phoenicians, who mediated important elements of the East- West 
exchange. For the Greek angle on this problem and for the most rigorous consider-
ation of the meaning of the term “aniconism,” readers should consult Milette Gaif-
man’s excellent book Aniconism in Greek Antiquity (2012). For comparison with 
Israel, one should consult Tryggve Mettinger’s groundbreaking No Graven Image? 
Israelite Aniconism in Its Ancient Near Eastern Context (1995). Both of these books 
have in�uenced my thinking on the question of Phoenician aniconism in di�erent 
ways, and I have conceived of the present project as an expansion and revision of 
Mettinger’s essay on the Phoenicians (chapter 5 of No Graven Image?) but follow-
ing the more comprehensive and rigorous model of Gaifman’s work.

Two major methodological problems appear everywhere in this study. First, 
a question of historical and geographical context: Although discussions of the 
mainland Phoenician sites (e.g., Tyre, Sidon, Byblos) tend to be considered sepa-
rately from the Mediterranean colonies and indeed I discuss each piece of icono-
graphic evidence within its geographical setting as speci�cally as possible, we must 
confront the problem of Phoenician identity in the Mediterranean as a whole to 
understand whether there can truly be such a phenomenon as “Phoenician ani-
conism.” �e question is obviously inseparable from another problem, namely, the 
extent to which we can posit a pan- Mediterranean or long- standing “Phoenician” 
historical identity in the Iron Age or beyond. I take up this question in the follow-
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ing chapter, but it must be recalled and allowed to haunt us continually as speci�c 
iconographic evidence arises. Needless to say, a study of this kind cannot pretend 
to provide an exhaustive presentation of the iconographic evidence for the entirety 
of the Iron Age Phoenician settlement in the West or the many complicating fac-
tors involved with Phoenician colonization, archaeology, or religion, but the spe-
ci�c focus on the putative aniconographic phenomenon narrows the potential av-
enues of inquiry and thus allows us to explore certain images as case studies for the 
religious and artistic problems of aniconism. Moreover, in many instances it was 
not possible to obtain clear information about the exact archaeological context 
of an object, for example, its speci�c locus information, accompanying artifacts, 
depositional environment, �oral and faunal remains, and so on (if recovered in a 
professional excavation at all). Because of this fact, I mostly cite objects from their 
site generally, though where more speci�c information was available I provide it as 
deemed relevant for the discussion.

�e comparison to ancient Israel— as well as to Mesopotamia more broadly 
and Greece— must be considered on speci�c and historically bounded terms, not 
simply o�ered typologically or by making unquestioned comparison between ob-
jects spanning many centuries. Speci�cally, the time horizon I would like to use 
as a guideline for assessing materials is the ninth– ��h centuries BCE, a nearly 
�ve- century period that saw the earliest phases of Phoenician expansion into the 
West and ends with the advent of classical Greece and the rise of Hellenism in 
the Mediterranean. �us when I speak of the “Mediterranean and Near Eastern 
Contexts” of the material at hand, I do so not primarily to gesture to the strictly 
comparative aspects of the study, though I do explicitly compare the data here to 
other materials in the Mediterranean and Near Eastern environment (the Levant, 
Egypt, Mesopotamia, Greece), but rather to signify the many geographical con-
texts of Phoenician presence in the ancient world.

Second, a question of terminology and theory: Perhaps more than other disci-
plines, scholars of ancient history can be found complaining about the overappli-
cation (or any application) of “theory” to their work, fearing that theory will over-
run data or feeling that theory is used by dilettantes in the absence of data. In the 
case of the present topic, we will come to see that aniconism must be dealt with in a 
rigorous manner, always considering the work that art historians and philosophers 
have contributed toward questions of image and meaning. Obviously the Iron Age 
Phoenicians were not aware of these discussions, but we must at least �nd some 
terminological clarity and a scholarly pathway into the intricacy of Phoenician 
religious representation. Surprisingly few who invoke the language of aniconism 
even venture to o�er a working de�nition of the word aniconism, and when they 
do, the term is glossed as “without images,” leading to confusion. A rigorous focus 
on these theoretical and terminological concerns will lead to some clarity while at 
the same time it will enhance and sharpen the unanswered questions that persist 
because of the lack of data or the sheer stubbornness with which the past o�ers 
us answers. At any rate, my hope is that a proper combination of old- fashioned 
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historical context and theoretical sophistication will give us the proper material to 
discuss and a clear frame within which to discuss it.

Finally, a note on the rendering of images in this book; for purposes of stan-
dardization and clarity, I decided to present all images as (relatively) simple line 
drawings. �is has some drawbacks— short of personal examination, a range of 
excellent color photos for any single object is the best visual guide, and even the 
most detailed drawings are of course interpretations of images (on this problem, 
see Boardman 2000, 394– 96). However, photographs are also interpretations, and 
it must be admitted that in many publications that utilize black and white or even 
color photos the images are simply not very clear (and certainly not clearer than 
an incisive line drawing). Given the wide range of materials analyzed in this book, 
necessary for any study of the Phoenicians, it was simply not practical in any sense 
to obtain a large amount of images by permission in photographic form. �us 
I proceed with the assumption that specialists will know where to access other 
published examples of the iconography discussed here, and in every case I cite 
editions with the best photographs or images available, along with information on 
the physical characteristics of each object.



2

No Statues or Familiar Images?

In the �rst century of the Common Era, a Roman historian named Silius Italicus 
wrote the longest epic poem in the Latin language, the Punica, commemorating 

among other things Rome’s massive victory over Hannibal at Carthage in the Sec-
ond Punic War (late third century BCE). In book 3 of the poem, Hannibal makes 
a journey to the western colony of Gadir (Greek Gadeira, contemporary Spanish 
Cádiz), an old Phoenician site from at least the eighth century BCE that served as 
“home of a race akin to Carthage.” �ere Hannibal worships at one of the most 
famous temples of the ancient world, that of Herakles (equated with the Semitic 
Melqart), witnessing an exotic priestly ritual. A particularly striking aspect of the 
Gadir cult, recorded in the Punica as well as other authors of the period, was the 
lack of a standard cult image in the inner sanctuary: “But no statues or familiar im-
ages of the gods �lled the place with solemnity and sacred awe” (Punica 3.30– 31; 
see edition of Delz 1987).

Modern historians attempting to learn anything about the Gadir cult of the 
third century BCE— or even earlier periods— through the Punica are faced with 
many layers of problems, the most obvious of which are Silius Italicus’s historical 
distance from the events in question and the multitude of ideological distortions 
an author like this introduces into the study of what was to him a foreign and 
exotic culture. Still, the Hercules temple at Gadir was a well- known place, and a 
plethora of other iconographic and textual accounts from the Greek and Roman 
periods may suggest that Punic and earlier Phoenician cults used either nonan-
thropomorphic images or simply empty space to signify the presence of their dei-
ties. If such a tradition were truly early, extending back into at least the ninth– ��h 
centuries BCE, then historians of ancient Near Eastern religions would have to 
contend with a potentially aniconic Iron Age West Semitic cult, where images were 
avoided for some reason. But what could this reason be? And what material evi-
dence do we have that might shed light on this allegedly aniconic representational 
program? Is the aniconic phenomenon prominent in the western colonies or in 
the eastern mainland or both? On the level of terminology, what is “aniconism”?

Before we are able to proceed with an analysis of the relevant iconography and 
past work on this topic, we must address some fundamental questions of Phoeni-

7
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cian identity and religion. For other regions or nations in the ancient world, little 
justi�cation may be required for simply discussing that region/nation by its ac-
cepted name; however, the category of “Phoenicia” is clearly di�erent and requires 
at least some preliminary discussion. Having done this, we will then be able to turn 
to aniconism as a religious and art- historical problem and then analyze Phoeni-
cian divine iconography and the possibility for Phoenician aniconography.

2.1. Who Were the Phoenicians?

�e term Phoenicia has become something of an academic catchall for several cit-
ies on the northern Levantine coast as well as an adjective (Phoenician) describing 
a complex network of settlements in the western Mediterranean, stretching from 
the African coast west of Egypt, including Carthage, all the way through the Strait 
of Gibraltar on both the Spanish and African coasts. �is is not to say “Phoenicia” 
is purely modern or arti�cial; Phoenicia was a Roman province, and both Greek 
and Roman authors speak of Phoenicia as roughly the area of the Levant (and then 
including various colonies in the Mediterranean). �e label Phoenician is prob-
ably best described as a �exible external ethnonym used in many periods from 
Homer through the Hellenistic and Roman eras and beyond.1 On the Levantine 
mainland, the geographical region of Phoenicia is traditionally said to encompass 
a small strip of land (around 100 km north to south and 20– 50 km east to west) 
on the coastal plain of Lebanon and northern Israel, hemmed in by the Lebanon 
mountains as an eastern border. Cities such as Arvad (Greek Arados) and Tell 
Sukas mark the northernmost reaches of the region, while Byblos, Sidon, and Tyre 
(Greek Tyros, Phoenician and biblical ṣur) form the core of what scholars typically 
identify as the Phoenician mainland, though cities such as Sarepta, Akko (Greek 
Akre), Dor, Akhziv, and other sites are o�en included (see �g. 2.1).2

�e Greek etymology of the term “Phoenicians” (phoinikēs) attests to the role 
of these people in trade and colonization (Wathelet 1983). Most likely, the term is 
related to the word phoinix, indicating a dark hue in the red or purple range, the 
dye color produced by the murex snail and notable throughout the Mediterranean 
world (Aubet 2001, 6– 25; Prag 2014). As far as we know, the Phoenicians never 
called themselves “Phoenicians” before Roman times— rather, they identi�ed as 
residents of a particular Canaanite city, most prominently Tyre, Sidon, and Byblos. 
�ere is a reasonable amount of evidence to indicate that many of those living in 
the southwestern Levant during parts of the second millennium considered them-

1. I borrow this phrase “�exible external ethnonym” from the as yet unpublished paper of 
López- Ruiz (2015).

2. Tyre and Arvad were technically islands very near the coast of the mainland, though 
Tyre was later arti�cially connected to the coast during the siege of Alexander the Great in 
332 BCE.
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selves and were considered by others as “Canaanites” (Na’aman 1994, 1999; see 
also Lemche 1991). �us the “Phoenicians” were essentially Canaanites that lived 
along the coast and traveled the Mediterranean, though many reserve the term 
“Canaanite” for the second- millennium residents while using “Phoenician” for the 
�rst millennium (Aubet 2001, 13). Phoenicia thus takes its place alongside other 
�rst- millennium groups in the Levant, such as Aram, Edom, and Israel. Still others 
have derived the term “Canaan” from roots that would mean “lowland” or “mer-
chant class,” and there is no consensus on the issue (Zobel 1995). �e Greek term 
phoinikēs may be a calque for an earlier Semitic identi�cation as “Canaan, Ca-
naanite” (kǝnaʿan, kǝnaʿănî in classical Hebrew), which may also indicate the red/
purple color (Astour 1965). �us, assuming “Canaan” is a West Semitic term, the 
etymology may be related to the Akkadian term kinaḫh ̮u, indicating some dyed or 
colored fabric (attested at Nuzi in the second millennium), and if so, could be the 
equivalent of the Greek phoinix. However, the relationship between kinah ̮h ̮u and 
kǝnaʿan is linguistically dubious, and even kinah ̮h ̮u does not clearly refer only to a 
red or purple color (see CAD 8[K], 379). At any rate, scholars have borrowed this 
ambiguous term “Phoenicians” from the Greeks as a shorthand, which is perhaps 
more speci�c than “Canaanites” and less cumbersome than calling them, as one 
could, “Iron I– II Canaanites of a loose coalition of northern Levantine coastal cit-
ies and their western Mediterranean colonies.”

Everyone seems to agree that the Phoenicians do not receive a fair or accurate 
treatment in our earliest Greek sources— Homer is the �rst to call them “Phoe-
nicians” (Phoinikēs), as well as “Sidonians” (Sidōnēs)— as Greek authors charac-
teristically set up an overly easy opposition between “Greek” and “Phoenician” 
as ethnographic categories. �ough Homer’s tales are clearly �ction, stories of 
Phoenician activity must have exhibited some verisimilitude for the audience, as 
Phoenicians were stereotyped as “tricksters,” slave traders, and shi�y merchants, 
certainly capable of the abduction depicted in the Odyssey (14.300, 15.388– 484; 
Skinner 2012, 86– 89). �e Phoenicians were indeed a seafaring group, traders in 
the elite objects Homer mentions (e.g., the silver bowl from the king of Sidon in 
Od. 4.614– 619) and sometimes even honest in the Homeric portrayal (López- Ruiz 
2011), but Homer does not understand anything of the intricate organization of 
Phoenician trade and politics, nor does he ultimately represent the Phoenicians as 
anything other than a negative foil to other groups, such as the Greeks, the �ction-
al Phaeacians, or Odysseus himself (Winter 1995). Likewise in the Hebrew Bible, 
we learn little of the Phoenicians, other than to see that the putative tenth- century 
BCE Tyrian king Hiram had some kind of political relationship with David and 
Solomon (2 Sam 5:11; 1 Kgs 5:1; 7:13– 14; 9:11– 12), and a generation or two later a 
prominent northern Israelite king, Ahab, married a Sidonian princess named Jeze-
bel (1 Kgs 16). Elsewhere, the Tyrians were known as honored and wealthy traders 
by the eight- century BCE Isaiah of Jerusalem (Isa 23), and the sixth- century BCE 
prophet Ezekiel sees Tyre’s doom and decries its arrogance (Ezek 26– 28).



No Statues or Familiar Images? | 11 

From the perspective of material culture broadly speaking, we have some evi-
dence toward identifying artistic productions and pottery as distinctly Phoenician 
(see Aubet 2013; Sader 2013). Excavation at Sarepta uncovered the �rst clearly 
strati�ed sequence of pottery from a mainland Phoenician site (Pritchard 1978; 
1988; Bikai 1987; Anderson 1990). �ough the pottery must be considered a grad-
ual development, based on existing forms yet in�uenced by trade and innovation, 
items within the “Phoenician bichrome” category, such as globular jugs and side- 
spouted strainers, were prominent at Sarepta as well as other Phoenician sites such 
as Tyre and Tell Keisan by the eleventh century BCE (Schreiber 2003; Anderson 
1990, 47– 48; �g. 2.2). Francisco Jesús Núñez Calvo (2008, 69) concludes that the 
ceramic sequence and typology for the mainland (mostly with reference to Tyre) is 
“linear and clear,” and hence “the diverse stages of its evolution can be recognized 
with a great degree of certainty.”

We will address more speci�c questions of Phoenician art later on, but for the 
moment it is important to notice that Phoenician artistic work can be identi�ed 
by international in�uences (Egyptian as well as Assyrian) and certain specialty 
products, such as �ne ivory and metalwork, terracotta masks, and various other 
elite items (see overview in Markoe 1990). In some cases, even more speci�cally, 
Phoenician ivories and other pieces can be classi�ed by their use of distinctive 
features, for example, speci�c motifs (such as a uraeus- �anked sun disc), a clear 
conversation with Egyptian motifs lacking in other regional examples, symmetry 
and a sense of spatial balance, and a type of “realism” (even for mythological ani-
mals, such as a sphinx; �gs. 2.3 and 2.4; see Winter 2010c, 191– 96; 2010b, 282).

From a linguistic perspective, “Phoenician” refers to a dialect range belong-
ing to an identi�ably distinct and coherent language and script (see Rollston 
2014; Hackett 2004; Krahmalkov 2001; Segert 1976). �e Phoenician script was 

Fig. 2.2: Examples of Phoenician pottery; decoration patterns for Phoenician strainer- 
spouted jugs and example of Iron Age �ask from Sarepta (Anderson 1990, 38, �g. 2; 44, 
�g. 4)



Fig. 2.3: Phoenician- style sphinx plaque; Nimrud; ninth century BCE (DCPP, pl. X.a; Win-
ter 2010c, 219, �g. 8)

Fig. 2.4: Silver bowl fragment from Amathus, Cyprus; eighth– seventh century BCE; d. 18.7 
cm (http://www.britishmuseum.org; ANE 123053; Room 57– 59: Ancient Levant)



No Statues or Familiar Images? | 13 

also used to write several di�erent languages in the Levant (such as Hebrew and 
Aramaic, which deviated with their own scripts sometime between the tenth and 
eighth centuries BCE; Hackett 2004; Schniedewind 2013, 54– 56; Röllig 1995a), 
and the Greeks adopted it to write their own language by at least the eighth cen-
tury, if not earlier (see Colvin 2014, 69– 78; McCarter 1975; Rollston 2014; 2010, 
19– 46). �e case for at least a coherent Phoenician scribal identity on the basis 
of the script can be made, as Rollston (2010, 41) argues for “substantial continu-
ity of the Phoenician script during any chronological horizon regardless of the 
region from which it hails,” which he attributes to a “trans- regional Phoenician 
scribal apparatus.” Longer inscriptions from throughout the Iron Age give us a 
sense of Phoenician vocabulary, grammar, and orthography and provide native 
historical evidence for themes of royal propaganda, building projects, and religion 
(COS 2.29–32:146– 52; Rollston 2008; 2010; Avishur 2000; Gibson 1982). For later 
periods, the term “Punic” categorizes the language of Carthage and its sphere of 
in�uence from the sixth– mid- second centuries BCE, whereas “Neo- Punic” refers 
to the language a�er the fall of Carthage in 146 BCE and on into the Common Era 
(for a wide- ranging set of studies, see Quinn and Vella 2014, and reviews of key 
Mediterranean sites in Sagona 2008).

Given the concerns expressed here about the stability or meaning of Phoeni-
cian identity, the notion of a “history of Phoenicia” is bound to be misleading on 
various levels (but see now Peckham 2014, the subtitle for which appropriately 
marks the episodic nature of the enterprise). Yet a précis of what we can adduce 
about some general trends will help situate our discussion. Some of the Phoeni-
cian cities may have been truly ancient— Tyre in particular was probably founded 
in the middle of the third millennium (Katzenstein 1997; Gubel, Lipiński, and 
Servais- Soyez 1983). During most of the second millennium, the region was un-
der Egyptian hegemony, with a peak in trade activity during the fourteenth cen-
tury BCE, followed by a “dark age” of sorts from around 1200– 1050 and then a 
resurgence in the tenth century (Aubet 2001, 20– 25; see Stieglitz 1990 for a concise 
overview of early Phoenician history in the Iron Age). Still, the barrier separating 
the Late Bronze Age from the Iron I period in the Levant is not as meaningful for 
our northern coastal Canaanites as it was for other groups; the invasion of the 
Sea Peoples in the late thirteenth and early twel�h century seems to have le� no 
destructive e�ect on the principal Phoenician cities (see Bikai 1992), although to 
the north, Ugarit was destroyed and the Philistines (a powerful contingent of the 
Sea Peoples) settled along the southern coast at the same time. Further inland, 
groups that came to be known as Israel and Judah occupied the central hill coun-
try, and others carved out space to the east, such as the Arameans, Moabites, and 
Edomites. Whether the in�ux of these newer populations pushed what “Canaan-
ites” had been dwelling in the region to the coast or whether terms such as “Israel,” 
“Moab,” and so on came to characterize inland Canaanites who simply remained 
in their land in some transformed status through the Late Bronze Age transition 
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crisis are di�cult questions and have been the subject of an enormous amount of 
disagreement.

We know very little about Phoenician history from native sources, and ar-
chaeological investigation during the past several decades at the mainland sites 
had proved largely disappointing (with a few key exceptions). Recent excavation 
of key sites in the past decade, however— such as the renewed work at Sidon by the 
British Museum (1998– present; see Doumet- Serhal 2011– 2012)— have provided 
a wealth of new data, and current and ongoing e�orts mean that �ndings may be 
questioned at any point. Fascinating iconography continues to emerge; a life- sized 
partial body of what appears to be a Phoenician priest uncovered in Sidon during 
the spring of 2014 (as this book was being written) is the �rst major discovery of its 
kind at the site in over ��y years (Boyle 2014; for past work at Sidon, see overview 
in Khalifeh 1997 and the update with sources in Doumet- Serhal 2013). Excava-
tion at Tyre in the 1970s produced limited results (Bikai 1978; Joukowsky 1992), 
but a large cemetery was uncovered near the site beginning in 1997, revealing rich 
evidence from the tenth– seventh centuries BCE (Aubet 2004; 2006; 2010). Byb-
los remains something of an enigma during the key Phoenician period; although 
clearly a powerful trading center, continuous occupation has made stratigraphic 
analysis di�cult (Joukowsky 1997; Gubel et al. 2002, 58– 59).

Phoenician history is typically discussed with reference to the major empires 
in the ancient Near East that exerted dominance over the region for hundreds of 
years; Phoenician cities (particularly Byblos) are mentioned in Egyptian sources 
since the early second millennium (Markoe 2000, 15– 17). Assyrian kings from 
the eleventh– seventh centuries BCE campaigned west, o�en reaching the coast 
and taking tribute from Phoenician cities. Tiglath- Pileser I (eleventh– tenth cen-
turies) recorded tribute from Byblos (Gubal), Sidon, and Arvad and sailed on a 
sea- hunting expedition in Arvadite ships; Assurnasirpal II (ninth century) like-
wise subdued Sidon, Byblos, Arvad, and Tyre, listing many precious objects taken 
in tribute; Tiglath- Pileser III (mid- eighth century) took tribute from Byblos, Ar-
vad, and Tyre and speci�cally mentions “Hiram of Tyre” and “Sibitti- bi’ili of Byb-
los”; Sennacherib (late eighth– early seventh centuries) lists Sidon, mainland Tyre 
(Ushu), and Byblos among his conquered territories, forcing Luli of Sidon to �ee 
to Cyprus (see texts in ANET 274– 88). Something about the long- standing wealth 
of the Phoenician cities can be inferred from these lists, insofar as Mesopotamian 
kings plundered them for large amounts of tribute. Another indirect clue to indi-
cate the wealth of the Phoenician trading industry and natural resources comes 
via the eleventh- century Egyptian Wenamun story, which tells of Wenamun’s mis-
adventures among the likes of various coastal peoples including the residents of 
Byblos, to whom he had been sent to gather precious timber (COS 1.41:89– 93).

�e �rst– second- century CE Byblian Philo’s Phoenician History, which pur-
ports to record the writings of a certain Phoenician named Sanchouniaton (Sakku-
nyatan, “SKN has given”), tells us little that might be usable for reconstructing any 
early Phoenician history or religious practice in far earlier periods (López- Ruiz 
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2010, 94– 101). �ough some venture to speculate that Sanchouniaton was a real 
Phoenician from the Iron Age (see Baumgarten 1981, 49– 50, for examples), much 
of the content of this Phoenician History— at least as mediated to us through other 
authors, in which it survives— bears the marks of a Hellenistic or Roman- era com-
position, such as the presentation of a theogony a�er cosmology (not typical of 
native ancient Near Eastern accounts), the Euhemeristic rendering of mythology, 
and the Hellenistic preoccupation with inventors (Kaldellis and López- Ruiz 2009; 
Baumgarten 1981; Attridge and Oden 1981; Krings 1995b, 31– 38). Relevant for 
our purposes, Philo of Byblos does intriguingly mention the erection of potential-
ly aniconic stelae at Tyre,3 although such references should �rst be analyzed within 
the period of the history’s authorship before they can automatically count as evidence 
of Iron Age Phoenician practice.

Native Phoenician sources that might shed light on major political develop-
ments are limited to a few royal inscriptions, and they are not particularly long, 
detailed, or revealing (see Gibson 1982 for text and translation of all of the ex-
amples summarized here). �e earliest, the so- called Ahiram sarcophagus, dates 
to around 1000 BCE and is composed of a short warning by Ittobaal, Ahiram’s 
son, against disturbing Ahiram’s co�n. A short building foundation text on behalf 
of Yahimilk at Byblos (ca. 950 BCE) was recovered in a secondary context but 
demonstrates that this Phoenician ruler in the tenth century engaged in public 
projects for his city, and Shipitbaal (ca. 900 BCE) likewise le� a �ve- line inscrip-
tion for the dedication of a wall. Also at Byblos, but a half millennium later (ca. 
��h– fourth centuries BCE), a ruler named Yehawmilk announced the dedication 
of various objects to the city’s goddess, “My Lady, Mistress of Byblos” (Baalat Gub-
al). �e Kulamuwa inscription from Zinjirli in Turkey (ancient Sam’al, ca. 830– 
820 BCE) falls outside of the traditional sphere of Phoenician mainland cities, yet 
its linguistic categorization as a type of northern Phoenician dialect (with mixed 
Aramaic features) could indicate some aspect of Phoenician identity. Kulamuwa 
tells a standard ancient Near Eastern royal tale of ascent to the throne and lists 
various achievements, and an image of the king accompanies the inscription on 
an orthostat. Also from south- central Anatolia (Karatepe) but from the early sev-
enth century, the Azatiwada inscription is a Phoenician- Luwian bilingual in which 
Azatiwada tells of his royal accomplishments. Two Sidonian kings, Eshmunazor 
and Tabnit (��h century), also le� inscriptions warning potential grave robbers— 
Eshmunazor’s is much longer and details his pious building projects for deities 
such as Astarte, Eshmun, Baal, and others.

Trade among the Levantine coastal cities and the Mediterranean world was 
undoubtedly as old as ships and seafaring in the region generally, but the speci�-
cally Iron Age settlements in the ninth century BCE at places like Kition in south-

3. See discussion below at “5.2. Textual Accounts of Aniconism by Greek and Roman Au-
thors.”
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east Cyprus (J. S. Smith 2008; Reyes 1994; Aubet 2001, 51– 54; Steele 2013, 173– 
234, on the linguistic evidence) and probably very soon therea�er at Carthage 
in northern Africa (Aubet 2008; Docter et al. 2008) may be the �rst identi�able 
Phoenician colonization e�orts. Since the 1960s, and particularly since the 1980s, 
archaeological excavation has revealed a tremendous amount of information 
about Phoenician trading colonies in what ancient historians called “Tartessos” 
on the Iberian Peninsula (modern Spain) and particularly along the Andalusian 
coast (in southernmost Spain; see Celestino and López- Ruiz forthcoming; Dietler 
and López- Ruiz 2009; Bierling 2002; Aubet 2001), as well as in central Mediter-
ranean locations such as Motya (a small island o� the coast of Sicily, Italy) and Sar-
dinia (Aubet 2001, 212– 56). �ese colonies generally were �rst established in the 
early eighth century and �ourished for around two hundred years (see Pappa 2013 
for a new archaeological study of the Phoenician Mediterranean). Even a�er this 
“golden age” of Iron Age Phoenician activity, the Persian period (539– 332 BCE) 
saw perhaps the longest period of stability, autonomy, and growth in the region for 
the Phoenician cities as Sidon became the capital of a province encompassing the 
northern Levantine coast, Egypt, and Cyprus (Elayi 1982; Elayi and Elayi 2014). 
Moreover, our evidence does not stop there, as the in�uence of these coastal cit-
ies and their colonies would continue into the Hellenistic period and on into the 
Common Era.

Incomplete though this sketch must be for the moment, our sources give us at 
least a general picture of what may be counted as “Phoenician” for purposes of re-
ligious participation and iconographic production. As we investigate Phoenician 
divine iconography, we must be constantly on guard against false assumptions of 
clear or solely “Phoenician” motifs as opposed to “Aegean” or other classi�cations 
(Knapp 2014; also Gunter 2009), and, as we will discover, the phenomenon of 
Phoenician aniconism participates in a hybrid system of pictorial exchange be-
tween the Phoenicians and the Aegean world, on the one hand, and the ancient 
Near Eastern world, on the other.

2.2. Phoenician Religion

Our knowledge of Phoenician religion is beset by the same problems that hin-
dered our brief examination of Phoenician history and identity. Just as there was 
no clear or o�cial “Phoenicia” in the Iron Age, there is no monolithic entity that 
can easily be summarized as “Phoenician religion” (which is not to say that oth-
ers have not tried with varying degrees of success; see, e.g., Markoe 2000, 115– 42; 
Krings 1995a; Cli�ord 1990; Bonnet 1988; Ribichini 1988; Harden 1963, 82– 114; 
for the Hellenistic period, see now Bonnet 2015). Perhaps it is not any more ac-
curate or problematic for us to speak of “Phoenician religion” as it is to speak of 
“Greek religion” or any other cluster of religious practice for what are inevitably 
nonmonolithic entities. We now have access to thousands of inscriptions, religious 
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objects, cultic formulae, temple remains, and divine images, all of which tell par-
ticular stories about the practice of these coastal seafaring groups in a variety of 
di�erent locations. �ough we will be reviewing speci�c aspects of ritual and cult 
with relation to the images analyzed throughout this study, an orientation to some 
basic issues will help situate more speci�c information.

In a discussion of elements common to many expressions of Phoenician re-
ligion across the Mediterranean focusing on almost purely textual evidence, Clif-
ford (1990, 56– 58) has noticed shared features such as gods meeting in assembly; 
the ubiquity of the language of “Baal” as either divine title (“lord”) or association 
with a particular locale (“Baal Labanon”); attestations spanning several centuries 
indicating “symposium” or marzeach- style celebrations in temples or for the dead; 
incantations against demons; and the notorious problem of child sacri�ce (pri-
marily at Carthage). Much more will need to be explored on this front, and I will 
have occasion to discuss divine images and religious practice in the western Medi-
terranean Phoenician context later on. Most now agree that the major Phoenician 
cities sustained a religious identi�cation with a male- female divine pair:

Sidon: Eshmun // Astarte
Tyre: Melqart // Astarte
Byblos: Baal Shamem (?) // Baalat Gubal (= Anat?)

�e fact that deities like Melqart, Astarte, and Eshmun had no dominant cult in 
the region in the second millennium (though Baalat Gubal did at Byblos) suggests 
that there was a decisive religiocultural break at the end of the Bronze Age in some 
areas (Aubet 2001, 152; Bloch- Smith 2014, 191).

As the principal deity of Tyre and its prominent colony of Gadir in the south-
ern Iberian Peninsula, Melqart may be singled out as an interesting case for think-
ing about these deities as based in a mainland city and traveling west in the Medi-
terranean (see now Álvarez Martí- Aguilar forthcoming). �e very word “Melqart” 
(mlk + qrt, “king of the city”) signals much about the traditions of this deity in 
Tyre: by at least the second century BCE, he was considered a founding hērōs �g-
ure of the city, and much earlier than that had been con�ated with the Greek Her-
akles (Aune 1995).

In a quotation from Menander of Ephesus’s history of Tyre (second century 
BCE) in Josephus’s Ant. Jud. (8.146– 148), the putative tenth- century BCE Hiram 
of Tyre enacted a sweeping religious reform, building temples to Melqart- Herakles 
and Astarte (Ribichini 1995, 1054– 55). Most assume Melqart was a “dying and ris-
ing god,” a vague concept (see J. Z. Smith 1990, 97– 124) but nonetheless possibly 
supported by a reference to an unnamed deity being buried in the sixth- century 
BCE Pyrgi inscription (bym qbr ’ilm, “on the day of the burial of the deity”; KAI 
277; Gibson 1982, 151– 59) as well as later Greek texts that speci�cally mention 
Melqart’s yearly egersis (“awakening”) ritual (Bonnet 1988, 104– 12; Ribichini 
1995, 1055– 56). Also suggestive is the story in 1 Kgs 18, in which the prophet 



18 | Chapter Two

Elijah battles hundreds of prophets of “Baal” (= Eshmun? Melqart?) who had 
been employed by Sidonian Jezebel, as Elijah mockingly suggests that the deity 
they attempt to invoke is sleeping and must be roused (1 Kgs 18:27; see Briquel- 
Chatonnet 1992, 303– 13).

Greek, Roman, and biblical references do not give us a native, nuanced, or, 
especially in the case of the Bible, sympathetic view of the Phoenician system, so 
conclusions from these sources must be treated accordingly. Moreover, it should 
now be admitted that the evidence for the entire category of the “dying and rising 
god” is much more vague than many commentators on the phenomenon have 
assumed— at best, we have suggestions of some cyclical rituals (such as found in 
the Ugaritic Baal Cycle or for the Greek Persephone) but nothing like a clear ac-
count of these rituals or any dying- and- rising myth for the Phoenicians (M. S. 
Smith 1998, 277– 82, 286– 89).

�e Tyrian Melqart held a striking status vis- à- vis the ruler of the city. Mon-
archs throughout the ancient Near Eastern world occupied a prominent place in 
the religious system, but at Phoenician sites the relationship between king and 
priesthood seems to have been particularly noteworthy (Aubet 2001, 147– 48; Clif-
ford 1990, 61; see Peckham 1987, 81– 82, but see 91 n. 25). �e close identi�cation 
between the king and the local cult could then stand in close political- religious 
union with the primary deities of the city, further elevating the ruler and strength-
ening the local identity. Aubet (2001, 148– 49) goes so far as to state that, in the 
case of Tyre, “the king and the god Melqart are at once the incarnation of the same 
institution: the state.” If the Tyrian king claimed outright divinity (so Aubet, 2001, 
148– 49, 154; see also Lipiński 1970, 51, 53)— which would have been a rare move 
in the ancient Near Eastern world but with better parallels in Egypt— then the bib-
lical prophet Ezekiel clearly directs his mockery at the institution (Ezek 28:2): “be-
cause your heart is proud, and you have said, ‘I am a god [ʾēl]— I sit in the seat of 
gods [môšab ʾĕlōhîm], in the midst of the sea.’” �e founding of a new colony, such 
as Gadir, may have required the dedication of a temple to the appropriate deity (in 
this case, Melqart), thus creating a solid fusion of kingship, religion, politics, and 
economics between the mother city and a western colony. At such a great distance, 
we can imagine the psychological and political need to create this fusion; though 
absent in body, the king could be present through the �gure of the deity, and the 
integration of the primary deity in the founding narrative of the colony bolstered 
the all- important process of legitimizing the new western colony under the aegis 
of the eastern sponsor (Aubet 2001, 155– 57). A similar case could be made for the 
dynamic at Carthage.

Archaeology continues to provide clues about Phoenician religion and iden-
tity. At Sidon, a temple with Late Bronze origins existed on a seemingly continuous 
basis— expanded or remodeled at several points— on through the Persian period 
(Doumet- Serhal 2013, 108– 12; 2014). �e iteration of the temple during the early 
Iron Age (ca. 1100s BCE) is striking, for it provides evidence of ironwork connect-
ing the temple to remains at twel�h- century Ekron, Megiddo, and the Aegean, and 



No Statues or Familiar Images? | 19 

a rare inscription on a (now fragmentary) o�ering vessel from the ninth or eighth 
century BCE seems to reference an “altar of ‘BDYH [Abadyahu?]” (Doumet- 
Serhal 2013, 110).

In addition to Eshmun’s cult within the boundaries of Sidon proper, anoth-
er temple around four kilometers north of the city yet clearly associated with it, 
founded in the seventh or (more likely the) sixth century BCE, gives us direct 
evidence of the worship of the Sidonian Eshmun, as well as Astarte (Dunand 1966; 
1967; 1969; Saidah 1969; Khalifeh 1997). Eshmun was a deity of healing (the root 
of the name, šmn, means “oil,” as in healing/anointing oil), a fact that facilitated 
the deity’s con�ation with Asklepios in the Hellenistic and Roman periods (Xella 
1993). Astarte in particular was enshrined in a “chapel” within the larger Eshmun 
complex, which housed a large throne for the goddess. Strikingly, images of either 
Eshmun or Astarte are absent from the remains at the complex— Astarte’s throne 
appears to have been created as an “empty throne,” leaving us to wonder how these 
deities were represented in ritual and why worshipers avoided anthropomorphic 
images.

In summary, we can say that Phoenicians worshiped their deities in ways that, 
while distinct and unique to each city and context, make sense within the North-
west Semitic context of the mainland cities. �e situation in the broader Medi-
terranean is more complex; in some cases colonies had clear relationships with 
their founding mainland cities, though we do not know to what extent we can as-
sume this kind of relationship at every colony. In the case of Tyre- Gadir and Tyre- 
Carthage, at least, this dynamic will be important to recall, as some of the more 
intriguing textual and visual evidence for Phoenician aniconic worship comes in 
reference to the Melqart/Herakles sanctuary at Gadir and in the Carthage stelae. 
Having now given this background on some problems of Phoenician identity and 
religion, we turn to the question of using divine images as evidence of religious 
practice and the challenge of aniconography in particular.
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Aniconism in �eoretical and  
Art- Historical Perspective

In what follows, I explore some philosophical and terminological problems with 
the language of images, icons, and aniconography. Indeed, with few exceptions, 

“aniconism” is not de�ned at all in discussions of Phoenician or Near Eastern 
aniconic movements, and this lacuna of method represents a major problem for 
studying the topic. In contemporary circles, most discussions of the image swing 
wildly between two poles: simplistic nonattention and bewildering theorizing. As 
Elkins and Naef put it (2011, vii), “Concepts like picture, visual art, and realism 
circulate in newspapers, galleries, and museums as if they were as obvious and 
natural as words like dog, cat, and gold�sh,” while in the world of academic art 
theory these same terms “are treated like impossibly complicated machines whose 
workings can hardly be understood. Sometimes . . . what counts as art theory is 
simple and normal, and other times it seems to be the most di�cult subject in 
visual art.” In the �eld of art history broadly, and especially ancient art history, the 
approach has been very practical on the whole, allowing a wide range of material 
to fall under the heading “image.” �is is quite di�erent from the conception of 
“image” in the studio, where images have been viewed as politically subversive to 
power and opposed to or outside of language, and di�erent from contemporary 
work in “visual studies,” which considers the bombardment of images we experi-
ence as part of “late capitalist �rst- world culture” (Elkins 2011, 1– 2).

For the �eld of ancient Near Eastern art history, and Phoenician iconography 
speci�cally, however, discussions of the image have o�en become too pragmatic, 
to the point where we are le� without the sophistication and subtlety to under-
stand a concept as potentially sophisticated and subtle as aniconism. �ese prob-
lems become even more acute, to be sure, when we begin to search for a compara-
tive context for the putative Israelite aniconism of the Iron Age. In what follows, 
I draw on the work of art historians, classicists, and philosophers to approach the 
di�cult questions of representation, abstraction, and empty space in religious de-
piction, and I argue that aniconic representation should only be considered on 
a continuum, as the very notion of “aniconic representation” is something of a 
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visual paradox. �is investigation will allow us to better understand the mindset 
and context of “image worship” in the ancient world and thus put us in position to 
assess Phoenician aniconism and the motifs of aniconic expression.

3.1. What Is an “Icon”?

�e genealogy of image theory in the West frequently �nds its way back to Pla-
to’s Republic (10.601c), where in a famous discussion Socrates proposes that the 
“maker of an image [eidōlon]— an imitator [mimētēs]— knows nothing about that 
which is but only about its appearance,” as well as a passage in the Sophist (236a– 
d), where a speaker o�ers a discourse on cra�smen who “say goodbye to truth, 
and produce in their images the proportions that seem to be beautiful instead of 
the real ones” (translation from White 1997). In the Platonic stream, an eidōlon is 
a “visible image,” a “likeness (eikōn) or ‘semblance’ (phantasma) of the eidos” (i.e., 
Idea, Form), which is above the senses, thus rending reality and perception apart 
(Mitchell 1986, 5; see also Camille 2003, 36; Halliwell 2002, 183). In the Timaeus 
dialogue— perhaps the most important touchstone for Platonic thinking in the 
West as it was the only dialogue translated into Latin and available continuously 
since antiquity— Plato elaborates the major division between the pure realm of 
forms, that which is unchanging and not created (“that which always is”), and the 
realm of created things (“that which becomes”), formed by a cra�sman and only 
ever achieving success insofar as it is a copy or re�ection of the higher reality. �us, 
in the Platonic stream, images never simply “are what they are” on the surface, but 
rather succeed or fail to the extent that they re�ect the Formal qualities of being, 
hidden in another world inaccessible to the senses. What is at stake in all of this? 
On a most basic level, any distinction between a “sign” (signum) and a true “thing” 
(res), as with Augustine of Hippo in his theory of semiotics in De doctrina chris-
tiana (late fourth century CE), is supposed to help one avoid idolatry— worshiping 
the sign as though it were the thing.

�is is an important starting point for our consideration here, since analyses of 
“iconic resemblance”— especially when investigating image rejection or perceived 
image distortion of various kinds— have tended to immediately interrogate the 
image in terms of the Platonic “real”- versus- “copy” duality instead of using the na-
tive understanding that an image maker or user would employ (Camille 2003, 35; 
Bahrani 2003, 121– 22). If a given representation is to be judged as either an eikōn 
or a phantasma, the former being an acceptable image and the latter a false like-
ness not resembling the image (e.g., a “simulacrum”; see Camille 2003), we must 
establish some criteria by which we might judge these identities— preferably crite-
ria not dependent on the Platonic stream within Christianity (or Judaism for that 
matter) already within antiquity. �e history of image conception in Plato’s wake 
is long and convoluted and cannot be reviewed here; Elkins (2011, 3– 5) points 
to a variety of popular approaches, including the �rst- century BCE Roman phi-
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losopher Lucretius’s view that images are “skins” of objects, physically impressed 
upon our eyes, and the seventh– eighth- century CE Syrian Christian iconodule 
John of Damascus’s hope that images would act as even faint “reminders” of “di-
vine tokens.” Modern theories take up images in complex ways, as semiotics (sign 
systems) or as “defective sign systems,” where “exempli�cation is syntactically and 
semantically dense. Neither the pictorial characteristics nor the exempli�ed prop-
erties are di�erentiated” (here quoting Goodman 1974, 234).

Even a cursory glance at this history helps us to see that it is not easy to say 
what an “image” is or should be, though for at least recent theorists the matter is 
nothing if not complicated.4 However we come to de�ne them, images cannot eas-
ily be separated from our ability to see or think of anything— as the in�uential art 
theorist W. J. T. Mitchell reminds us in his book Iconology (1986, 5), our very word 
idea is related to the verb to see and the term eidōlon (“visible image”) mentioned 
above, thus dooming us to speak of images in terms of other images. As if constantly 
replaying the Platonic representational dilemma, images are now no longer seen as a 
“transparent window on the world” as it is, but rather they are viewed as a vehicle of 
“ideological mysti�cation,” bound up in the endless games of concealment and distor-
tion as language (Mitchell 1986, 8). Moreover, images do not only function in the tra-
ditional sense in which we are used to talking about them— as tangible, graphic objects 
in the concrete world of visual perception. Again following Mitchell’s observations 
(1986, 31), in another stream of thinking that harks back to antiquity and certainly 
to the Hebrew Bible’s description of humans created in God’s “image” and “like-
ness” (ṣelem, dĕmût; Gen 1:26), the “image” is a likeness of not only a material sort but 
also a spiritual, mystical likeness on the level of psychological identi�cation, emotional 
likeness, social belonging, shared purpose, or any other host of association in realms 
other than the pictorial and the concrete.5

At this point, we arrive at a style of thought that more closely resembles the 
ancient visual imagination. Consider, for example, the remarks of the twentieth- 
century philosopher Hans- Georg Gadamer on “the religious picture”: “We can see 
without a doubt that a picture is not a copy of a copied being, but is in ontological 
communion with what is copied” (quoted and discussed in Freedberg 1989, 76– 
78). In a similar vein, Gilles Deleuze (1990, 262, and quoted in Camille 2003, 37) 
considers the “simulacrum” as a phenomenon di�erent from the Platonic form- 
image duality and attributes to the image the power of identity: “�e simulacrum 
is not a degraded copy. It harbors a positive power which denies the original and 
the copy, the model and the reproduction. At least two divergent series are inter-

4. For a recent engagement with some theoretical concerns from the perspective of ancient 
Near Eastern art, see Crawford 2014, esp. 242– 50.

5. Scholars of the Hebrew Bible have long recognized this (nonmaterial) spiritual sense of 
“image” in Gen 1:26; see, e.g., Garr 2003, 117– 78, as well as Herring 2013, and the literature 

cited there. See Bahrani 2003, 121– 48, on the Akkadian term ṣalmu.
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nalized in the simulacrum— neither can be assigned as the original, neither the 
copy. . . . �e same and the similar no longer have an essence except as simulated, 
that is as expressing the functioning of the simulacrum.” Invoking the language 
of idol and icon to address some of these same concerns, Jean- Luc Marion (1991, 
17– 18) speaks of the icon in terms of an interplay between what is “visible” and 
“invisible”— the “idol” divides the invisible into a visible (the physical idol image), 
while the invisible remains obfuscated, whereas the “icon” draws the gaze di�er-
ently, singularly, onto the invisible “as such” (e.g., assuming the theological status 
of the icon as hypostasis, by which the worshiper venerates the reality of the deity 
directly; see also Marion 2011).

As we turn to the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean world of Phoeni-
cian images, we must keep both senses of the image in mind: the pictorial, the 
representation, the visual, and the concrete, on one hand; and, on the other hand, 
what ancient worshipers considered to be nonvisible, non- “straightforward” re-
ligious identi�cations bound up in the notion of the image. For ancient Near 
Eastern audiences, images— particularly images of deities— were more than mute 
distortions of their subject matter or of the gods, but rather represented reality 
and experience with a directness that may cause a contemporary theorist to blush 
(notwithstanding contemporary artistic ventures that intentionally con�ate an ex-
perience or medium with the artistic subject) (see Bahrani 2008, 121– 22; Herring 
2013, 25– 26; Porter 2014; Crawford 2014).6 Ancient Near Eastern religions were 
“boldly polytheistic and anthropomorphic” (Bóttero 1992, 7)— the various deities 
called forth a variety of representations, and the anthropomorphic conception lent 
itself to material representations meant to identify aspects of the human world or 
physical world more broadly with the divine (on this topic, see now Wagner 2014, 
esp. Wunn 2014; Nunn 2014; Machinist 2014; and M. S. Smith 2014).

�e nature of this image identity is, however, elusive, and the variety of forms 
and terminology for images themselves only adds to the complexity. For example, 
most use the term “cult image” to mean “the main statue in a temple that repre-
sented the deity of that temple and was housed in the temple’s sanctuary” (Robins 
2005, 2), although smaller images were employed frequently and obviously cannot 
be dismissed from examination. An image may take the form of a human (an-
thropomorphic), an animal (theriomorphic), vegetation (dendromorphic), or it may 
even be something more abstract, such as a divine symbol (Ornan 2005b; Corne-
lius 1997, 21– 44; A. Green 1995, 1837– 55; see also Collins 2005, 15, who restricts 
the term “cult statue” only to anthropomorphic images). �ese cult images were 
no instrumental tokens or arrows pointing to something else. Rather, as �orkild 

6. E.g., Crawford (2014, 244– 45) discusses the common modern division between “im-
age” and “word”— which ranks word above image— as largely the product of the Protestant 
Reformer Martin Luther’s “linguistic imperialism,” and carried forward through such lumi-
naries as Kant and Hegel.
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Jacobsen puts it (1987, 16), ancient Near Eastern cult statues were not merely “an 
encouragement to pious thought”— their function must be considered in terms of 
“identity” with the deity (Porter 2014, 598– 600). Many ancient texts simply equate 
the statue of a deity with the deity itself and speak plainly of the movements or 
processions of a particular deity, with no reference to a statue, when it is quite 
clear that they are speaking of a cult image (Jacobsen 1987, 16– 17; Collins 2005, 
34; Porter 2014, 598). Even the very materials used to make the cult statues could 
be considered divine, apart from ever having been fashioned into the image of the 
particular deity (Hurowitz 2006).

Other situations, however, demonstrate a clear di�erentiation of deity and 
image (Lambert 1990, 123; Jacobsen 1987, 17– 18), and still other data seem to 
complicate the matter further by portraying a deity and his/her image in the same 
artistic scene (Dick 2005, 53– 54; Collins 2005, 34– 35). Consider, for example, a 
late third- millennium BCE cylinder seal engraved at Girsu (Dick 2005, 54; Cor-
nelius 1997, 32– 33; see �g. 3.1). �e female deity (probably Ishtar) seated at le� 
wears a many- horned helmet and exudes the melammû (“awe- inspiring luminos-
ity”; Oppenheim 1977, 98) be�tting the ancient Near Eastern concept of divinity, 
displayed through arrow- like projections from her shoulders and arm. �is is, pre-
sumably, the “real” deity approached by the priest (center) on behalf of Naram- Sin 
(right), who dons his own horned helmet, thus displaying his own self- proclaimed 
divinity (although not as divine as Ishtar, whose helmet contains at least eight 
horns).7

7. As Bahrani (2003, 122) perceptively notices, we cannot even clearly use terms like real 
and illusion with regard to images or deities in the perception of ancient Near Eastern audi-
ences.

Fig. 3.1. Cylinder seal from Girsu; third millennium BCE (Dick 2005, 54, �g. 3.3; Cornelius 
1997, 32, �g. 6)
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Standing behind Ishtar, however, is a curious sight: a statue of the deity (far 
le�), formed a�er the same pattern as the seated deity, acts as an “image within 
an image” and cohabits the same sacred space as the larger Ishtar. Both the deity 
and the sculpted image receive the supplication of Naram- Sin, drawing the viewer 
into re�ection on the nature of the image vis- à- vis the “real deity.” From some 
modern or Western perspectives, one might be tempted to say that the relation-
ship between image and divine being is backward— the statue should be in front, 
coming between the worshiper and the goddess, obstructing the priest’s access and 
mediating the encounter through the material. However, the relationship here is 
di�erent, as powerfully suggested even in the simple two- dimensional medium of 
the cylinder seal: by approaching the cult image, the worshiper is approaching the 
deity directly. �e statue does not stand between worshiper and deity to “repre-
sent” the deity, but rather the deity comes between the worshiper and the statue, 
animating the experience in space simultaneous with the image (cf. this with the 
image of worshipers approaching the sun disc, behind which sits Shamash [as the 
“real deity,” or cult image, or both?], in a ninth- century BCE tablet of the Babylo-
nian king Nabu- apla- iddina; Woods 2004, 50– 76; Mettinger 1995, 47– 48).8

At least one interpreter has recently discussed the identity between image and 
deity in terms of the transubstantiated elements in the Christian Communion cel-
ebration (Dick 2005, 43– 44), a description that does not imply an exact analogy 
but nevertheless suggests something of the mystical world of identity from the 
emic perspective. So too, Jacobsen (1987, 22, 29) spoke of the Mesopotamian cult 
statue as a “purely mystical unity” between image and deity, composed of material 
that does not limit the deity but nevertheless is “transubstantiated” in the ritual en-
counter. Elaborate and fascinating rituals were enacted in order to bring “life” and 
animation to the image and even to ritually deny the earthly origin of the statue 
(demonstrated through the mīs pî, “washing of the mouth” ritual; Walker and Dick 
1999, 55– 122; Berlejung 1997, 45– 72; see the comments on statues, symbols, and 
the rituals involved with them in Wiggermann 1995, 1862– 63; and an overview of 
rituals and cult images in many traditions in Hundley 2013, 139– 372).

�e Hebrew Bible gives explicit attention to the status of the image, denigrat-
ing all cult statues and divine images as “idols” or “nothings.” One does not �nd 
in the Bible’s stinging prophetic rebukes of the idol cult the kind of sympathy that 
would help us understand what ancient Near Eastern audiences would have ex-
perienced when they viewed images, though in an indirect way the Bible’s mock-
ery attests to the identity between image and deity that I have been sketching out 
above (see Holter 1995; Dick 1999). In the two most famous passages, Jer 10:1– 16 
and Isa 44:9– 20, the respective prophets— perhaps both writing in the same era, 
the sixth century BCE— contrast what they see as the limited, physical potential 

8. On this, see also the discussion below at “5.7. Comparanda: Aniconism in Mesopotamia, 
Egypt, Israel, and Greece,” �g. 5.48.
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of the “idol” to Israel’s deity. For Jeremiah, false worship is simply “the way of the 
nations” (Jer 10:2, derek haggôyîm), the common form of idolatry, and the objects 
of this worship repeatedly called hebel (“vapor, futility, mere breath,” etc.). Isaiah 
calls the maker of the “idol” (pesel) a “nothing” (tōhû) (Isa 44:9), incredulous that 
anyone would make or venerate such objects.

Both Jeremiah and (Second) Isaiah �xate on the physical process of image- 
making, highlighting a step- by- step process of working metal, pounding nails, 
transporting the image, and growing tired while making the images (M. S. Smith 
2001, 180– 88). Such mockery clearly attempts to demythologize what we can 
assume— by inference from the biblical passages and by more sympathetic Meso-
potamian evidence itself (Walker and Dick 1999; Berlejung 1997)— were common 
assumptions about the status of the divine image: its materiality was indeed divine 
or divinized, the deity was materialized, and the divine- image artisan was a special 
ritual actor, empowered to bring the deity into visible existence for the worshiper.

3.2. De�ning the Aniconic

Explaining this strange term aniconism proves to be no easy task. If de�ning an 
“image” for the ancient world takes us into a maze of anachronistic assumptions, 
not to mention contemporary theoretical challenges in the �eld of art history, then 
what hope do we have of understanding a “nonimage”? As the brief discussion 
above has hopefully suggested, terms such as icon, aniconism, and phrases such as 
“represent a deity” or “x is a symbol of the deity” cannot be unleashed �ippantly 
in a critical discussion without �rst understanding the methodological di�culties 
involved with the task at hand. �e question of de�nition and method for this 
particular topic is crucial since some of the existing discussions about Phoenician 
aniconism are built on unquestioned assumptions about what an “image” should 
truly be— a problem that applies to both modern and ancient commentators on 
the Phoenicians. Moreover, both modern and ancient interpreters of Phoenician 
imagery have loaded down their interpretations with sometimes severe and dubi-
ous judgments about the religious value of certain kinds of images, further com-
plicating the task.

�e term aniconic could be traced back to the writings of the second– third- 
century CE Christian author Clement of Alexandria, who used the Greek word 
aneikoniston in an anti- idolatry polemic to describe the impossibility of repre-
senting God by an image (see discussion in Gaifman 2012, 18– 20).9 In its mod-
ern usage, the term seems to have been coined by the eminent German classical 
archaeologist Johannes Adolph Overbeck, who used the adjective anikonisch to 

9. �e most detailed and thorough investigation into the history of the term aniconic/ani-
conism is Gaifman 2010a, 17– 45, and she gives a survey of most discussions at least as they 
concern aniconism as an ancient Mediterranean phenomenon.
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describe a particular period of Greek image worship (anikonische Zeit). For Overbeck, 
the term had theological motivations not far from Clement’s usage, since the divine 
was for Overbeck truly bildlos (imageless), and thus his “perception that the lack of 
images— Bildlosigkeit— in primordial Greece was the consequence of the impossibility 
of representing the divine” (Gaifman 2012, 20). In Overbeck’s scheme of the progres-
sion of Greek art, divine images �rst came in the form of nature— for example, trees 
or stones— and later developed into poles and worked stones. �ese wrought- stone 
objects, o�en called “betyls” a�er the Greek term baitylos as used by Philo of Byb-
los (presumably a calque from the Semitic term bêt ʾel, “house of God”; see Gaifman 
2008),10 were for Overbeck evidence of the primacy of unwrought stone as an original 
symbol of the divine along an evolutionary continuum (Gaifman 2012, 21). As a �nal 
stage in the material journey, Greeks then represented deities in human form, and the 
era of Ikonismus (as opposed to Anikonismus) began.

In Overbeck’s trajectory, the notion of an anikonische Zeit became a kind 
of consensus among a wide variety of classicists and Orientalists, though inter-
preters continued to disagree about the direction of the supposed evolutionary 
progression— that is, were anthropomorphic or other �gural forms the zenith of 
the development or were they a primitive fetish? As Gaifman reviews this trajec-
tory (2012, 24– 26), it seems that a bedrock assumption about the importance of 
aniconism for Greek religion has made its way into many standard sources and re-
views in Europe and elsewhere (see, e.g., Burkert 1979, 132; Vernant 1990, 38– 39; 
and many articles in the standard iconographic lexicon LIMC, as cited by Gaifman 
2012, 26 n. 49).

�ere would seem to be advantages for not de�ning aniconism too closely, 
namely, allowing the term to cover a very wide range of representations that are 
not obviously �gural. But there are problems here: the term could slip into very 
broad and thus unuseful territory, and the term could obscure variation and mo-
tivation for any particular cultural appropriation of images. Indeed, one primary 
and bedeviling di�culty with de�ning aniconism as, in some manner, “lacking 
images” is the fact that such a de�nition is inevitably and perhaps disastrously 
predicated on the assumption that certain kinds of images (such as anthropomor-
phic statuary for worship) are natural, that they are normal and expected. If this 
assumption is not correct— either for the ancient audience (emically) or from the 
perspective of the remote interpreter (etically)— then one may well wonder why 
it is that aniconism should exist at all as a category or why “iconism” should not 
be seen as an anomaly worthy of discussion. To be sure, any shape, pattern, or 
motif, no matter how mundane, can become an “image” or “icon.” No religious 
group has ever been devoid of “images” of any kind, broadly de�ned, although 
several groups have been notable for a restriction on anthropomorphic depictions 
of divinity (such as Judaism, Islam, and some forms of Christianity). Empty spaces 

10. See further discussion on this below at “5.3. Stelae, Pillars, Standing Stones, Betyls.”
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are presumably all around us, yet there is no quanti�able space (on earth at least) 
where one can look and not see an image of something— the question is whether 
worshipers see the divine in any particular space.

�e art historian David Freedberg (1989, 54) seems annoyed that anyone 
would use the term aniconism at all: “Abstinence from �guring the deity does oc-
casionally occur, but for the rest the notion of aniconism is wholly untenable. It 
is clouded in vagueness and has its roots in confusion.” He goes on to make an 
important point regarding the identi�cation of anthropomorphism in ancient art 
(Freedberg 1989, 59): “At best we may call the images of primitive or chronologi-
cally remote cultures ‘schematic’; at worst we may misidentify them. We may mis-
identify them to such an extent that we fail to acknowledge their anthropomorphic 
or their more generally �gurative element.”

As a preview to our discussion of speci�c examples of alleged Phoenician ani-
conism, let us consider a so- called “bottle idol” �gure from the sixth– ��h- century 
BCE Motya tophet (�g. 3.2) and an ovoid cippus (�g. 3.3) of the same location 
(sixth century BCE), from among other examples we will explore later in this 
study. Both items could be labeled “non�gurative” or nonanthropomorphic, but in 
fact a careful examination reveals potentially anthropomorphic qualities in both 
pieces. �e �gure in the bottle object is not haphazard, but rather a simple (even 
crude) representation of the human �gure, perhaps with shoulders, a body, and a 
head, inhabiting a miniature shrine. �e two holes in the ovoid cippus may repre-
sent eyes or possibly sockets for horns or some other �gurally oriented decoration 
(as noted by Falsone 1993, 251). Another example of potentially anthropomorphic 
representation that may escape notice occurs on an early type of stone monolith at 
Carthage (�g. 3.4); despite its grouping on a page of plates with other “ordinary” 
and simplistic stones, this particular item has the potentially anthropomorphic 
bottle- �gure engraved onto its face (Bénichou- Safar 2004, 177; pl. XLVII.5; com-
pare with Bartoloni 1976, tav. CXXXI, 480).11 In all three examples, those who ap-
proach them from a contemporary archaeological perspective must excel as inter-
disciplinarians, trespassing— as archaeologists must always do— into �elds of art 
history and religion to discern meaning. An overly quick assumption about divine 
images on the model of Greek, Roman, or other Mediterranean and ancient Near 
Eastern statuary may prevent us from asking about the meaning of these images 
for their creators and original audiences.

One could maintain a working de�nition of aniconism even for �gural rep-
resentations, if that de�nition included, for example, attempts to step back from 
more boldly anthropomorphic forms. For example, within the boundaries of “ani-
conism,” one may posit �guralism toned down beyond what the image maker con-
siders appropriate or necessary. So much would seem to depend on the ideological 

11. I will return to the “bottle idol” as an aniconic or iconic form in more detail below (“5.3. 
Stelae, Pillars, Standing Stones, Betyls”).
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Fig. 3.4. Stone �gure with bottle image; Car-
thage (Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. XLVII.5)

Fig. 3.2. Votive stele with “bottle idol”; 
Motya (Sicily); sixth century BCE; h. 36 cm 
(Moscati 1988a, 648.381)

Fig. 3.3. Ovoid “cippus”; Motya (Sicily); 
sixth century BCE; h. 24.2 cm (Falsone 
1993, 271, �g. 2)

stance of the image maker, the audience, the situation of viewing, and the interac-
tion between (at least) these three components (not to mention the contours of the 
image itself). �us one intractable problem involves the question of intentionality 
on the part of the worshiper: Is a particular “empty space” or “nonimage” inten-
tionally created to “symbolize” or “convey” the presence of the deity in the mind 
of the cra�sman? As Burkhard Gladigow correctly states, empty thrones, vacant 
inner sanctuaries, and riderless cult- wagons and horses become comprehensible 
only within a speci�c ritual context, where the “presence” or power of the deity 
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appears (Gladigow 1988, 472; Metzler 1985– 1986, 97, 100– 101). Likewise, Fritz 
Blakolmer (2010, 49) draws attention to the ritual context of Bronze Age images 
in Minoan Crete and Mycenaean Greece to emphasize this problem: “�e lack of 
cult images in the Aegean Bronze Age, as well as the emphasis on representations 
of ritual practices and cult celebrants in narrative scenes suggest that the religious 
focus of attention was not so much the image of the venerated deity itself, but 
rather the perpetuation of rituals. . . . �e idea of epiphany in the context of per-
formative rites, which should provoke the imaginary appearance of a deity . . . is a 
traditional one.” Regarding Greek and Roman statues, Richard Gordon (1979, 11) 
notices how, “divested of their proper context,” images “could easily be reclassi�ed 
so as to be appropriate material for ‘art history,’” and “such a perspective enables 
modern art historians to ignore a great deal of evidence about alternative ancient 
classi�cations of religions artifacts.”12

Multiple ambiguities abound when searching for a more precise de�nition: 
How does one categorize visualizations (especially of a straightforward anthro-
pomorphic nature) that are prompted in the mind of a worshiper by textual de-
scriptions of divinity? And what about astral bodies or other natural features not 
created by human hands that may serve as icons of divinity (see, e.g., Schmidt 
1995)? A failure to engage these questions of intentionality, form, and context can 
only confuse the issue. In �e HarperCollins Dictionary of Religion, Jonathan Z. 
Smith (1995, 51), for example, de�nes aniconic with two words, “lacking images”; 
one is amazed to see such a cursory de�nition implicitly (or explicitly) followed 
for discussion of aniconic phenomena, yet even a phrase like this could serve as a 
bare- bones guideline as long as further explanation follows. Similarly, Victor and 
Edith Turner (1978, 235) gloss aniconism only as “indi�erence to icons,” perhaps 
in order to di�erentiate aniconism from iconophobia and iconoclasm— the latter 
being de�ned as the destruction of images (usually anthropomorphic), although 
it would be inaccurate to say that the two phenomena, aniconism and iconoclasm, 
are not o�en linked (see Cancik 1988, 217; Freedberg 1989, 378– 428; and vari-
ous essays in Ellenbogen and Tungendha� 2011).13 �e motivations for iconoclasm 
could trend toward the religious/spiritual or the political, though obviously those mo-
tivations are complicatedly intertwined in most scenarios (May 2012, sec. 2). As Troels 
Kristensen points out (2013, 29– 32), the very term iconoclasm o�en carries with it an 
emphasis on the Judeo- Christian theological or scriptural stream, when in fact image 
“destruction” can involve more subtle types of responses— ranging from total oblitera-

12. �is problem has been at least partly remedied for classical materials in the new studies 
of Gaifman 2010a; 2012; also Blakolmer 2010.

13. �ough many immediately think of iconoclasm as a Christian phenomenon in antiq-
uity (see, e.g., Kristensen 2013), iconoclastic movements are temporally, geographically, 
methodologically, and ideologically varied. See Besançon 2000 and May 2012 with refer-
ence to the ancient Near East.
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tion on the one end but also including, on the other, strategies such as the humiliation, 
the�, hiding, alteration, or even “negative cultural rede�nition” of images (see Kris-
tensen’s chart, 2013, 30; and May 2012, sec. 2).

Moving toward a more nuanced de�nition of aniconism, Gladigow provides 
a brief de�nition of an aniconic cult as one in which cult images, particularly an-
thropomorphic ones, are not known or permitted (“keine Bilder als Kultobjekte, 
insbesondere in Form von anthropomorphen Bildern kennen oder zulassen”; 
1988, 472). Moreover, Gladigow proposes several categories to explain the extent 
and consequences of aniconic representation in a given system, such as the pres-
ence of standing stones, the centrality of a human actor rendering an image un-
necessary, and the rise of idol polemics in monotheistic religions (1988, 472– 73). 
Two additional studies stand out for their rigor in de�ning aniconism for their 
own subject matter: Tryggve Mettinger’s No Graven Image? Israelite Aniconism in 
Its Ancient Near Eastern Context (1995) and Milette Gaifman’s Aniconism in Greek 
Antiquity (2012). A review of each author’s attempt to pin down a de�nition or 
range of de�nitions will give us a set of working parameters and focus our atten-
tion for consideration of the representations we will be discussing throughout this 
study.

For Mettinger (1995, 18), aniconism may be de�ned by “cults where there is no 
iconic representation of the deity (anthropomorphic or theriomorphic) serving as 
the dominant or central cultic symbol, that is, where we are concerned with either 
(a) an aniconic symbol or (b) sacred emptiness.” �e �rst of these categories (a) is 
termed “material aniconism” and the second (b) “empty space aniconism.” (Met-
tinger also uses the phrase “aniconic tendencies” “where it is not clear whether the 
cult is aniconic or not,” but where there are possibly indications of aniconism.) 
Mettinger further distinguishes between what he calls a “de facto tradition” and a 
“programmatic tradition” (1995, 18). De facto aniconism exhibits an “indi�erence” 
to icons, “a mere absence of images,” and is “tolerant.” Programmatic traditions re-
pudiate images, are iconophobic, and thus likely to be iconoclastic. By introducing 
longer descriptions and more formal categories, Mettinger lays on the material a 
heavily etic framework, which he claims (with some justi�cation) is necessary for 
cross- cultural comparisons (1995, 20). Accordingly, his discussion of aniconism is 
“con�ned to the level of the phenomenology of religion,” centering “on the ritual 
characteristics of the cults in question.” “Our de�nition of aniconism is not per 
se dependent on the type of imputed referential relation between the symbol (the 
theophoric object) and its referent (the worshippers’ notion of God)” (1995, 20).14 

�e implications of Mettinger’s theoretical moves are many and complicate our 
task in several respects. For the moment, two examples will have to su�ce.

14. See Mettinger 1995, 38 n. 114, where Mettinger distinguishes between Gottesvorstellung 
(a mental concept) and Gottesbild (re�ected by language, ritual, image).
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First, for some analogous materials in the Hittite sphere, Billie Jean Collins 
(2005, 21– 22) has demonstrated that various “symbolic representations” (catego-
rized under Mettinger’s “material aniconism”) received the same ritual/cultic at-
tention as anthropomorphic images, thus blurring the line between “material ani-
conism” and straightforward iconism in some cases— at least with respect to the 
phenomenology of ritual. (�e same case can be made for iconic versus aniconic 
images in the Greco- Roman world; see P. Stewart 2008, 303.) Moreover, as Ange-
lika Berlejung rightly asserts, “aniconism can be just one of the religious practices 
in a cultural system which can interchange with iconic cults according to di�er-
ent temporal/local needs or traditions” (2009, 1211). �us we must be on guard 
against creating an anachronistic “rivalry between aniconic and iconic cults” as a 
“retrojection of modern debates which are already deeply in�uenced by the bibli-
cal and/or philosophical controversy about idols” (Berlejung 2009, 1211).

Second, the boundary between Mettinger’s de facto aniconism and simply 
having no aniconic phenomena at all could be very di�cult (if not impossible) to 
discern in light of the inability to consider “the imputed referential relation be-
tween the symbol . . . and its referent.” Without this imputed relationship, what ex-
actly di�erentiates an architectural feature of a temple, such as a plain pillar, from 
a pillar created as an abstract form of the deity and thus an intentional abstention 
from anthropomorphic representation?

Having raised this question, it is fair to notice that in his de�nition and assess-
ment Mettinger seeks to avoid an impossible analysis of the “mental concepts” of 
a worshiper in an idiosyncratic fashion, and his focus on “religious practice, with 
cultic behavior” is thus contrasted to the “mental concepts” of the worshiper in-
sofar as such mental concepts are inaccessible (1995, 20). Furthermore, he a�rms 
the “user’s perspective” and does not advocate abandoning Peircian semiotics with 
its emphasis on the sign user in favor of the Saussurian perspective (which does 
not treat the sign user in the same way; Mettinger 1995, 21; Sheri� 1989). What-
ever its drawbacks, Mettinger’s system is helpful for thinking about ritual and im-
age in an ancient context, where so much is unknown, and for thinking about how 
we might engage with text in the search for the aniconic.

In Gaifman’s view (2012, 28), aniconism, considered in the abstract, “is a kind 
of highly malleable play- dough that can be transformed according to a �eld’s traits 
and axioms.” For the Greek materials, she asks us to give up the notion that ani-
conism should only be “limited to the veneration of non- �gural material,” thus 
opening the door to expressions similar to what Mettinger calls “material ani-
conism” (Gaifman 2012, 28). Moreover, when we engage in comparative work, 
Gaifman encourages us to consider that “the aniconism of one tradition is not nec-
essarily compatible with that of another. For instance, aniconic Buddhist art could 
have elaborate narrative scenes that we would not normally �nd in Islamic ani-
conic art” (2012, 27). �is “grey- area” style of de�nition (Gaifman 2012, 17), rela-
tive to speci�c contexts, is a strength of Gaifman’s approach, though comparison 
among di�erent groups’ aniconisms must then proceed very carefully, as the in-
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terpreter clari�es in each case what kind of visual abstention is employed. �ough 
she uses the de�nitions of Mettinger (1995) and Gladigow (1988) reviewed above 
as a starting point, Gaifman questions Mettinger’s categories for some of the same 
reasons I do: “material” and “empty space” aniconism may not have been separate 
categories for the ancient worshiper, and in the case of the empty throne, the ani-
conism is not exactly an “empty space”— since the throne shapes and constrains 
the appearance of the deity on it— and even the throne itself could be an object of 
veneration in its own right. Moreover, we may be forced to interpret images from 
a heavily emic perspective, requiring us to engage beyond the “phenomenology of 
religion” as viewed by the detached scholar (Gaifman 2012, 35).

For the Greek aniconism(s) that are the focus of her study, Gaifman focuses 
on the question of divine representation (as opposed to many other types of non-
�gural art) and draws attention to the problem of a “focal point” of ritual: “An 
aniconic focal point in ritual could be de�ned as something that does not make a 
visual reference to a particular divinity through its form, as an object that without 
an accompanying text or identifying inscription is not indicative of the identity 
of a particular divinity” (Gaifman 2012, 39, see also 40– 41). Even if attention to 
the focal point cannot answer every question or erase ambiguity, consideration of 
the concept “nurtures our sensitivity” as we look for alternate meanings and as we 
question why a particular type of representation was chosen vis- à- vis other pos-
sibilities (Gaifman 2012, 39). Ultimately, for Gaifman, aniconism manifests itself 
multiply, not rigidly or singly, and just as we must recognize iconic expression 
along a spectrum so too we should be dealing with a spectrum of aniconism (Gaif-
man 2012, 44).

My own working de�nition, then, proceeds from the helpful discussions of 
Mettinger, Gladigow, Gaifman, and others: for our purposes here, aniconism may 
be de�ned as a representational style that systematically (i.e., not inadvertently) 
avoids speci�c kinds of �gural representation, most speci�cally anthropomorphic 
images of the deity or deities. Rather than using longer phrases throughout this 
study such as “anthropomorphic aniconism” or “nonanthropomorphic iconism,” 
both of which could accurately describe the iconographic variety we �nd in the 
material record, I prefer the multivalence of the bare word aniconism as quali-
�ed by Gaifman through her focus on ambiguity, gray areas, and multiplicity. By 
making anthropomorphism— or indeed, any kind of clear “�gurism” (images that 
clearly point back to an identi�able form, whether that be human, divine, animal, 
plant, astral, etc.)— a prominent part of the meaning of aniconism, I am still al-
lowing for the use of some symbols, marks, and images to take part in aniconic 
phenomena. Moreover, a nuanced discussion of “aniconic” depictions may even 
include anthropomorphic or other images of a certain kind that avoid or “tone 
down” other existing �gural representations for some explicit purpose (a purpose 
that may remain unknown to us)— and we may only be able to discern this avoid-
ance through comparisons with surrounding cultures or images from the broader 
historical- cultural context of the alleged aniconic phenomenon. �ough artistic, 
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religious, or authorial “intention” of all kinds has justi�ably come under great 
scrutiny in the past several decades, I confess that I remain haunted by this ques-
tion of intentionality insofar as we must, for any historically or archaeologically 
oriented analysis, come to terms with ancient ritual practice and the particular 
stance toward and use of images in speci�c cultic contexts.

�e problem at hand may be sharpened by reference to an actual image— a 
small Phoenician geometrical bone carving of a mere �ve centimeters in height 
from the colony at �arros (Sardinia), dating to the ��h or fourth century BCE 
(�g. 3.5). Is this image “aniconic”? Perhaps it is in the sense that it does not portray 
an anthropomorphic or �gural image, though it is an image of some kind— it is a 
series of rectangles within one another. �at is not nothing; it is not purely “empty 
space” (at best it might be described as “abstracted space”). It is not zero represen-
tation. It is an image of something, and it is identi�able as an image. All of this is 
fair enough. However, without knowing whether in some ritual or other religious 
or personal context we are to �xate on, say, the inmost rectangle as some point of 
meditative focus or some place where a deity dwells or puts his or her face, how are 
we to know whether this is any kind of deviation from or variation on the notion 
of a “proper” iconic image? �e answer of course is that we would not know. With 
enough context or other indicators, we could know (or claim to know), but there 
would seem to be little we could say about an object presented like this, isolated 
as an image on a page. In my conception, then, the iconic and the aniconic are 

Fig. 3.5. Geometrical carving on 
bone; �arros (Sardinia); ��h– fourth 
century BCE; h. 5.4 cm (Uberti 1988, 
419)
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distinctly religious phenomena, and religion— again presuming a particular de�ni-
tion for my purposes here— does not happen by accident or in a state of complete 
unawareness. �us it seems inevitable that we must link the notions of the iconic 
and the aniconic in terms of not just a phenomenologistic art history but rather a 
religious representation of deities for some exact purpose in a particular context. 
Having said that, it seems clear that someone could take up the term aniconism for 
purposes of classifying images without any intent on making thick interpretations 
of an image’s religious purpose; everything depends on what we are looking for.

In many cases, as we will see, interpreters will simply not be able to come to 
satisfying conclusions about the ritual contexts of certain images (whether iconic 
or aniconic), and yet in other cases a consideration of such contexts will lead to 
plausible ideas about the meaning of aniconism. As the situation stands, we must 
remain content to use the term aniconism broadly, taking care in each instance to 
consider whether anthropomorphic form is in fact being employed and to what 
extent aniconic forms are used alongside iconic ones.

3.3. �e Critics and Proponents of Aniconism

Scholarly literature on forms typically deemed aniconic in some way— such as un-
marked stones, pillars, or stelae— has sometimes exhibited a curious tendency to 
judge these expressions in a polarized manner, o�en trending toward either deni-
grating them as evidence of the extreme stupidity of their venerators or vaunting 
them as sublime examples of highly evolved spiritual sensibilities. We may trace 
the origins of many of these judgments to assumptions about the normative stance 
of images— that icons or anthropomorphic images were or were not the default 
mode of cultic expression (as discussed above).15 Each in their own ways, three 
in�uential late nineteenth-  and early twentieth- century studies helped dissemi-
nate the idea that “crude” (non�gural) objects of worship, such as aniconic pillars, 
were “fetishes” predominant among “primitive” groups: Edward B. Tylor’s Primi-
tive Culture (1871; 1920), James G. Frazer’s �e Golden Bough (1890), and William 
Robertson Smith’s Religion of the Semites (1894) (on Tylor and Frazer regarding 
this topic, see Gaifman 2010b, 277– 80; 2012, 23).

Smith (1894, 166– 67, 186– 90), for example, saw rudimentary “natural sym-
bols” such as streams and trees as sites for particularly “superstitious reverence,” 
connected with the “Canaanite” Baal religions in particular. Nonnatural objects, 

15. Compare Gaifman’s comments on Greek aniconism in this respect (2012, 3): “�e sub-
ject of aniconism requires us to set aside one of the central suppositions predominant in the 
�eld— albeit not to the same degree in all schools of thought— namely, the view of ‘iconism’ 
as essentially a normative default of Greek image- making.” See also Mettinger 1995, 19– 20, 
who explicitly rejects making any value judgments about whether “an aniconic divine sym-
bol should imply a more spiritual notion of deity than an iconic one.”
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such as standing stones, were for Smith only rude precursors to the altar, which 
Smith calls the “real meeting- place between man and his god” (1894, 200). Despite 
acknowledging that many would consider sacred- stone- worship to be a “fetish” 
and disparaging such objects from an artistic point of view, Smith does admit that 
“from a purely religious point of view its inferiority to image worship is not so evi-
dent” (1894, 209). Remarking on the Phoenicians speci�cally, Smith views certain 
votive objects as at least marking an advancement— in terms of religious meaning 
and human relatability— above a “mere pillar,” since such objects would presum-
ably need explanation whereas a votive with an inscription would make clear sense 
for personal use. Smith assumed that the Phoenicians (along with the Israelites 
and the “Arabs at the time of Mohammed”) preferred “small gods for private use,” 
whereas central sanctuaries needed only a pillar or some other presumably ani-
conic symbol (1894, 209).

�e putative movement from nature worship to idols to something more 
sublime (and probably aniconic)— usually in this evolutionary order— could be 
interpreted as a religious problem or as evidence of some other religious dynamic 
related to aniconism. In his analysis of “fetishism” and the “rhetoric of iconoclasm” 
by Marx and others in the modern period, Mitchell traces a complex genealogy 
of ideas regarding the image and the value of the icon (1986, 190– 99). Discussing 
Ludwig Feuerbach (citing the famous �e Essence of Christianity, 1841), Mitchell 
shows how Feuerbach recognized a progression in Judaism from “idol” worship 
to monotheism, but this move was for Feuerbach a negative one, since polytheism 
represents a positive connection with nature and its symbols— whereas Judaism 
simply transformed the idol into an “idol of the egoistic will” in the �gure of the 
Lord. Deeply in�uenced by Feuerbach, Marx seized on this logic to posit the Jew 
as the “arch- iconoclast who wants to smash all the traditional fetishes and replace 
them with commodities” (in Mitchell’s words; Mitchell 1986, 199). For at least 
early Second Temple, Hellenistic, and Roman Judaism, o�en considered o�and-
edly as the aniconic religion of antiquity par excellence, past assumptions about 
rigorous anti�gural trends ran afoul of archaeological discovery of a great variety 
of iconography, such as lavish human depictions and even God’s own hands in 
the Dura- Europos synagogue (third century CE; see Fine 2005, 165– 209; and the 
overview in Katz 2009). As Maya Balakirsky Katz points out (2009, 1216), alleged 
aspects of Jewish aniconism could provide either a helpful congener for the post- 
Reformation Protestant rejection of Catholic imagery (so Immanuel Kant) or a 
point of disparagement against Jews in Europe (so Hegel).

�ese types of discussions were obviously not limited to Jews in this context 
of modernist scholarship. In her study of Greek aniconism, Gaifman (2010, 1– 
2) notices that the seminal work of the German archaeologist and art historian 
Johannes Joachim Winckelmann, Geschichte der Kunst des Altertums (published 
in 1764), presents natural images and nonanthropomorphic stones as the histori-
cally primary form of Greek image worship. �is recognition apparently allowed 
Winckelmann to assert the superior nature of Greek expression, since these “un-
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wrought stones” give us “pivotal proof that art was inherent to the Greeks and 
had not been imported” (Gaifman 2012, 1– 2). In Winkelmann’s own words, the 
Greeks “already visibly honored thirty deities before they gave them human form,” 
and thus “among the Greeks, art began much later than in the Eastern lands but 
with the same simplicity, such that the Greeks appear, as they themselves report, 
not to have gathered the �rst seeds for their art from other people but rather to 
have been its original inventors” (quoted in Gaifman 2012, 2 n. 6).

I o�er these selective examples not in order to heap abuse on what contem-
porary theorists of religion can only view with grave and legitimate suspicion, but 
rather to show that the tendency to discuss the iconic and aniconic in a value- 
loaded way was a stock part of eighteenth- to- twentieth- century analysis, and in-
deed such trends continue— even speci�cally in the case of the Phoenicians and 
their images. In an article comparing Israelite and Phoenician religion, for exam-
ple, Brian Peckham (1987, 80) follows up a brief discussion of the “standing stone” 
phenomenon by calling Tyrian religion “e�ete” (?) and later declares the Carthage 
stelae to be “tiresome and unimaginative” (88). Eugene Stockton speaks of Se-
mitic aniconism as opposed to Egyptian “animal worship and preoccupation with 
death,” which could only be a “bizarre” aberration vis- à- vis the “more theological, 
abstract religious thought of the Semite” (1974– 1975, 2). �ough a nontechnical 
and now somewhat dated source, Aldo Massa’s �e Phoenicians (1977) exhibits 
an ongoing tendency to view Phoenician religion and material representation as 
“primitive” on an evolutionary scale: “Phoenician religion . . . had a distinct air of 
fetishism . .  . sacri�ces and prayers were o�ered to the rocks, caves, springs and 
rivers” (Massa 1977, 85– 86). In this context, the author claims, “we must seek the 
origin of the worship of the betyl,” with betyl worship dating

back to the very birth of religious sentiment, and its �rst manifesta-
tions, though the homage paid to these crude symbols was never 
so intense as during the decadent period of the ancient world. In 
fact, their very strangeness, with its capacity to arouse curiosity, 
had a strong appeal for the jaded imagination of the decadent. It 
was particularly at this time that a crude stone could be regarded 
as the highest incarnation of the divinity. What happened was a 
regression on the part of society, towards the tastes of childhood, 
not unlike the corresponding phenomenon in individuals. (Massa 
1977, 85– 86)

�e reason for this stunted artistic tradition, according to Massa, is geographi-
cal and political: the identi�cation of various gods with di�erent cities and lo-
cales “could not fail to slow down the development of religious thinking, and was 
not likely to arouse and inspire the artistic imagination” (this, as opposed to the 
Greeks, whose deities allegedly transcended the speci�c and united all Greece with 
corresponding lo�y images; Massa 1977, 96– 97).
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Later in this study, we will turn to analyze various aniconic religious move-
ments in the ancient world of the Phoenicians generally,16 but for the moment I 
would like to make some brief comments on the perceived political, religious, and 
ideological value of image abstentions of various kinds for those who employ and 
value these abstentions. Figural, anthropomorphic iconography held (and holds) 
the attention of worshipers for perhaps obvious reasons: the correspondence be-
tween deity- as- �gural- image and worshiper- as- �gure draws a meaningful rela-
tionship between the world of the worshiper and the deity— just as a strong human 
arm may cultivate crops, so too a visibly obvious, strong divine arm may aid such 
a process. Just as a king sits on a throne, wears a crown, and receives obeisance 
and taxes, the divine �gure wears a divine crown, sits on a thrown, and receives 
obeisance and o�erings. �ese corresponding visual indices reinforce the perma-
nence, power, and divine nature of the symbolic universe of the monarchy within 
the political, economic, and social spheres of the image- viewer.

In light of these advantages for �gural divine representation, where the “con-
crete” and the “spiritual” overlap as they do for the audience, what value might 
aniconic representations o�er? Some interpreters have made outright theological 
judgments on the value of the image vis- à- vis its avoidance or transcendence; as 
one relatively recent reviewer of the iconic- aniconic continuum in ancient Near 
Eastern religions asserts, “�e true essence of the gods will always transcend the 
image” (Cornelius 1997, 43), and another avers that what is “concretized” cannot 
“instill the feeling of the numinous” (Lewis 2005, 106– 7). In his study of blank 
spaces in theologically and legally loaded print pages and paintings in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries CE, Peter Goodrich rightly argues that “blank 
space is neither innocent nor indi�erent,” despite frequent suspicions (in the con-
text Goodrich addresses, but also for many di�erent materials and periods) that 
blank space signals an “un�nished quality” (Goodrich 1999, 89, 97). Opposed to 
these suspicions of artistic bungling, Goodrich (1999, 91) argues that emptiness 
signals “a future or external power that irrupts within the frame of the painting”; 
in speci�c circumstances, this emptiness may even become an argument of sorts, 
even polemical, especially when juxtaposed with images in the immediate cultic 
context or in a broader context of “images” of all kinds (e.g., see Welten and Goud 
2009 on aniconism and its relation to the philosophical and ethical program of 
Emmanuel Levinas).

Even when the image creator does not intend an aniconic piece polemically— 
most aniconic forms from the ancient world were undoubtedly not intentionally 
subversive— aniconism automatically evokes questions of presence and absence 
for the viewer. A striking contemporary example might be the Rothko Chapel in 
Houston, Texas, where the famed twentieth- century artist Mark Rothko installed 
a series of dark, imageless paintings as a point of religious contemplation. Art his-

16. See below “5. Phoenician Aniconism.”



40 | Chapter Three

torians continue to debate the success of these images, but many come away with 
the sense that Rothko’s “‘imageless’ art” in this context can “place each person in 
contact with a tragic idea” (Novak and O’Doherty 1998, 273), perhaps death or 
something solemn, while at the same time the chapel provides a standing argu-
ment at the end of modernist art on the varied e�ects of abstract painting, evoking 
emotions of tranquility or a brooding, buzzing presence beneath the void or the 
enormous complexity of any experience (Novak and O’Doherty 1998, 273– 75). 
Scholarship on Buddhist art presents a long genealogy of explanations for aniconic 
references to the Buddha, with spiritual motivations and explanations not so un-
like those given for the Rothko Chapel pieces (see a review in Huntington 1990, 
but with challenges to the entire concept of Buddhist aniconism; see also Swearer 
2003).

Obviously one could adduce many more examples on this front. Needless to 
say, then, the notion that simple or non�gural representations are “simplistic” or 
“childish” fetishes would not stand before a scrutiny of imageless art and worship 
through many centuries and in varied contexts. Indeed, we will see that, for the 
Phoenicians, the long- standing appearance of aniconic cultic objects, such as the 
distinctly Phoenician petaled incense stands found in multiple contexts were, for 
around a thousand years (tenth century BCE– �rst century CE), reproduced not 
out of a slavish, simplistic, or conservative material tradition but rather because of 
religious meaning: incense burning was a central act in Phoenician religion, and 
even unadorned stands may have served as a focus of veneration as synechdotal 
indicators of the temple as cosmos (see Culican 1980, 99– 101).



4

Phoenician Iconism

Amid the many ambiguities about Phoenician identity and the problems of lo-
cating aniconism in the material record, we can be sure of one thing: Phoeni-

cians produced anthropomorphic images of their deities. Indeed, they did so in a 
variety of ways that o�en re�ect well- known conventions in ancient Near Eastern 
and Mediterranean art, and it is important for us to establish this base so as to 
more accurately and sensitively see deviations from iconicity in the realm of the 
aniconic. In this section of the study, then, I provide a geographically and chrono-
logically broad review of Phoenician religious iconography, with a particular focus 
on the presentation of deities and other �gures in anthropomorphic form. Given 
the diversity of Phoenician identity and in�uence in the Mediterranean world, 
this review will of course be highly selective, and speci�c environments involving 
potentially aniconic objects are treated in the following chapter.

4.1. �e Phoenician Artistic Context

Phoenician religious representation cannot be divorced from Phoenician material 
production generally; the very term religion, as a rei�ed modern concept, could 
unhelpfully obscure the vital connection between religious and art- historical con-
cerns, and thus we begin here with a brief review of Phoenician art. Already in one 
of the �rst attempts at a comprehensive treatment of the topic, Georges Perrot and 
Charles Chipiez bemoaned the lack of clear boundaries for de�ning any distinctly 
Phoenician style, concluding that interpreters simply had to rely on “tact and ap-
preciation” for making decisions about inclusion in the Phoenician corpus (1885, 
102). Henri Frankfort characterized the “hallmark” of Phoenician art as the “lavish 
use of bungled Egyptian themes” (1970, 310) and found both Phoenician ivory-
work and metal bowls to be “garish” (1970, 331). More speci�cally, and re�ecting 
criticisms of Phoenician art leveled by others, Frankfort saw the Phoenicians as 
a people “without pictorial traditions,” forced to adopt symbols from others (i.e., 
the Egyptians) that were used willy- nilly or at least in ways for which the original 
Egyptian context of the image was misunderstood or misconstrued entirely (1970, 
321– 22). Even so, Frankfort was able to recognize that the wide distribution of 
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Phoenician cra�smanship in the Near East and Mediterranean would ensure that 
these bungled motifs could be grasped by a wide variety of users and, as apparently 
for the Phoenicians themselves, the iconographic mismatch or void could be �lled 
in with concepts native to the user of the image (1970, 322).

More recent interpreters, however, have moved toward an increasingly nu-
anced appreciation of what the Phoenicians could accomplish with their images 
(e.g., Gubel 2000; Brown 1992, 21; Markoe 1990).17 �is appreciation does not 
constitute a clear or simplistic assumption about what “Phoenician art” is to begin 
with— as Marian Feldman points out (2014, 36– 37), when we say “Phoenician art” 
it is o�en not clear whether we mean a particular style, material culture produced 
by individuals with “Phoenician” parents, people (regardless of blood lineage) 
who live in “Phoenician” cities or colonies, and so on.18 Moreover, the incomplete 
nature of archaeological investigation means our views of Phoenician art must 
remain more provisional than for other groups, given that two of the most prized 
Phoenician artistic traditions— textiles and woodwork— have been lost due to en-
vironmental factors (disintegration) (Markoe 2000, 143). What has emerged from 
the materials we do possess demonstrates a relatively clear continuity of material 
tradition along the northern Levantine coast from the Late Bronze Age through 
the Iron Age (Markoe 1990, 13– 14), signaling long- standing traditions that cannot 
be dismissed as ad hoc or unorganized borrowings from other groups. Indeed, the 
in�uence of the Phoenician tradition farther east into Syria- Palestine generally 
shows that Phoenician style was perceived as distinct and valuable (Markoe 2000, 
143, 145; Moscati 1988b, 246).

Furthermore, what some had labeled as “unimaginative” borrowing has been 
reassessed more positively as a “unique and o�en unprecedented combination of 
contrasting styles and motifs” (Markoe 2000, 145). �e notable amount of variation 
we �nd among di�erent periods of Egyptian “borrowing” shows that artistic adap-

17. �e most lavishly illustrated and coherent visual presentation of Phoenician images 
of all kinds to date is Moscati 1988a, with summary interpretation (as well as some more 
detailed forays) of divine images in particular by Acquaro 1988; Bisi 1988; Ciasca 1988; 
Moscati 1988b; 1988c; 1988d; 1988e; Uberti 1988. In the catalog style, see also Gubel et al. 
1986; 2002; various portions of Aruz, Gra�, and Rakic 2014. See the review of materials by 
many authors in Krings 1995, 426– 552, especially Ciafaloni 1995 on iconography. Markoe 
2000, 143– 69, is a systematic single review of Phoenician material culture focusing on art 
and iconography; see also Brown 1992 for a shorter summary, in addition to the other 
works cited below.

18. Feldman (2014, 37) goes on to state that these complications regarding the meaning 
of the individual, geography, and culture are alleviated when we eschew very particular 
assumptions about identity, viz., that it is “inherent and completely prior to material ex-
pression.” Identity is also social, involving communities and the fullest engagements those 
communities provide. Similarly, consider Boardman’s comments (2003, 3) on the phrase 
“Greco- Phoenician” with regard to either Greek or Phoenician cra�sman.



Phoenician Iconism | 43 

tation was not the product of a single utilitarian moment nor a uniform chronolog-
ical phenomenon (Gubel 1983, 45) but rather an ongoing conversation of exchange 
(also Gubel 2000, 209– 12; Markoe 2000, 146; Moscati 1988b, 247; Brown 1992, 
7– 8). Even for those who continue to characterize Phoenician art in terms of mo-
tifs and symbols that were reduced to meaningless decoration through time (such 
as Moscati 1988b, 247; “representation is neglected in favor of decoration”; Gubel 
1993, 121– 22, on the use of decorative hieroglyphics; Brown 1992, 7– 8), there is 
still recognition that this “decorative reduction” (supposing such a reduction ex-
ists) is not the primary goal but rather the result of a longer process. Commenting 
on the Phoenician bowl tradition in terms of its elite status, design constraints, and 
iconographic strategy, Francesca Onnis concludes that these objects are marked by 
a “strong sensitivity for composition,” not a mere “decorative impulse,” to the point 
that “the iconographic motifs were entirely linked to the object that constituted the 
physical medium, from the point of view of its material use [for elite eating/drink-
ing activities], symbolism, or evocative potential” (2014, 180).

As far as more speci�c identifying features of Phoenician representation, we 
have already brie�y discussed the style of the Phoenician ivory corpus from ninth- 
century Nimrud and elsewhere, which utilized a particular artistic �air. Such a dis-
tinctive type of “realism” in the presentation of human, divine, and animal �gures 
(even sphinxes and other mythological animals) involved the repeated use of spe-
ci�c motifs (e.g., uraeus- �anked sun disc) and the pervasive adaption of Egyptian 
motifs (Winter 2010c, 191– 96; 2010b, 282; Barnett 1957; compare with Gunter 
2009, 95– 101). In his still authoritative study of the Phoenician metal bowl tradi-
tion, Glenn Markoe a�rms the inimitable and boldly eclectic nature of the designs 
generally— but more speci�cally, Markoe contends, what we �nd as distinctive of 
the Phoenician style is the combination of Egyptian, Aegean, and Mesopotamian 
features in “unprecedented” and unique stylistic expression (but cf. Onnis 2014 on 
the identity of these bowls as clearly or only “Phoenician,” as well as some remarks 
in Feldman 2014, 31– 32, and the rigorous methodological outline set out in Win-
ter 2005, 36– 38).19

As a particular example of this creative hybridizing, an artistic process about 
which we will have more to say later in this study, consider a gold- plated silver 
bowl, originally from Kourion (Cyprus) and probably dating to the late eighth– 
early seventh centuries BCE (�g. 4.1; image and discussion in Markoe 1985, 177– 
78, 256– 59). �e Greek Cypriote inscriptions on the piece (not visible in the ren-
dering here and only noticed recently on the piece itself) attest to the linguistic 
associations of the bowl with the Aegean world, and the iconographic register of 
the bowl attests to the “melting pot” of cultures and in�uences from Iron Age 

19. More speci�cally, Onnis (2014, 160) considers the appellative “Phoenician” to be a con-
ventional if not misleading label for the “Iron Age stage” of the “evolution” of a broadly 
Mediterranean artistic style from the mid– late second millennium BCE.
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Cyprus (see Steele 2013 on the linguistic situation, and Markoe 1985, 177– 78, on 
the imagery). �e �gures o�er a “greatest hits” set of popular Near Eastern images: 
at center, an Assyrian- style “genius” �gure enacts the great Assyrian lion hunt, 
shielded by Egyptian Horus falcons as well as many other Egyptian motifs (the 
smiting- Pharaoh scene with the Egyptian falcon deity Re- Harakhte, as well as the 
Egyptian winged goddess on the model of Isis). To the le� of the central scene, on 
the outer rim, a heroic �gure �ghts a lion— the leonine appearance of the �gure as 
well as the activity may suggest the deity is Melqart (Markoe 1985, 177, calls it a 
“‘Melqart’ �gure”), the primary Phoenician god at Tyre. �e stylized palmettes are 
ubiquitous in ancient Near Eastern and Syro- Palestinian art generally. Even given 
these multinational in�uences, Eric Gubel still believes some bowls of this kind 
can “inform us about long lost key monuments of Phoenician architecture,” even 
shedding light on the biblical description of the Solomonic temple (2000, 195, esp. 
�g. 16a– b).

4.2. Texts Referring to Phoenician Divine Images

Before returning to further direct examples of Phoenician images, we should ac-
knowledge the few native Phoenician textual/inscriptional materials that speak 

Fig. 4.1. Silver and gold bowl from Kourion (Cyprus); d. 16.8 cm (Markoe 1985, Cy8, 256– 
59; Aruz, Gra�, and Rakic 2014, 159– 60)
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of divine iconography we do possess (see parallel discussion in Mettinger 1995, 
83– 84). Such references are scarce and allow for only an indirect observation 
of the Phoenicians’s own view of their images. Let us consider three examples 
from the Iron Age, right at the heart of Phoenician expansion in the eighth– sixth 
centuries BCE.

�e sixth- century BCE Phoenician inscription from Pyrgi (modern Santa 
Severa, Italy) gives us two tantalizing references to an image (KAI 227; Fitzmyer 
1966; Gibson 1982, 151– 59). �e author (TBRY’ WLNŠ) informs us of Astarte’s 
request to build a temple or shrine, which the individual receives in a particular 
month “on the day of the burial of the deity” (bym qbr ʾlm). �e concluding wish 
for blessing in the inscription asks for “the years (granted) to the statue of the de-
ity in her temple [wsnt lmʾš ʾlm bbty]” to be “years like the stars above!” (Gibson 
1982, 154). In the phrase lm’š ʾlm, the aleph is probably not an internal mater lec-
tionis at this early date; mʾš can mean “gi�,” but both mʾš and mš can mean “sacred 
object” or “statue” (see Ho�ijzer and Jongeling 1995, 589– 90; Gibson 1982, 158). 
�e terms mš and sml, indicating a divine statue as a gi� or simply a divine image 
(respectively), can also be found in one of the Lapethos inscriptions (Cyprus, early 
third century BCE) (KAI 46; see the translation and commentary in Gibson 1982).

�e reference to the “burial of the deity” is enigmatic but may refer to a pro-
cess wherein a statue of a deity is buried and then ritually “revived” (Hallo 1983, 8, 
15– 16; Lewis 2005, 102; Mettinger 2001; cf. with Gen 35:4). �e prayer for a long 
life for the statue of the deity (lmʾš ʾlm) is especially interesting for our purposes 
and, recalling our discussion of the ancient Near Eastern perspectives on the im-
age, implicitly reveals something about the image and its perceived relationship 
to divinity— deities have a “life,” albeit of their own kind, and the ruination of a 
divine statue can be disastrous for the well- being of the deity. As an analogy for 
this close association between the life of the statue and the deity, we may consider 
Marduk’s close relationship with his cult image (and/or symbolic paraphernalia) 
in the Erra Poem (eighth century BCE), where Marduk’s very position of author-
ity at the head of the divine assembly is threatened when his cult image falls into 
disrepair and needs cleaning (see translation and comments in Cagni 1977; Ma-
chinist 1984, 222).

�e bilingual (Phoenician and Hieroglyphic Hittite) inscription from Ka-
ratepe (late eighth– early seventh century BCE) also provides a reference to the 
presence and treatment of images (KAI 26; ANET 653– 54; Gibson 1982, 41– 64; 
Younger 2003, 148– 50; Röllig 1995b, 206– 8). �e rendering of the key text here 
is disputed; however, the “traditional” translation (as in ANET and Gibson 1982) 
reads as follows: “I made Baal KRNTRYŠ dwell in it. Now let people bring a sacri-
�ce for all the images [hmskt], the yearly sacri�ce of one ox, and at plowing [time] 
one sheep, and at harvest time one sheep!” (Aii.18– 19– Aiii.1– 2) (Gibson 1982, 
51). Newer analyses, on the other hand, have questioned the translation of hmskt 
as “images” and pointed to the appearance of another common term for images, 
sml, in another line as being the only term used for a divine image in the inscrip-



46 | Chapter Four

tion (c.iv.15– 16, bsml ʾln, “the statue of his deity”; Röllig 1995b, 206– 8; Ho�ijzer 
and Jongeling 1995, 792– 93). Younger translates hmskt as “riverland,” apparently 
taking mskt as a maqtal noun of nsk, designating localities (massakot, river plains; 
Younger 2003, 150; see also Röllig 1995b, 208). �is translation is not entirely con-
vincing, however. Jacob Ho�ijzer and Karel Jongeling retain “molten image” as a 
de�nition for mskh (1995, 664– 65); although the term is admittedly rare (or possi-
bly a hapax in the Northwest Semitic inscriptional corpus), it is equally a stretch to 
take mskh as a variant of mšqh (“riverland”), which is itself a very rare designation 
(see Ho�ijzer and Jongeling 1995, 665). We may also point to the Punic nskh (KAI 
122,1.2), which clearly does indicate a statue cast in metal (Ho�ijzer and Jongeling 
1995, 736).

One annalistic reference from the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal (668– 633 
BCE) is also worth noting. On his return from a battle against Uate’, king of Arabia, 
Ashurbanipal claims to have conquered the town of Ushu (i.e., mainland Tyre) as 
punishment for a failed tribute payment. “�eir images and the (surviving) people 
I led as booty to Assyria” (ANET 300; see also the reference to Tiglath- Pileser III’s 
campaign in Syro- Palestine, ANET 283). Some would claim that this particular 
boast should be seen as merely formulaic and thus reveals little about the role of 
images in Tyre (Mettinger 1995, 194– 95; but see also Hallo 1983, 13– 14). Howev-
er, the statement might also be a straightforward indication of images in a central 
position within Tyrian temples, and thus the capture of such items was ideologi-
cally noteworthy for the Assyrians.

4.3. Overview of Phoenician Anthropomorphic Iconography

Turning now more speci�cally to the range of Phoenician divine anthropomor-
phic iconography, my strategy will be to sketch out the range of materials we have 
on this front at the broadest possible level, then focus on some particular “case 
studies” of anthropomorphic divine representation— both from mainland Phoeni-
cian sites and the Mediterranean colonies. As noted earlier, on the whole, much 
of the available textual and inscriptional evidence suggests that the Phoenicians 
conceived of their deities in a manner fully congruent with the rest of the ancient 
Near East: gods and goddesses met in assemblies, decided the important a�airs of 
humanity, and were o�en connected to a particular city or natural phenomenon 
(Cli�ord 1990, 56– 57; Ribichini 1990). As we might expect, then, ample evidence 
for anthropomorphic representations of Phoenician deities is easily documented, 
and no one has argued (or should argue) for any kind of sweeping, programmatic 
Phoenician aniconism.

Nevertheless, clear examples of Phoenician divine iconography should be 
established upfront in order to show that the Phoenicians apparently felt free to 
represent in anthropomorphic form both male and female deities for a long period 
of time. �is recognition is important, because in the most detailed attempt to 
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discuss Phoenician aniconism to date (Mettinger 1995), the treatment somewhat 
downplays the signi�cance of Phoenician anthropomorphic representation, and 
examples are chosen from dubious textual sources or materials that are very late 
(Mettinger 1995, 82– 83). �e bronze image of Kronos (Phoenician Baal Ham-
mon), for example, described by Diodorus in his World History (ca. 60– 30 BCE) 
is o�en paraded as an example of Phoenician divine statuary (see the edition of 
Veh and Wirth 2005, 220, XX, 14.6; Mettinger 1995, 82), but there is no reason to 
tout such a polemical source as primary information for Phoenician iconism.20 
Even though we are able to document some examples of anthropomorphic im-
agery, the amount of material vis- à- vis Mesopotamia and Egypt is admittedly 
underwhelming— though this gap in evidence could be attributed to a lack of 
thorough excavation at key sites (most speci�cally Tyre or Sidon on the mainland, 
though more work on these fronts has been done since at least Mettinger’s study).

Perhaps the most traditional, “o�cial” form of the divine image in the ancient 
Near Eastern world would be the statue of the deity— Phoenician examples range 
in media from bronze statuettes, coroplastic (terracotta) �gures, and other statu-
ary (e.g., in stone; see Gubel 2000). Most agree that the Phoenicians did not nur-
ture a large- scale tradition of freestanding-stone- statue making (Moscati 1988c, 
284; Markoe 2000, 152– 53). Having said that, we do have scattered examples of 
stone torsos and male �gures of various kinds from Tyre, Sarepta, and Sidon, with 
analogies and comparable objects in colonial settings. Obviously it is not always 
possible to tell if the anthropomorphic �gures are humans or deities (or of some 
other nature), a problem that exists for many aspects of ancient art (see, e.g., Suter 
2014). If we include stelae in this category, the dataset could expand considerably, 
especially considering the Carthage tophet images (on which see below). �e term 
stele traditionally describes �at- faced stone objects on which texts and/or images 
are inscribed, yet many Phoenician examples straddle the borderline between �at 
stelae and more three dimensional examples with �gures deeply carved into the 
stone. Many of these feature an anthropomorphic form of some kind in a shrine 
or temple- in- miniature setting (sometimes on the naiskos model)— of the shrine- 
stelae of this type, the vast majority that we now possess are from nonmainland 
sites such as Carthage, Motya (western Sicily), Selinus (Selinunte; southern Sicily), 
Sulcis (southwestern Sardinia), and Nora (far southern Sardinia), dating as early 
as the sixth century BCE in some cases but usually later (in the fourth– second 
centuries; see the overview in Moscati 1988d, esp. 313– 26, on this category of im-
ages; �g. 4.2).

A di�erent production process— nevertheless with similar visual results— 
generated terracotta naiskoi (“temples”) with clear Aegean in�uences, a motif that 
circulated from east to west and west to east and back again through Cyprus (�g. 
4.3; see Bisi 1988; for variations from Cyprus, see, e.g., Karageorghis 1993, 86– 88, 

20. See below at “5.1 Retrospective.”
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pl. XXXVIII). In the �gures pictured here (�gs. 4.2, 4.3), the anthropomorphic 
�gures are not necessarily both deities— indeed, in �gure 4.2, the �gure carries 
an o�ering cup and a textile of some sort over the shoulder, possibly suggesting 
a priest or supplicant in the shrine, whereas the �gure striding the lions (quite 
eroded in the piece itself but still visible) in the example from Sidon (�g. 4.3) more 
clearly displays a deity. As we will see, these shrine scenes are particularly impor-
tant for thinking about aniconic strategies, since we must provide some analysis of 
the meaning for shrines that feature “betyl”- style pillars at the center instead of the 
anthropomorphic �gure or even no �gure whatsoever.

For small bronze and other freestanding terracotta �gures, examples abound. 
From mainland Phoenician sites, we have many examples of clay female “pillar 
�gurines” exhibiting stylistic parallels of varying degrees with the numerous Is-
raelite and Judahite examples from the Iron Age. Presumably, all of the problems 
relating to the identity of these �gures in the debate over the ancient Israelite pil-
lar �gurines— most assume they are goddesses— would pertain to the Phoenician 
data as well (see the earlier major study of Kletter 1996, and the now authoritative 
treatment of Darby 2014, esp. 312– 13, 322– 33, 343– 50, and 358– 60).

�ough the metal statuette tradition was more limited in scope, many in the 
“smiting god” stance are reminiscent of Baal images from Late Bronze Age Ugarit, 
with ample parallels in Egypt. (See the review in Acquaro 1988 and also Bisi 1986 
on the smiting god motif in the western colonies as evidence of the complex ar-
tistic interaction between colonizer and native peoples who are willing to incor-
porate Phoenician religious iconography; compare with other examples in Negbi 
1976.) Here too many of the best- preserved examples are from the western Medi-
terranean, particularly Gadir and Huelva; a shipwreck discovered in 1955 near Sic-
ily featured a bronze statuette of a deity in a striking pose (possibly Resheph) with 
clear Canaanite origins (Aubet 2001, 201– 2), and such �gures were very tradition-
al (“preserving all [of their] archaizing features,” according to Aubet 2001, 203– 4) 
in their production through the seventh century BCE. �e goddess also strikes a 
smiting pose in bronze, as demonstrated in an eighth– ninth- century piece from 
Syria- Lebanon, which Gioacchino Falsone (1986, 76) claims is “a syncretistic �g-
ure of the ancient Oriental goddess of love and warfare, in which Anath, Astarte, 
Ishtar, the Baalat Gebal and Hathor are all assimilated into a single deity.”

Smaller images played a very important role and come in the form of scar-
abs, coins (a�er the ��h century BCE), bone carving, ivories, masks, and various 
other kinds of metalwork and inscribed objects (see �gs. 4.4, 4.5 [cf. the Horus 
�gure with images in Boardman 2003, pl. 52]; for an overview of Phoenician glyp-
tic art, see Gubel 1993, and for other Persian- period anthropomorphic examples, 
Nunn 2008). For example, John Boardman (2003, 30– 36) has cataloged hundreds 
of green jasper scarabs, produced from Phoenician workshops during the Per-
sian period (sixth– fourth centuries BCE; see also Culican 1960– 1961; 1968; e.g., 
�g. 4.4). Egyptian- style deities and divine motifs appear on dozens of these seals 
(Boardman 2003, pls. 4– 13); scarabs from Ibiza depict several �gures— probably 



Fig. 4.2. Terracotta shrine- stele with �g-
ure; Monte Sirai (Sardinia); fourth– third 
century BCE; h. 55.5 cm (Moscati 1988a, 
319)

Fig. 4.3. Terracotta shrine with �gure 
atop lions; Sidon; ��h century BCE; h. 
6 cm (Bisi 1988, 353; Gubel et al. 1986, 
122)



Fig. 4.6 (right). Coin with �gure riding 
winged horse, waves, and dolphin; Tyre; 
fourth century BCE (Elayi and Elayi 2009, 
pl. 34, O43, 1061)

Fig. 4.5 (center). Horus on lotus �ower from 
Nimrud; ivory; eighth century BCE; h. 5.6 
cm (Uberti 1988, 413; Gubel et al. 1986, 232)

Fig. 4.4 (le�). Royal �gure on scarab; green 
jasper; Persian period; �arros (Sardinia) 
(Boardman 2003, pl. 16, 16.6)
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deities— with canonical headdress seated on sphinx thrones nearly always with a 
raised hand and incense burner before them. (On the incense burner as a particu-
larly Phoenician image in this context, see Culican 1960– 1961, 45.) On coins, the 
�gure or half �gure of a male �gure— some possibly Melqart— appears from the 
late ��h– early fourth century BCE (examples in Hill 1910: xvii– xxi, pls. I.1– 10; cf. 
Betlyon 1982, 79– 80, esp. pls. 1.1, 1.4, 6.7– 9, 7.1– 9, and review in Alexandropou-
los 1992, 319– 27), and other coins from Sidon portray a goddess, possibly in the 
Astarte/Ishtar tradition, who rides a lion (though the historical context is unclear; 
see Hill 1910; cxii, pl. XXV.8).

A particularly unique example— not paralleled in any other iconography of 
the period or earlier— from fourth- century BCE Tyrian coinage depicts a male �g-
ure riding a winged horse, holding a bow, soaring above a horizontal set of waves 
under which a dolphin swims (see Elayi and Elayi 2009, 265– 71 and accompany-
ing plates; �g. 4.6).21 Some have analyzed the Tyrian �gure as a “wave- rider” de-
ity on parallel with the Baal “cloud- rider” (textual) image from Late Bronze Age 
Ugarit, while others see Taras, a dolphin- riding hero parallel to the �gure on the 
Tarentine didrachms (on the dolphin, which is sometimes associated with the Tyr-
ian Astarte, see Gubel 1993, 114); Josette and Alain Gérard Elayi think it is Melqart 
or some other syncretized �gure (2009, 271; cf. with the bow- and- club wielding 
Herakles/Melqart �gures in Boardman 2003, pls. 33– 35).

Regarding these chronologically, geographically, and materially disparate ex-
amples as a whole, it is obviously di�cult to come to any meaningful, singular 
conclusion about what exactly is “Phoenician” about these images. Indeed, this is 
why there currently exists no comprehensive treatment of the manner in which 
Phoenicians represented their own deities. For the Iron Age, we are able to docu-
ment a number of images that likely qualify as “Phoenician,” based on the location 
of the �nd (at a Phoenician mainland city or established Phoenician colony) or 
an accompanying Phoenician inscription. No single uniting iconographic feature 
distinguishes Phoenician divine imagery from that of another Levantine or Medi-
terranean group; if anything, however, the Phoenician images are distinctive for 
their bold mixture of native styles and borrowed iconography, though there is no 
a priori sense in which we know that items exhibiting “mixed styles” or hybrid 
features are the product of any particular kind of hybridizing or conscious mix 
of in�uences. A more speci�c analysis for some discrete objects will give us some 
sense of the iconographic strategies against which the allegedly aniconographic 
examples may deviate.

21. �e Sidonian coins from the same time period also frequently depict the male archer 
�gure, but not in concert with the dolphin and waves (at least not in the same scene— 
though the waves are ubiquitous on the reverse side of the archer on the Sidonian coins); 
see plates in Elayi and Elayi 2004, vol. 2, and a discussion of the archer �gure at 1:524– 31.



52 | Chapter Four

4.4. Case Studies in Iconic Phoenician Divine  
Representation

In the �rst four cases below— dealing with depictions of Melqart and various god-
dess �gures that are harder to identify with precision— my strategy is to show a 
clearly anthropomorphic image that can be discussed within the orbit or inter-
section of Phoenician style, geography, and historical horizon, though as noted 
at various points so far in this study these criteria are not as precise as one may 
want. Nevertheless, the comparison of Melqart’s image in the East versus the West 
and of the female deities between Byblos and the more western- Mediterranean 
examples provide an iconographic register to demonstrate some coherence of di-
vine imagery for the Phoenicians in the Iron Age Mediterranean world. Moreover, 
the examples I have chosen here display iconographic intersection of some kind 
(shared imagery, symbolism, context, function) with the examples of aniconic rep-
resentation taken up in the next chapter.

Bar Hadad Stele of Melqart

�e anthropomorphic depiction of Melqart on the mid- ninth- century BCE Bar 
Hadad stele (�g. 4.7) is one of the older recovered anthropomorphic divine images 
to be associated with the Phoenicians— and in particular, probably the oldest for 
the primary god of Tyre, Melqart.22 Melqart’s association with Tyre, combined with 
the Tyrian political and religious in�uence as far away as Gadir, makes the ob-
ject a potentially quite important early example of Phoenician representation and 
could o�er some early sense (isolated though it is) of Melqart’s image that seemed 
to have been avoided in the West at Gadir centuries later (if not sooner). Gubel 
claims that this piece “is at most an Aramaean version of a Phoenician theme,” and 
accordingly does not analyze it at length in his important treatment of Iron Age art 
in Tyre (1983, 25); nevertheless, Melqart’s representation here is signi�cant for our 
purposes since it may bear on the question of Phoenician aniconism, particularly 
regarding the question of whether the Tyrian Melqart temple had a central cult 
image of the deity. To this end, Culican ventures to guess that the �gure here is a 
replica of the Melqart cult statue at Tyre (Culican 1960– 1961, 41; see also Bonnet 
1988), and it is quite possible that aspects of this same image were re�ected in later 
seals from the western Mediterranean as well as other potential Melqart images on 
bowls from Cyprus (Culican 1968).

To be sure, it is not entirely clear on what grounds the image is to be identi-
�ed as “Phoenician”— the object was recovered near Aleppo, which is some eighty 

22. �e editio princeps is Dunand 1939. For the imagery on the stele, see Culican 1960– 
1961; Reinhold 1986, 123– 24; Bonnet 1988, 132– 36. On the language and references of the 
stele, see KAI 201; Albright 1942; Lipiński 1975, 15– 19; Shea 1979; Dearman and Miller 
1983; Pitard 1988.



Fig. 4.8. �e “Amrit Stele”; Tell  
Kazel; ��h century BCE; h. 1.78 m 
(Markoe 2000, 152; Gubel et al. 2002, 
51)

Fig. 4.7. Bar Hadad stele with Melqart; ninth 
century BCE (Dunand 1939, pl. XIII; DCPP 
286, �g. 223; Bonnet 2007 [IDD illustra-
tion])
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kilometers inland from Ugarit and Alalakh on the northern Levantine coast, not 
especially near to the cities of the Phoenician heartland. Still, most have assumed 
a basically Phoenician artistic in�uence for the region, an in�uence that obviously 
made its way in ivory and other media to Assyria (e.g., the Nimrud ivories) and 
beyond in the East (see Winter 2010b, 279– 81; 2010c; overview in Aruz, Gra�, and 
Rakic 2014, 141– 56). Aram is traditionally le� out of this orbit of in�uence in the 
standard categorization of “Phoenician” and “Northern Syrian” groups (Winter 
2010b, 279), leaving us to wonder where the region’s products �t into the schema.

In one sense, we might say that the stele participates more closely in what 
has o�en been called the “northern style,” lacking great technical acumen, detail, 
and the heavy Egyptianizing characteristics of Phoenician production and instead 
featuring a broad, frontal �gure dominating the space of the stele (Winter 2010b, 
282). �is is not to say that the Melqart �gure here— identi�ed in the inscrip-
tion itself by the dedicatory phrase lmlqrt (“for Melqart”) and the accompanying 
vow (nzr) by Bar Hadad— lacks the Egyptianizing and other mixed/international 
features of Phoenician art as we have already characterized them. �e item in 
Melqart’s right hand, the ankh, is clearly Egyptian, as are possibly the cobras that 
stand erect before the torso at the waist. �e fenestrated ax is something of an odd-
ity here, with parallels in Middle Bronze Age examples (Bonnet 1988, 135), thus 
potentially representing an archaizing element or some unknown connotation, 
and the headdress and beard are similar to Melqart representations in other, later 
iconography (Culican 1960– 1961, 41– 42; see two examples below at “5.3. Stelae, 
Pillars, Standing Stones, Betyls,” �g. 5.22). Gubel considers the ax in particular as 
potential evidence of “a strong sense of traditionalism in the art of Tyre,” since it 
seems to be related to nineteenth- century BCE examples from Byblos (1983, 25).23

�e skirt itself does intersect with other Phoenician attributes, particularly 
the style found on statues from Cyprus in the sixth– ��h centuries, but also with 
Egyptian parallels (the “royal shenti”; see Culican 1960– 1961, 41). �ough Wil-
liam Albright identi�ed the lines behind the right leg as a bow (1942, 29; see also 
Dunand 1939; Culican 1960– 1961, 41), which would indeed be �tting for Melqart 
as a hunter, the intent here is to display the back of the skirt, as indicated by the 
hem (parallel strips of cloth) across the obverse of the le� leg, which then contin-
ues behind the le� leg and across the �gure. Whatever the case, what we have here, 
as William Culican suggests (1960– 1961, 43), is not a hapless mélange of iconog-
raphy for decorative purposes, but rather the presentation of Melqart as a strid-
ing hero- deity with an ax evokes the mythology of this particular deity— tellingly 
identi�ed with the Aegean Herakles on this front— as a hero and a hunter, just 
as in other instances the adaption of the Egyptian smiting- Pharaoh scene by the 
Phoenicians for Melqart identi�es the deity with tropes of hunting and heroism.

23. See now also Yasur- Landau 2015, who argues for the great antiquity of this ax type, with 
origins in the Levant between the twentieth– eighteenth centuries BCE.
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In stele format, some similarities appear in the roughly contemporaneous 
(ninth– eighth century BCE) “Amrit Stele” (�g. 4.8) from the coastal region of Am-
rit, Syria (probably from Tell Kazel; see Gubel 2000, 186– 87; Gubel et al. 2002, 51; 
Cecchini 1997; Markoe 2000, 150– 52). In this stele, Gubel �nds “the hallmarks of 
Phoenician sculpture,” which includes continuity with the regional Late Bronze 
Age iconography as well as the Egyptianizing smiting- Baal motif (2000, 186– 87). 
Overall the scene is much more elaborate than the Bar Hadad Melqart stele, but 
the stance of the �gure, hairstyle, beard, and helmet all cohere— even as the smit-
ing pose as opposed to the relaxed stance on the Bar Hadad stele obviously portray 
the central �gure in a di�erent type of activity. �e identity of the Amrit stele deity 
is not obvious, however— the �gure striding the bull suggests the “storm god” type 
known from Anatolian and Levantine religions generally in the period, and it is 
not clear whether Melqart was worshiped in this capacity.

Male Figures on “Classical Phoenician” Seals

Moving some distance from the Bar Hadad stele discussed above, the depictions of 
Melqart, Baal, or other male “hero deities” on a series of seals— most on a type of 
green jasper— from the sixth– fourth centuries BCE as well as early coinage from 
Arvad and Byblos give us some sense of the iconographic range between the earlier 
images of the male deities and later examples in di�erent media. �e sheer amount 
of material and its diversity is one of the more vexing problems for trying to make 
systematic statements for this category (the scarabs come from Ibiza [Puig des 
Molins] and various other sites in Spain, Sardinia [�arros], Carthage, and scat-
tered locations in the Levant), as is the problem of identifying the anthropomor-
phic �gures. A brief look at some examples from the group Boardman has labeled 
as “classical Phoenician” (2003, 3)— to distinguish the green jasper group from 
earlier examples (usually not cut on green jasper)— helps narrow the focus. About 
twenty of these scarabs give us possible depictions of a “Herakles- Melqart” �gure, 
and in all of these the hero raises his signature club in the right hand (Boardman 
2003, 101– 3, pls. 33– 35),24 and other prominent motifs include a seated �gure with 
raised hand before an incense altar (�g. 4.9; see further discussion in Bonnet 1988, 
239– 40; Culican 1960– 1961; 1968; 1976a).

�ese examples of the seated deity or royal �gure are particularly relevant 
since the petaled incense altar may be identi�ed as a long- standing Phoenician 
tradition, spanning a millennium and indicating a central act of Phoenician reli-
gious devotion (Culican 1980, 99– 101). Moreover, the sphinx throne was a staple 
feature in Levantine art (Gubel 1987; Culican 1968, 58; Keel and Uehlinger 1998, 

24. Cf. with one or two possible anthropomorphic images of Herakles/Melqart and a num-
ber of other male �gures on Tyrian coins; see Hill 1910, pl. XXXII.13, which Hill had iden-
ti�ed as Herakles/Melqart, and other unidenti�ed “heroic” male �gures in pls. XXXIII.12, 
XXXIV.11, 17, 18.



Fig. 4.9. Male �gures on throne with incense altar; green jasper seals; sixth– fourth century 
BCE (Boardman 2003, 62– 63, pls. 16– 17; L– R 17.30, 17.7. 17.1, 17.2)
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234– 35; and on the speci�cally Phoenician characteristics of these seals, Culican 
1968, 54– 56) and appears in the depiction of some of the seated female �gures 
discussed below. Regarding the identity of the seated male in the seals, it is di�cult 
to say whether it is a deity or a human king (see Betlyon 1982, 79– 80, for this prob-
lem in the coinage); it is quite possible that the depiction intentionally con�ates 
king and deity in such a way as to suggest the divinity through the enthroned king 
or vice versa, a phenomenon that can be observed in other places and periods in 
Near Eastern royal- divine imagery (see Ornan 2004, 113; 2014). Culican (1960– 
1961, 43) refers to a “Melqart- Baal �gure” and notices that the vegetative associa-
tions and fertility functions of Melqart could easily lead to con�ations with Baal 
(1960– 1961, 48). Whatever the case, Culican certainly thinks the seated �gures 
are deities (1960– 1961, 44), perhaps even more speci�cally the supreme deity of 
the Phoenician pantheon writ large, a sky god of the type found seated on thrones 
in other ancient Near Eastern contexts and even venerated aniconographically 
“seated” on or above an empty throne (1968, 81– 82).

Yehawmilk Stele

�e so- called Yehawmilk (yhwmlk) stele from Byblos (not to be confused with the 
much early Yehimilk inscription from the tenth century BCE) contains a picture 
of a certain “Lady of Gubal (Byblos)” (bʿlt gbl) in the setting of an o�ering scene 
(�g. 4.10; Gubel et al. 2002, 64– 66; cf. with the terracotta plaque with a similar 
scene from Byblos, also ��h century, in Markoe 2000, 128, �g. 43).25 �e dating 
of the image and accompanying inscription seems secure in the ��h century BCE 
(but possibly as late as the early fourth century). Relatively little analysis has been 
devoted to this stele compared to the tenth- century Byblian corpus, but the image 
itself is simple enough: a seated female �gure at le� receives an o�ering bowl and 
sign of veneration from the male �gure at right. �e seated stance of the female 
deity, the Baalat Gubal, clearly follows standard Egyptian conventions for Hathor 
(e.g., the horns with sun disc and sta�), which, in this peaceful seated posture, 
could be the Semitic Phoenician goddess Anat or Astarte (Cornelius 2004, 29– 30; 
Bloch- Smith 2014). Byblos remained a long- standing partner of trade and other 
exchange with Egypt, and the strongly Egyptian �avor here— notwithstanding the 
Persian garb of Yehawmilk (see examples in Llewellyn- Jones 2013, 61– 66)— was 
common in Phoenician art generally (Markoe 1990, 16– 23).

�e text of the inscription mentions various cultic items devoted to the god-
dess along with the stele: a bronze altar (hmzbh ̣ nh ̣št) and a gold object of some 
kind, which presumably �t inside the socket at the center of the winged sun disc 
crowning the entire scene as it follows the curve of the top of the stele. More-
over, Yehawmilk describes repairs or additions to a temple complex or shrine area, 

25. For text and translation, see KAI 10; COS 2:151– 52; Gibson 1982, 93– 99; for other com-
ments, see, e.g., Vance 1994, 9– 10; Ciafaloni 1995, 536– 37; Bonnet 1996, 25– 26.



Fig. 4.10. Yehawmilk stele with king and deity (text omitted from lower register); Byblos; h. 
1.12 m (http://www.louvre.fr/en/oeuvre- notices/yehawmilk- stele; Gubel et al. 2002, 65– 66)
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which included not only the bronze altar but also a portico column (ʿmd) and roof 
for the structure. Whether the image of the Baalat Gubal on the stele corresponds 
to any other �gure inside of this shrine or in the larger temple complex is not at 
all clear.

Enthroned Deities in Terracotta

�e image of the enthroned goddess appears sporadically in the available pub-
lished iconography of the Phoenician settlements, such as a series of terracotta 
�gures from Ibiza (�gs. 4.11, 4.12, 4.13). In particular, a sanctuary cave at Es Culle-
ram in use from the fourth– second centuries BCE at the remote northeast corner 
of the island yielded a large collection of small terracotta statues, all presumably 
o�ered as gi�s to the deities worshiped there (van Dommelen and López- Bertran 
2013, 282– 86). María Eugenia Aubet suggests that one of these deities was a “local 
version of the e�gy of Tanit” (the primary goddess of Carthage also in the ��h 
century and beyond; 1982, 53, 45), though others speak of her in terms of a Deme-
ter type or a combination of forms for Demeter or Tanit. (�e latter is identi�ed as 
a recipient of devotion along with Resheph- Melqart in an inscription within the 
cave; see van Dommelen and López- Bertran 2013, 274– 75, 280– 81, and literature 
cited there; see also Almagro Gorbea 1980, esp. 151– 67, and accompanying plates; 
San Nicolas 2000; Marín Ceballos 2004; Marín Ceballos; and Horn 2007.) �e 
hairstyle, facial structure, seated posture (including the hand grasping a dove [as 
in �g. 4.11] or circular object), and “winged” throne style can be found in terra-
cotta female �gures at the Demeter and Kore sanctuary at Corinth, Greece, dur-
ing roughly the same chronological horizon as the pieces discussed here (Merker 
2000, 42– 47, 157, and images C77– 93B in particular; cf. also with Almagro Gor-
bea 1980, lam. LXXXVII, 1– 2; LXXXIX).

�e most common style from the site is a bell- shaped terracotta statuette, 
though enthroned �gures of the type shown here (�g. 4.13) were a distinct sub-
group (Aubet 1982, lam. XX).26 �e bell- shaped divine �gures themselves display 
a range of intricacy and style, from very simple and indistinct anthropomorphic 
forms all the way to ornate styles (e.g., very clear face, dress) that interact with the 
Hellenistic imagery of deities like Demeter and Kore as known from Sicily during 
the same time period. (For a typology, see Aubet 1982, 15– 27, lam. XXX; on the 
complexity of the interchange between Aegean, Phoenician, and Punic identities 
and features, see van Dommelen and López- Bertran 2013 and other literature 
cited there.) Similar goddess �gures as votive o�erings— in a range of styles, in-
cluding the enthroned �gure— were also recovered at another Phoenician- Punic 

26. Almagro Gorbea 1980, 151, thinks this particular enthroned �gure in �g. 4.13 is “una 
deidad oriental, casi con seguridad Baal Hamon,” but this identi�cation seems less clear to 
me. �e sphinx throne would be better associated with the goddess, but the canonical head-
dress could suggest a male deity.
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settlement, Puig des Molins (�gs. 4.11, 4.13), on the southern coast of the island 
(Gubel et al. 1986, 132– 33).

Another notable image of an enthroned female deity, also exhibiting a simi-
lar mix of styles and an equally complicated position among east and west in the 
Phoenician- Punic world comes from the settlement of Soluntum, on the north-
ern coast of Sicily (�g. 4.14). �e most recent interpreter of the piece (Chiarenza 
2013) dates the statue to the fourth or third century BCE, though the consensus 
seems to rest closer to the sixth century (see brief discussion and image in Gubel 
1987, 46, and pl. IX.26). Nicola Chiarenza �nds the style of striding- sphinx arms 
to the throne to be evidence of an “archaizing” style, meant to remind worshipers 
of the Phoenician mainland (2013, 948); to this end, the sphinx- throne style may 
be compared to the notable sphinx throne from Sidon at the Eshmun sanctuary 

Fig. 4.11. Enthroned female �gure; 
terracotta; Puig des Molins (Ibiza); 
��h– fourth century BCE; h. 22 
cm (Almagro Gorbea 1980, lam. 
XCVI, 1; Moscati 1988a, 720.800)

Fig. 4.12. Enthroned female �gure; terracotta;  
Es Culleram (Ibiza); third century BCE; approx. h. 
10 cm (Moscati 1988a, 720.802)
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(compare with �g. 4.13).27 Many parts of the image are now lost, including the face, 
arms, and part of the back of the goddess, though most associate her with Astarte 
(perhaps based on the parallel with Sidon; see Chiarenza 2013, 948, and literature 
cited there).

Tanit Figures

Perhaps the greatest treasure trove of Phoenician divine representation comes from 
tophet monuments of Carthage (founded as a trade colony of Tyre in the late ninth 
century BCE), spanning a period from the late seventh century through the Punic 
period (deposited in several phases; see Quinn 2011; Bénichou- Safar 2004; Brown 
1991; Bartoloni 1976).28 �e sheer amount of iconographic data from Carthage 
de�es easy categorization, and some of the artistic motifs approach abstraction 

27. Analyzed below at “5.5. �rones with Aniconic Objects and Empty �rones.”

28. For a detailed discussion of Punic religion and material culture, see González Blanco, 
Matilla Séiquer, and Egea Vivancos 2004; Stavrakopoulou 2004, 215– 39 has a very thor-
ough review of the literature through 2003 on the key evidence regarding the child sacri�ce/
burials at Carthage and elsewhere, including a discussion of the Tanit imagery. D’Andrea 
2014a (to which I have not yet had full access) appears to be the most recent and compre-
hensive study of the Carthage tophets.

Fig. 4.13. Enthroned female �gure; terra-
cotta; Puig des Molins (Ibiza); fourth cen-
tury BCE; h. 13 cm (Almagro Gorbea 1980, 
lam. LXXXVII, 1; Moscati 1988a, 720.801)
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(to modern eyes, at least) or display astrological symbols or an isolated anthropo-
morphic hand.29 �e earlier stelae (beginning in the seventh century) feature the 
“cippus throne” motif, that is, plain stone monuments with an empty throne at the 
top at one piece with the cippus, or geometric shapes (various kinds of pillars) en-
shrined within the stelae. Beginning in the ��h century, we �nd mostly rectangu-
lar stelae featuring a stylized female �gure (see overview in Moscati 1988d, 304– 5; 
Bisi 1967; Brown 1991, 77– 117). �e inscriptions related to the imagery from the 
Punic tophet garnered the lion’s share of the attention, with interpreters lining up 
on either side to debate the question of whether children were sacri�ced as a vow 
(ndr) to deities such as Tanit (ltnt) or Baal Hammon (lbʿl h mn) or merely buried 
in the tophet (see the recent round by Smith, Avishai, Greene, and Stager 2011; 
Schwartz, Houghton, Bondioli, and Macchiarelli 2012; Smith, Stager, Greene, and 
Avishai 2013; Xella, Quinn, Mechiorri, and van Dommelen 2013; Stager 2014 [fol-
lowing earlier publications in Stager 1980; 1982]; on the inscriptions, �rst studied 
in depth by Eissfeldt 1935, see Amadasi Guzzo and Zamora López 2012– 2013). 

29. �e tradition of divine symbols has deep roots in earlier Levantine cultures and is well 
attested in the Late Bronze Age. See, e.g., some examples and references in López- Ruiz 
2010, 205– 10.

Fig. 4.14. Seated �gure on sphinx throne; partially reconstructed; Soluntum, Sicily; sixth– 
fourth century BCE (photo in Chiarenza 2013, 951, �g. 1; drawing in Gubel 1987, pl. IX.26)
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For the moment, let us say that there seems to be a consensus that children were 
indeed sacri�ced, though perhaps there were other purposes for the monuments 
and other ways some of the children died besides sacri�ce.

�e most common anthropomorphic �gure from Carthage (among other 
prominent locations, such as nearby Sousse [Roman Hadrumetum], the so- called 
Tanit symbol, for all of its variation is composed of a triangular base, pointed at 
the top, on which sits a circular shape (sometimes shaded by a crescent) and up-
raised “arms” (see �gs. 4.15, 4.16, 4.17). �e simplicity of the �gure, the relatively 
enigmatic status of Tanit, and her relationship to other deities are all beguiling 
topics; the etymology of tnt remains unclear, and speculations about the origin of 
the triangle base, circular head, and upraised arms have ranged from combina-
tions involving a primal female symbol (the pubic triangle), the Egyptian ankh, 
astral imagery, altars, scales, to many other things (see Hvidberg- Hansen 1979; 
Brown 1991, 123– 31; Culican 1970; Bertrandy 1992b; Sader 2005, 123– 31). What 
seems clear at least is the anthropomorphic nature of the depiction— the symbol 
is a humanoid �gure, with a body, head, and arms. Tanit was worshiped outside 
of Carthage (Linder 1973; Stern 2006), and could easily be con�ated with other 
goddesses or their symbolism (see Rich 2012). O�en the Tanit image appears with 
an open hand, o�en assumed to be the hand of Baal Hammon or less commonly 

Fig. 4.15. Variety of the Tanit �gure 
from Carthaginian stelae (Bisi 1967, 
�g. 7)
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Fig. 4.16. Stele with Tanit �gure, hand, 
and caduceus; Carthage; second cen-
tury BCE; h. 26.5 cm (Moscati 1988a, 
615.186)

Fig. 4.17. Stele with pillars, crescent- disc, and 
Tanit �gure; Sousse/Hadrumetum; fourth 
century BCE (Bisi 1967, Tav XXII.1)

that of a worshiper in veneration, as well as the caduceus, a sacri�cial animal, or 
masseboth pillars (as in �gs. 4.16– 17).

�e ambiguity of the image may leave some to wonder who the �gure 
represents— in the dedicatory inscriptions, other deities are mentioned along 
with Tanit.30 In what is still the most comprehensive and authoritative treatment 
of the �gure, Shelby Brown concludes that the �gure is indeed the goddess Tanit 
(1991, 123– 31, 144– 45; see, e.g., the images on 270.383, 276.521, 282.572, 298b; 
also Stager and Wolf 1984, 36– 38, 45– 46). Brown views the pervasive crescent- 
disk imagery “in a general way as having an astral and probably divine symbol-
ism,” while the presence of single, upli�ed hand on several stelae represents the 

30. �e standard dedicatory formula on the stelae reads: lrbt ltnt pn bʿl wlʿdn lbʿl hmn, “To 
the Lady, to Tanit, face of Baal, and to the Lord Baal Hammon” (see Amadasi Guzzo and 
Zamora López 2012– 2013, 171– 72).
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worshiper ful�lling the vow and the “Tanit symbol” with upli�ed arms represents 
the goddess Tanit. Brown characterizes this imagery as “entirely Phoenician, not 
in�uenced by the religious iconography of other peoples” (1991, 144– 45), though 
the presence of the caduceus wand, associated with underworld passage through 
the Greek Hermes, as well as other features (such as the ankh imagery) suggest, 
again, the varied iconographic in�uences of the broader Mediterranean world on 
the Phoenician artisans.

Excavations at the Iron Age Tyre cemetery (conducted between 1997– 2002; 
see Aubet 2004, 2006, 2010) have now revealed additional Tanit- type imagery, 
though in this case we can be less certain that the �gure is indeed Tanit. Never-
theless, there are some similarities in form, possibly suggesting that a Tanit- like 
symbol was used in mortuary contexts from an earlier period in the Phoenician 
mainland— the Tyre cemetery in question (in the Al- Bass district) was apparently 
used from the tenth– seventh centuries BCE, making the imagery now published 
from this site the �rst anthropomorphic examples from a Phoenician mortuary 
context and some of the earliest of any kind from a controlled, scienti�c excavation 
in the Phoenician mainland (see Sader 2004, 384). Of the seven stelae, two small 
examples bear anthropomorphic incisions worth noting (�gs. 4.18 and 4.19; both 

Fig. 4.18 . Stele with �gures; Tyre cemetery; 
ninth– seventh century BCE (Aubet 2004, 
385 �g. 254)

Fig. 4.19 . Stele with �gures; Tyre cemetery; 
ninth– seventh century BCE (Aubet 2004, 
386 �g. 255)
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under 50 cm in height; see analysis in Sader 2004). �e clearer example features a 
round face hovering over an ankh �gure that resembles the later Tanit images from 
Carthage with respect to the head, outstretched arms, and general proportion of 
the body (4.19; cf. with examples in Cross 2002, 171– 72, 1.4 and 1.6).

On the other, a series of triangles and crossed lines form potentially two dis-
crete �gures, one atop the other (comparable to Tanit �gures with regard to the 
triangle as well as the outstretched “arms”; 4.19); if indeed this is the case, then it is 
interesting to notice that both of these stelae depict exactly two �gures in this way, 
perhaps one representing the deceased, the individual, [?] and the other, deity. 
Hélène Sader (2004, 387) mentions the possibility that the triangle with intersect-
ing lines represents a “weighing measure,” comparable with similar forms across 
the Levant. Whatever the case, the simpler images on these stelae from Tyre and 
even the Tanit �gures from Carthage and elsewhere begin to push the boundary of 
what can properly be called “iconic” imagery, as the anthropomorphic qualities of 
the images move toward schematic shapes and symbols that many not be readily 
identi�ed for their �gural qualities.

4.5. A People without Pictorial Traditions?

In summary, we have now seen that the Phoenicians were far from being a people 
“without pictorial traditions,” and indeed we can already begin to see that this no-
tion of the Phoenicians as slavish iconographic copiers could lead one into inap-
propriate assessments of the creativity with which Phoenicians borrowed motifs 
and the religious meanings they could create in new contexts with borrowed im-
agery. �us we cannot �nd an avenue into the alleged aniconic phenomena among 
the Phoenicians by downplaying the number and types of iconic (�gural, anthro-
pomorphic) examples, nor can we allow older statements about the inadequacy 
or paucity of Phoenician art generally to lead us into examining objects with a de 
facto suspicion about their iconographic potential or native status.

Obviously the Phoenicians did not systematically or clearly avoid represent-
ing deities in anthropomorphic form, but their proclivity for vacant thrones, emp-
ty model- shrines, and many other varieties of non�gural imagery in ritual space 
do call for an explanation. What were the ritual strategies, religious beliefs, mate-
rial considerations, artistic preferences, and political relationships that informed 
Phoenician images in the cases of these non�gural objects and empty spaces? 
When does iconism move into aniconism— and why?



5

Phoenician Aniconism

Here I attempt a categorization of Phoenician materials that might be accu-
rately considered under the rubric of the aniconic, examining these items 

in light of the theoretical considerations already raised concerning the de�ni-
tion of aniconism as well as Phoenician artistic style and religious practice. Given 
the prominence of stelae in the Phoenician and Punic material record— Tryggve 
Mettinger had wryly noted that the Phoenicians loved stelae so much that they 
took to inscribing stelae on other stelae— my consideration of these objects will 
be most robust, followed by considerations of aniconism by category for several 
other types of objects, such as empty shrines of various kinds, empty thrones and 
thrones holding nonanthropomorphic items, as well as divine symbols.

A brief review of our discussion so far is in order along with some addi-
tional comments on the nature of the colonial sites in relation to the Phoeni-
cian mainland (Tyre in particular). �e incomplete and at times unsystematic 
excavation of key Phoenician mainland sites (Tyre, Sidon, Byblos) has le� the 
material culture of the Phoenicians under a vague cloud, and the complexity 
of speci�cally “Phoenician” expansion into the western Mediterranean begin-
ning in the ninth and eighth centuries BCE (�rst in Cyprus and Carthage, and 
then farther west) has created, on the one hand, a very rich, emerging picture 
of Phoenician identity and presence in the Mediterranean while, on the other 
hand, creating new problems for the study of religion and material culture (see 
re�ection on this problem in van Dommelen 2014; Quinn and Vella 2014; Ál-
varez Martí- Aguilar forthcoming). At what point do ritual objects in a colony, 
for example, cease being “Phoenician” and start being considered “native,” with 
“Phoenician characteristics”? At what point do we take up or abandon labels 
such as “Greco- Phoenician,” “Cypro- Phoenician,” “hybridizing forms,” and so 
on? �e notion that any identity can be strictly considered under naive essential-
ist categories has now been (rightly) abandoned in most �elds of study, not just 
for the Phoenicians, though for many important purposes— histories of all kinds 
(social, economic, political), comparative religion, myth, and material culture— 
we remain in need of larger frameworks that can be acknowledged as heuristic 
and yet applied with rigor to what evidence we do have.

67
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Indeed, there are some promising signs that suggest the relationship between 
mother city on the mainland and the colonies was in many respects conservative 
and strong, suggesting that it is not a complete derogation of historical duty to 
speak of distinctly Phoenician characteristics that pertain between distant areas. 
In a compelling new study, Manuel Álvarez Martí- Aguilar (forthcoming) takes 
up the question of the “colony network based on Tyrian identity” and goes on 
to show how elements of the founding narratives of Gadir (historically founded 
in the ninth century BCE by his dating) can be linked with the founding Tyre;1 
though these correspondences come to us through later Greek and Roman histo-
rians, there is striking continuity in areas of visual imagery between the two sites 
(pairs of stelae, the ambrosial rocks, olive trees) and foundations accounts (involv-
ing dream revelations, Melqart’s involvement, bird sacri�ce, etc.; see also Bonnet 
1988, 213– 5l; and Marín Ceballos 2011b). Also on the iconographic front, Hélène 
Sader (2004, 384– 85) has noticed that the only clear parallels to a particular Iron 
Age stele from Tyre (�g. 4.18 in the previous chapter) come from the �rst century 
BCE– second century CE (e.g., from Sassari, Sardinia; cf. also with a similar face 
and upraised arm motif on a stele from the Punic Monte Sirai tophet in southern 
Sardinia; image in Bisi 1967, tav. LXV, 1). True, simple forms may persist over long 
periods of time and in diverse places without a rigorous or direct model of visual 
solidarity or historical genealogy between locations, but then again the discovery 
of what turns out to be very speci�c iconographic motifs in an early context that 
“reappear” in much later contexts— with the early example coming from the co-
lonial headquarters for major Mediterranean settlements— is suggestive of a long 
chain of visual use (with its foundation in Tyre in this case).

�is identity between Tyre and colony can be observed “in process,” long be-
fore the comments of Roman historians, in settlements at Malta, Sardinia, and 
Ibiza, where we �nd inscriptions from the fourth– second century BCE referring 
to Melqart (sometimes by name as mlqrt ʿl hṣr, “Melqart upon the Rock,” with 
reference to ṣr, Tyre, or as bʿl ṣr, “Lord of Tyre”; see Amadasi Guzzo 2005). At 
other sites, such as Carthage, the relationship with Tyre is far less clear, and Ál-
varez Martí- Aguilar warns against taking the speci�city of the cultic and political 
solidarity too far, but it was nevertheless the case that “the worship of Melqart in 
the new community required the purity or legitimacy which can only be granted 
by the sanctuary of the god in Tyre,” and the inscriptional references to Melqart 
in the western Mediterranean may be evidence of colonial re- creation of a truly 
“Tyrian identity, highlighting the existence of an element of ‘�ction,’ of adaptive 

1. �e following information is from the forthcoming work of Álvarez Martí- Aguilar 
(forthcoming), who graciously provided me a prepublication copy of the paper. On the 
Phoenician Gadir cult, see also the essays in Marín Ceballos 2011a, to which I have not yet 
had access.
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construction in local contexts” (Álvarez Martí- Aguilar forthcoming; on this, see 
also Garbati 2012; on the local adaptation, see, e.g., Marín Ceballos 2011b, 220).

In the area of Phoenician divine representation, our study so far has sketched 
out a wide range of techniques and examples for anthropomorphic forms. For 
images of Melqart speci�cally, we do not have much clear evidence, though the 
Bar Hadad/Melqart stele may re�ect native Phoenician traditions. In the sphere of 
glyptic representation, many male enthroned �gures on seals, for example, prob-
ably portray a seated deity of the Melqart type, though obviously we cannot rule 
out associations with male warrior, hunter, or fertility deities of various kinds. It 
seems that the vast majority of enthroned �gures in terracotta are goddesses, and 
we will have occasion here in this chapter to explore the iconography of Astarte 
at Sidon in the form of empty thrones. �e Tanit �gures from Carthage indicate 
a clear �gural program for the goddess there, with some potential connections to 
imagery from Tyre in earlier periods, though the Tanit �gures— viewed alongside 
the stele tradition from Carthage— begin to gesture toward simpli�ed forms, di-
vine symbols, or even pure abstraction.

5.1. Retrospective

As we turn to the aniconographic record, then, we notice that no one has yet at-
tempted a relatively comprehensive view of non�gural and nonanthropomorphic 
Phoenician imagery within the broader context of Phoenician identity, religion, 
and iconic representation, though there have been some inroads to the topic and 
scattered recognitions that aniconographic techniques were prevalent among 
Phoenicians. In the modern period, as early as 1862 the proli�c German theolo-
gian J. J. I. Döllinger declared that “Baal had been worshipped without an image in 
Tyre and its colonies.” Characteristically of the study of religion in the nineteenth 
century, Döllinger adopted an evolutionary perspective that viewed aniconic wor-
ship as a kind of pristine, early form of religion in Tyre, a�er which the cult “had 
grown into an idolatry of the most wanton character” (1862, 425). Indeed, these 
kinds of assessments are sometimes still made regarding divine representation, 
even if in a more subtle form.2 �ough laden with moralizing, Döllinger’s as-
sertions could only have been extracted from the classical texts, as vital archaeo-
logical evidence had not yet come to light during his time. In his classic study 
of the Phoenicians, �rst published in 1889, George Rawlinson seemed to accept 
Döllinger’s generic characterization of the Iron Age aniconism related to Baal (as 
had other sources of the period) and quotes Döllinger on that point and others for 
six pages without comment (1889, 112– 17).

2. See above at “3.3. �e Critics and Proponents of Aniconism,” and note the critiques of 
bias in favor of aniconism in Freedberg 1989, 54.
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�e twentieth century saw more or less scattered comments devoted to our 
question. Sabatino Moscati (1969) devoted an essay to the interchange between 
iconic and aniconic Punic stelae from Mozia, Sicily; if I have understood his analy-
sis correctly, Moscati concludes that we cannot trace a clear evolutionary direc-
tion from iconic to aniconic or vice versa, and various material factors— such as 
the training of local cra�smen, the availability of materials, and other economic 
concerns— could determine the preference for one form over the other. Moreover, 
Moscati points out that not all “aniconic” materials may have been properly �n-
ished in the form that they were recovered,3 and some aniconic symbols may have 
been merely suggestions of much more elaborate iconic imagery with which a 
given piece was to be associated (1969, 66). It should be pointed out, however, that 
even if aniconic symbols are meant to refer the viewer to another, iconic image, 
those aniconic images are still visually aniconic and thus suggestive of all that the 
aniconic may imply, visually or otherwise. In the end, for Moscati, we are looking 
at an artistic tradition and not religious meaning (“che debbano distinguersi i fat-
tori realmente artistici da quelli religiosi o altri ancora”; 1969, 67).

Focusing on the tradition of cultic stones in particular, Eugene Stockton 
(1974– 1975) argued for a cultic continuity across space in the Phoenician Medi-
terranean, seeing items such as sacred pillars, stones, stelae, and various empty 
temple or shrine spaces as the primary evidence of the “more theological, abstract 
religious thought of the Semite” (1974– 1975, 2). For Stockton, both Byblos and 
Tyre supported originally aniconic worship (1974– 1975, 10– 11), and the tophet 
monuments communicate a spiritual interchange between the votive o�erer (“the 
simple faithful”) and the deity in aniconic form (1974– 1975, 18). In a more fo-
cused and technical study, Gioacchino Falsone (1993) reviews the broader context 
of the “betyl” and various other stone and stele- like objects— of particular notice 
is the sensitivity Falsone shows to potentially anthropomorphic features on even 
very plain objects, such as “eyes” in an otherwise unadorned stone (1993, 253). 
Other isolated studies have identi�ed particular motifs as “aniconic” without giv-
ing de�nition to the term or without attempting to explain the phenomenon as 
something particularly Phoenician (see, e.g., Culican 1960– 1961, 48– 49; 1968, 

3. E.g., Moscati 1969, 66: “Non che il caso sia di�uso o frequente [“Not that the case is 
widespread or frequent”]: ma ad esempio la stele 164 di Mozia (tav. XIX, 1), contenente 
una �gura costituita da tre trapezi sovrapposti con la base maggiore in alto e senza linea 
di separazione (la descrizione è convenzionale ma indicative), incise ma con inizio di es-
cavazione, può far supporre che essa fosse destinata a una successive elaborazione in im-
magine umana, per esempio del genere di quella che si realizza nella stele 191 (tav. XX, 
2)” (“the trapezoidal images on a particular piece were quite possibly intended for further 
elaboration into a human image, as can be seen in other models of the same type, etc.”). See, 
e.g., Bisi 1967, tav. XXXIX, 1– 2; and Moscati 1970, tav. XV, 30, for some aniconic �gures 
on Punic stelae from Mozia (Sicily) and Nora (Sardinia), respectively, that may re�ect “in 
process” compositions.
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81– 82; 1970, 34– 45; 1976, 47, 49– 50; Lipiński 1995, 66; Karageorghis 2000; and 
a range of examples scattered in Markoe 2000, 120– 56; but for a more rigorous 
framework see Nunn 2008, 113– 15; 2010, 142– 45).

�e most sustained analysis to date of Phoenician aniconism has been car-
ried out by the Swedish biblical scholar Tryggve Mettinger in his book No Graven 
Image? (1995; see also a follow up in Mettinger 2006, 284– 89, in which Mettinger 
doubles down on the importance of the Phoenician evidence for his case). Met-
tinger’s work in this area is careful and balanced, and he o�ers de�nitive yet cau-
tious and reasonable conclusions about a wide range of Phoenician- Punic materi-
als; my own analysis tracks to some extent with Mettinger’s work, though I di�er 
in several important respects with his con�dent categorizations of aniconism in 
some cases. As we will recall from earlier in this study,4 Mettinger had de�ned 
“aniconism” within a range of categories, di�erentiating between aniconism as a 
de facto tradition (indi�erence toward images even as images may be absent, and 
“tolerant” toward other visual systems) versus a programmatic tradition (images 
are banned, feared, or even destroyed). “Material aniconism” features symbols or 
material signs as “the central cultic symbol,” whereas “empty- space aniconism” 
utilizes “sacred emptiness,” a lack of any image. �ough he is cautions not to com-
pletely “ignore the user’s perspective,” he demurs from making this question cen-
tral, instead preferring to con�ne his de�nition “to the level of the phenomenology 
of religion,” and “not  .  .  . on the type of imputed referential relation between the 
symbol (the theophoric object) and its referent (the worshippers’ notion of God)” 
(Mettinger 1995, 18– 21 [emphasis original]).

Mettinger begins by a�rming the basic continuity between mainland sites 
such as Tyre and Sidon with their “daughter cults” throughout the Mediterranean 
and acknowledges the existence of anthropomorphic imagery throughout the 
Phoenician period (1995, 81– 82). Still, the examples he chooses to highlight this 
anthropomorphic iconism are curious in that they skew toward very late materi-
als (even as late as the fourth century CE) and at times �xate on questionable 
examples— for example, Mettinger highlights the “bronze image of Kronos” sup-
posedly used in child sacri�ce rituals at Carthage as “the best- known example” 
of this anthropomorphism (1995, 82), but in fact, as Mettinger knows, this is a 
textual description (not an object we now possess) mentioned in the polemical 
context of Diodorus Siculus’s account of a lurid Punic sacri�ce scene in the �rst 
century BCE.5

4. See above at “3.2. De�ning the Aniconic.”

5. Diodorus Siculus, Library of History, 20.14.5– 7 (see Geer 1954): “When they had given 
thought to these things and saw their enemy encamped before their walls, they were �lled 
with superstitious dread, for they believed that they had neglected the honours of the gods 
that had been established by their fathers. In their zeal to make amends for their omission, 
they selected two hundred of the noblest children and sacri�ced them publicly; and others 
who were under suspicion sacri�ced themselves voluntarily, in number not less than three 
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�e cult at Gadir, the image (or lack of images) of Melqart from Tyre, and 
sphinx thrones from Sidon form the heart of Mettinger’s presentation. For the 
Gadir cult, he posits aniconism as an “actual, essential feature of that cult, at least 
in its older, traditional form,” based on textual descriptions of the site by Greek 
and Roman authors (1995, 84– 88). Regarding Tyre, Mettinger sees a dearth of na-
tive Melqart imagery, �nding what William Culican (1962) had called a “Melqart- 
Baal” �gure in the glyptic record to be actually Baal Hammon (Mettinger 1995, 
91).6 I will take up Mettinger’s view on the Bar Hadad stele below, but for the mo-
ment su�ce it to say that Mettinger tends to disqualify what anthropomorphic im-
agery we do have because of its “borrowed” iconography or its a�nity with older 
motifs as opposed to a supposedly native (= “genuine”) Phoenician religious style. 
Nevertheless, Mettinger is correct to notice that we have fewer and more uncertain 
images of Melqart than we might wish to see for a group that treasured his depic-
tion in anthropomorphic form and perhaps fewer clear depictions of speci�cally 
“Phoenician deities” than we �nd in Egypt or Mesopotamia (Mettinger 1995, 94, 
82). For the Sidonian sphinx thrones, even those that are not empty but rather bear 
inscribed stelae, Mettinger proposes that we see these stelae as the equivalent of 
“empty space,” and the whole lot of the empty- throne items helps demonstrate an 
aniconic cult “representing a special, Phoenician subtype” among other Northwest 
Semitic aniconisms (1995, 106).

In the end, Mettinger concludes that in many areas we �nd the coexistence 
of aniconic and anthropomorphic images, perhaps nowhere more numerously on 
display than in the Punic stelae and Tanit symbolism from Carthage. For “material 
aniconism,” the various sacred stones and stelae form the main body of evidence, 
while the empty Sidonian thrones are “empty space.” Mettinger is rightly careful 
to point out that we have no evidence of a de facto aniconographic tradition, and 
certainly no iconoclasm (1995, 111– 13). Mettinger’s analysis for the Phoenicians 
speci�cally does not address the question of why these types of images/nonim-
ages were distinct to the Phoenicians and profuse in certain contexts— a topic to 
which we will return below— except to eventually conclude that the Phoenician 
evidence provides striking examples of that broader West Semitic aniconic context 
for which Israel’s own image prohibition forms one part (1995, 193– 97).

hundred. �ere was in their city a bronze image of Cronus, extending its hands, palms up 
and sloping toward the ground, so that each of the children when placed thereon rolled 
down and fell into a sort of gaping pit �lled with �re. It is probable that it was from this that 
Euripides has drawn the mythical story found in his works about the sacri�ce in Tauris, in 
which he presents Iphigeneia being asked by Orestes: But what tomb shall receive me when 
I die? A sacred �re within, and earth’s broad ri�. Also the story passed down among the 
Greeks from ancient myth that Cronus did away with his own children appears to have been 
kept in mind among the Carthaginians through this observance.”

6. See, e.g., the seals discussed above at “4.3. Overview of Phoenician Anthropomorphic 
Iconography.”
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We now turn to the ancient textual and material evidence at hand. Given the 
widely varying geographical and chronological contexts under consideration, a�er 
reviewing some descriptions of allegedly Phoenician aniconography in the Hel-
lenistic and Roman textual record, I organize the material by object type, moving 
from stelae and stones to empty shrines and thrones to other types of divine sym-
bols. �ough our chronological aim here remains to peer back as far as possible 
into the Iron Age context, we can hardly ignore later materials as potential devel-
opments of what is older, and thus we will seek a more inclusive range of examples 
in some cases.

5.2. Textual Accounts of Aniconism by Greek and Roman Authors

A number of Greek and Roman historians described what they saw as notable, 
odd, or deviant visual phenomena in cultic settings that could be evidence of ani-
conographic trends in Phoenician temples (see some references in Aubet 2001, 
275– 76; Mettinger 1995, 82– 89; Bunnens 1979; and texts relating to Gadir speci�-
cally in Álvarez Martí- Aguilar forthcoming).7 Although the descriptions provided 
by these post- Phoenician historians should not be taken as primary evidence of 
aniconic cults for earlier periods, the astonishment and even condescension evi-
dent in a wide range of classical sources regarding Phoenician cultic representa-
tion cannot be a coincidence and may indeed have its roots in earlier periods. 
While our sampling of these sources is not comprehensive, a few examples will be 
enough to give us the sense of how these authors dealt with their material.

�e earliest of these authors, Herodotus (��h century BCE), will be treated 
below, since his comments are nearer to the time period in question we wish to 
investigate (ninth– ��h centuries BCE). For now, we begin by starting nearly a 
millennium a�er Herodotus: perhaps the most famous account of Tyre in spe-
ci�cally cultic terms comes from the ��h century CE (but probably drawing on 
sources at least two centuries earlier) in the form of Nonnus of Panopolis’s Dio-
nysiaca (40.311– 505; for summary and comment, see Bijovsky 2005; Naster 1986; 
Mettinger 1995, 95– 96; and Hirt 2015, most speci�cally with a connection to the 
coins). In this account, Melqart himself narrates the founding of his resident city, 
which occurred when two rocks— the “Ambrosial Rocks,” clearly physical indica-
tors of Tyre’s two- island geography— settled in Tyre’s current location. �is “twin 
motif ” appears in other Phoenician- related myth and iconography repeatedly; 
Philo of Byblos (�rst– second century CE) describes the founding of Tyre by Hyp-
souranios, whose brother, Ousōos, dedicated two stelae to celebrate his invention 
of sea travel (two brothers, two elements, two stelae). Philo reports that these ste-
lae, one for �re and one for wind, were then worshiped by successive generations 

7. On Phoenician religion in the Greek period, see now Bonnet 2015 (to which I have not 
yet had access).
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in the city (Attridge and Oden 1981, 42– 43). Motifs common in coinage of the 
second– fourth centuries CE depict elements of these founding myths, either as 
the Ambrosial Rocks themselves (marked AMBROSIE PAITRE) or a pair of stelae 
that could represent the stelae in Philo’s account or the stelae as substitutes for, or 
identi�cations with, the rocks as narrated in the Dionysiaca (see examples of wider 
rock �gures �anking an olive tree as well as the taller/thinner twin- stelae motif in 
�g. 5.1; cf. with the stelae on a coin possibly depicting Melqart/Herakles in Bonnet 
1988, pl. 1, �g. 3.d).

In his Latin epic poem dealing with the Second Punic War (218– 201 BCE), 
the Punica, Silius Italicus (�rst century CE) has this to say regarding the Gadir 
temple complex (3.30– 31; Delz 1987; Mettinger 1995, 87; Marín Ceballos and Ji-
ménez Flores 2005): “But no statues or familiar images of the gods �lled the place 
with solemnity and sacred awe.” �e residents of Gadir, Silius Italicus notes, were 
“a race akin to Carthage,” and the general Hannibal witnessed at Gadir an exotic 
ritual as well as the imageless worship space. Describing his own travels to Spain, 
the orator Philostratus II (170– ca. 250 CE) recounts some of the religious aspects 
of Gadir, including a sanctuary of Herakles.

�e island on which the sanctuary stands is as large as the temple 
itself, and is in no way like a rock, but resembles a polished plat-
form. Both the Heracleses are said to be honored in the sanctuary, 
but there are no statues of them. Instead there are two altars of plain 
bronze for the Egyptian Heracles, and one for the �eban. (Jones 
2005, 5.5)

In his Against Apion (1.117– 118), Josephus (�rst century CE) quotes a “pillar tradi-
tion” regarding the Tyre temple that he claims to have received from Menander the 
Ephesian, author of a lost history of Tyre from the second century BCE,8 which, 

8. See Van Seters 1997, 195– 99 for a historiographical assessment of the Menander source.

Fig. 5.1. Ambrosial rocks and stelae on Tyrian coins (Hill 1910, pl. 31, nos. 14– 15; Bonnet 
1988, �g. 2, a– c)
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if it were accurate, would provide a base for the Gadir tradition in the colonial home 
(translation and commentary in Barclay 2007, 72– 74).

So, writing about those who reigned in Tyre and coming to the 
time of Eiromos, he [Menander] says this: When Abibalos died, 
his son Eiromos inherited the kingdom; he lived for 53 years and 
reigned for 34. He created the embankment for the Broad Place and 
dedicated the golden pillar in the sanctuary of Zeus; he also went 
in quest of timber and felled cedar trees from the mountain called 
Libanos for the roofs of temples. He demolished ancient temples 
and built new ones, both to Heracles and to Astarte. He initiated 
the “Awakening” of Heracles, in the month of Peritios.

From Cyprus, Tacitus (�rst– second century CE) tells of the journeys of Titus 
Vespasianus, who stops to see the temple of Venus at Paphos. He claims the image 
of the goddess is “unparalleled elsewhere.” “�e goddess is not represented in hu-
man form; the idol is cone- shaped, rising from a broad circular base to a narrow 
circumference at the top. �e reason for this is unknown” (Levene 1997, 3.1– 3).9 

A late- second– early- third- century CE coin from Cyprus depicts what interpreters 
have o�en viewed as this very cone (�g. 5.2; see discussion in P. Stewart 2008, 304– 
8); a similar image from the third century appears on a coin from Emesa depicting 
the stone of the Roman priest “Elagabalus” (Varius Avitus Bassianus//Marcus Au-
relius Antoninus; see Turcan 1985; on both images, see most extensively P. Stewart 
2008, but also Mettinger 1995, 85; D’Orazio 2007, 220– 21; Bardill 2012, 59– 61; 
Abdy 2012, 509– 10; see D’Orazio 2007, �g. 2, for a range of other examples like 
this as well as P. Stewart 2008, �gs. 1– 6). In his Roman history (written in Greek in 
the second– third centuries CE), Herodian describes the temple at Emesa.

�ere was a huge temple built there, richly ornamented with gold 
and silver and valuable stones. . . . �ere was no actual man- made 
statue [agalma] of the god, the sort the Greeks and Romans put up; 
but there was an enormous stone, rounded at the base and coming 
to a point on the top, conical in shape and black. �is stone is wor-
shipped as though it were sent from heaven; on it there are some 
small projecting pieces and markings that are pointed out, which 
the people would like to believe are rough pictures of the sun, be-
cause this is how they see them. (Whittaker 1969, 3.4– 5)

�is temple was dedicated to Elagabalus (El- Gabal, “God of Byblos”), a ruler who 
appointed himself priest of the local sun god by the same name, El- Gabal. Elaga-

9. P. Stewart notes that although the Paphian sanctuary has been excavated, the small 
fragment of a black conical stone discovered there is “rather disappointing.” Even so, it may 
be a cult image of some kind (P. Stewart 2008, 306).
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balus apparently brought a black rock from Rome— possibly a meteorite (D’Orazio 
2007)— which functioned as a central, aniconic object within the temple (depicted 
here in procession on a horse- drawn cart on the reverse of a coin in �g. 5.3, and 
enshrined in a temple in �g. 5.4). Notice, in the literary account quoted above, how 
Herodian is careful to point out the images on the stone that are taken as symbol-
izing the sun; not just any rock can function as a divine image— it is a speci�c 
kind of rock, namely, one with unusual natural markings that were accepted as a 
deity’s self- revelation. Here, the worshiper is not avoiding the image of the deity, 
but rather searching for it in the representational markings on the rock. Herodian’s 
condescension is characteristic of this type of primitive ethnography; there is an 
explicit dichotomy drawn between images of “the sort the Greeks and Romans” 
�nd appropriate and “Oriental” expressions (see an analysis of the narrative strat-
egy here in M. Sommer 2008). For these classical authors, as for some modern art 
historians (Gaifman 2012, 3), it seems that a “proper” image will be clearly anthro-
pomorphic, and anything short of this is cause for wonder. �us, even though this 
particular example may not represent a genuine “Phoenician” tradition as opposed 
to other local Arabian roots (as Mettinger 1995, 86, suspects), Herodian’s account 
still gives us insight into the (at least the perceived) mentality of worshipers of 
such unadorned objects.

In Lucian of Samosata’s De Dea Syria (second century CE), two passages 
describing divine images in the Syrian “Hierapolis” (holy city) deserve mention 
(both passages below from Attridge and Oden 1976; some vigorously debate Lu-
cian’s authorship of the piece, e.g., Dirven 1997). Paragraph 33 describes an image 
situated between the Zeus and Hera statues, which

does not have its own particular character, but it bears the quali-
ties of the other gods. It is called “Sign” [sēmion] by the Assyrians 
themselves, and they have not given it any particular name, nor do 
they speak of its origin or form . . . on its head stands a golden dove.

�e nature of this “sign” or “symbol” has generated much discussion (Oden 1977, 
109– 55). �e sēmion can be plausibly identi�ed with the nonanthropomorphic 
�gure depicted on a third- century CE Hierapolis coin issued under Caracalla and 
contains “objects which probably symbolize the traits of some deity” (Oden 1977, 
110– 11, 114). In addition to this well- known reference, in the following paragraph 
Lucian describes a

throne of Helios, but his image is not on it. For only of Helios and 
Selene do they not display statues. �e reason for this custom I also 
discovered. �ey say it is right to make images for the other gods, 
for their forms are not visible to everyone, but Helios and Selene are 
completely visible and all see them. So, what reason is there to make 
statues of those gods who appear in the open air?
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Moreover, in the following section, even when Lucian describes an anthropomor-
phic image of Apollo (positioned behind the throne mentioned here), the Apollo 
statue is “not as it is usually made”— rather, it is bearded, as opposed to youthful, 
the reason being that the worshipers think it “utter stupidity to make the forms 
of the gods imperfect, and they consider youth an imperfect state. �ey make yet 
another innovation in their Apollo, for they alone adorn Apollo with clothing” 
(Attridge and Oden 1976, 46– 47, para. 35).

It is unclear whether the reasons given here for the empty throne or the devi-
ant Apollo image are truly native Phoenician interpretations or simply Lucian’s 
attempt at rationalization (see discussion in Gaifman 2012, 108– 10). With this ex-
ample and the others we have o�ered here from the classical world, one is immedi-
ately presented with the problem of how to assess such descriptions, most of which 
come embedded in accounts fraught with historical di�culties, exaggerations, and 
unreliable polemics. Still, the con�uence of similar descriptions in several di�er-
ent authors is enough to show that some perceived aniconographic phenomenon 

Fig. 5.2. Coin depicting Paphian cone; Cyprus; second 
or  third century CE (photo in P. Stewart 2008, �g. 2; il-
lustration in Perrot and Chipiez 1885, 123, �g. 58)

Fig. 5.4. Roman bronze coin; Emesa shrine with stone of 
Elagabalus; ca. 215 CE (P. Stewart 2008, 299, �g. 1)

Fig. 5.3. Coin depicting cultic stone of Elagabalus in 
procession (reverse); minted at Antioch; 218– 219 CE 
(Bardill 2012, 60, �g. 48; Abdy 2012, 509, �g. 27.23)
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was in play at several �rst– fourth- century CE locations. �e di�cult question is 
how much earlier this aniconism can be traced. In at least the case of the solar 
imagery, Joseph Azize (2005) has attempted to make the case that sun worship 
was a non- Greek Phoenician religious focus, connected to solar veneration in the 
ancient Near East and perhaps with origins as early as the sixth century BCE.

Having reviewed these textual accounts, we now turn to some possible in-
stances of aniconism from the earlier Phoenician material record. For these ex-
amples, I proceed through categories of representation that are sometimes thought 
to re�ect aniconism or aniconic tendencies, in that they are ways to avoid repre-
senting a deity (anthropomorphically or otherwise); they include betyls, stelae, 
cultic stones, empty thrones, empty spaces, and emblems. In some cases (e.g., the 
empty shrines or thrones), we may have more to say about the ritual function of 
the object, while for others, we must be content to notice the non�gural qualities 
in a piece and document the range of examples.

5.3. Stelae, Pillars, Standing Stones, Betyls

Writing in his Histories in the middle of the ��h century BCE, Herodotus claims 
to have sailed up to Tyre on a quest to understand the origins of the Herakles cult; 
there in Tyre he �nds

a sanctuary sacred to Heracles . . . and I found that the sanctuary 
there was very lavishly appointed with a large number of dedicatory 
o�erings. In it were two pillars [stēlai], one of pure gold, the other 
of emerald which gleamed brightly at night. (Water�eld 2008, 2.66)

Pushing back even a century or more earlier, we may see some dim re�ection of 
the Tyre- sanctuary tradition in the prophet Ezekiel, writing (or speaking) prob-
ably between the 590s– 570s BCE, who mentions “pillars” and “stones” within 
speeches denouncing Tyre.

Ezek 26:11: With the hooves of his horses he will trample down all 
of your streets; he will slay your people with the sword, and your 
strong columns [mas ̣s ̣ĕbôt ʿūzzēk] will go down to the earth.

Ezek 28:16: In the great abundance of your commerce you were 
�lled with violence, and you sinned— therefore I cast you down as a 
profane thing from the divine mountain, and the guardian cherub 
drove you out from the midst of the stones of �re [ʾabnê- ʾēš].

�ough Herodotus does not function as a straightforward historian in the mod-
ern sense, and Ezekiel’s references are cryptic (see Bonnet 1988, 42– 50; Mettinger 
1995, 97– 98; Saur 2010, 217– 18), Tyre’s famed sanctuary certainly drew attention 
from these authors and both seem to refer to pillar- like objects, “stones of �re” 
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(possibly with some cultic association), or freestanding stelae as prominent ob-
jects of worship. Our �rst foray into Phoenician aniconic material culture thus 
involves Tyre and the tradition of cultic stones of various kinds there. To what 
extent was the cult of Melqart at Tyre actually aniconic, focused on the worship of 
pillars or stones instead of anthropomorphic statuary? To what extent is a “stand-
ing stone”— or indeed any non�gural stone or natural object— aniconic, and what 
was the cultic function of these objects?

Terminology and Past Interpretations

�ough I cannot review the complete genealogy of the scholarly discussion re-
garding the standing- stone tradition in the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterra-
nean worlds, a few prefatory comments are in order.10 First, a note on terminology. 
Perhaps the most formal designation for intentionally wrought, �at- faced monu-
ments is “stele/stelae” (Greek stele/stēlai), usually made of stone and vertical in 
structure; some stelae are triangularly pointed at the top (gabled), though many 
are �at or conical, and they may bear markings or inscriptions of various kinds 
(even iconic images). “Pillars” should technically describe architectural elements 
in a temple, though it is not always clear whether ancient or modern interpreters 
di�erentiate pillars from “stelae” in any rigorous sense (e.g., Herodotus’s term for 
the “pillars” in the translation provided above is stēlai).

Terms such as “standing stone” and “betyl” are decidedly less formal— a 
“standing stone” could encompass any object, whether wrought or natural, that ex-
ists in a particular place— whether in nature or a constructed cult site— for a ritual 
purpose; the term cippus/cippi (Latin “stake, post, marker”) could also describe a 
small pillar- like or ovoid item. Many have used the term “betyl” for items covering 
the same range as “stele,” “standing stone,” or “cippus,” but “betyl” is presumably 
derived from a generic Semitic designation or even more speci�cally from the 
Bible’s description of Bethel (bêt ʾel, “house of god”) in Gen 28, in which Jacob 
anoints a stone “pillar” (mas ̣ṣēbâ) at a place he proclaims to be the “house of God” 
(see B. Sommer 2009, 28– 29; Gaifman 2008, 47– 48) and then later used in Greek 
to refer to divine stones with a heavenly origin (Gaifman 2008; P. Stewart 2008, 
297– 98).11 �ough “betyl” could etymologically describe any number of stelae or 

10. For helpful reviews of this topic from various perspectives see, e.g., Sader 2005 
(Phoenician- Punic world); Patrich 1990, 167– 84 (Nabateans and Phoenicians); Gaifman 
2012, 181– 241 (Greece); Collins 2005, 26– 28; and Michel 2014, 2015 (Hittites); Mettinger 
1995, passim (ancient Israel, compared with the Nabateans, Phoenicians, and others); Zevit 
2001, 142– 46, 191– 96, 256– 63, 348– 49 (focusing on ancient Israel and Edom); B. Sommer 
2009, 28– 29, 48– 57 (ancient Israel within the broader Mesopotamian context); de Hulster 
2009b, 154– 63 (on ancient Israel, with comparisons).

11. �e etymology of the Hebrew mas ̣ṣēbâ does not reveal much: ns ̣b, “stand up, erect” 

(thus a mas ̣ṣēbâ is a “thing made to stand up”). Philo of Byblos recounts that it was “the god 
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pillars that house a deity, in the �eld of Phoenician studies the term is o�en used 
for (relatively) small ovoid or conical objects, such as the egg- shaped stones en-
shrined in various thrones, cult stands, and on other two- dimensional surfaces 
(e.g., coins and stelae; see Soyez 1972; Falsone 1993; and discussion below). One 
sometimes sees references to stelae and a wide range of other objects come un-
der the “betyl” label, and, as Gaifman points out (2008, 42– 44), archaeologists 
of Greek religion have used the term baitylos to cover a similarly wide range of 
objects. Biblical scholars will be familiar with the “standing- stone” tradition from 
the Bible itself, where various authors pillory the practice of erecting maṣṣĕbôt as a 
deviant form of Yahwism or outright polytheism. One can obviously see that some 
of the terms, such as mas ̣ṣēbâ, come preloaded with the biblical polemic, while 

Ouranos” who “further invented baetyls [baitylia], by devising stones endowed with life” 
(Attridge and Oden 1981, 52– 53).

Fig. 5.5. Stele from Ugarit with astral symbol-
ism; Late Bronze Age; h. approx. 40 cm (Yon 
1991, 330, 10.a; Bisi 1967, tav. III, 1)
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“betyl” would already seem to provide an interpretation of the object as a place 
where a deity dwells (thus prejudging the question of aniconism in an inappropri-
ate manner; on this, see Quinn 2011, 408, n. 43).

Seemingly all cultures in the ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean world 
used stele- like objects for some purpose. For example, from Late Bronze Age 
Ugarit funerary ritual text (“Duties of the Ideal Son,” CTA 17:1.26– 34) mentions 
a son who “sets up the stele of his divine ancestor in the sanctuary, the marker of 
his clansman” (nṣb skn ilibh bqdš ztr ʿmh), presumably a reference to a funerary 
marker for the dead in a context of veneration. (See �g. 5.5 for what some have 
claimed to be an example of just such a stele from Ugarit; see text, interpretation, 
and debate about key terms here in Lewis 1989, 53– 63, esp. 59– 60, on the term ztr 
and the astral imagery on the stele.) �e famous Late Bronze Age “stele shrine” 
at Hazor featured a set of stelae including an inscribed example, central to a set 
of stelae, with upward- gesturing hands and a crescent disc (Area C, shrine 6136; 
fourteenth– thirteenth centuries BCE); here iconic �gures, perhaps ancestral rep-

Fig. 5.6. Hittite standing stone from 
Karahöyük (central Turkey); thirteenth cen-
tury BCE (Collins 2005, 27, �g. 2.8)
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resentations, as well as completely unmarked stelae, all functioned together in the 
same cultic setting (Mettinger 1995, 178– 81, and �g. 7.26). In roughly the same 
historical context the Hittites used “h ̮uwaši- stones,” a term that refers to stele- like 
objects or even the open- air sanctuaries in which they are situated; apparently 
these stones embodied a deity and could function as a substitute for a formal tem-
ple structure with the usual anthropomorphic divine statuary that such a temple 
would contain (see Michel 2015; Bonatz 2007, 8– 9; Collins 2005, 26– 29; Popko 
1993, 324– 26; �g. 5.6 is an example of a stone of this type in situ; cf. with the use 
of nonanthropomorphic �gures in Bittel 1976, 191.214).12

In his in�uential late nineteenth- century study, William Robertson Smith 
(1894, 200) had considered the “sacri�cial pillar,” “cairn,” or “rude altar” to be the 
center of the Semitic sanctuary, making it quite an important piece for analysis of 
the development of the religion. Smith speculated that in the earliest narratives of 
the biblical ancestors (Gen 12– 50) the mas ̣ṣēbâ was “a sort of idol or embodiment 
of the divine presence,” an object “consecrated by the actual presence of the god-
head,” whereas the physical space on which such a stone item stood was the “house 
of god,” the betyl (1894, 204– 5). In his evolutionary vision,13 Smith saw sacred- 
stone worship as originating from the veneration of nature in the form of trees, 
found objects like stones, and so on, then later progressing to using these simple 
objects in more formal settings (1894, 206– 12). Much work has been done in the 
past 120 years, though the notion that a prominent stone object in a cultic setting 
is somehow an embodiment or home for the deity has remained popular. (For a 
contemporary review of tree and stone worship in the ancient Mediterranean, see 
López- Ruiz 2010, 205– 10.)

Let us recall at this point the earlier discussion on the status of the image in 
the ancient Near Eastern world more generally14— the modern or even Platonic 
concept of an “image” as disassociated from the “thing itself ” does not apply as a 
blanket concept to the objects in question here, and the “ontological communion” 
between object and deity may extend not only to three- dimensional metal “cult 
statues” of the classic type but also to inscribed objects or stelae. In a discussion of 
some third- millennium BCE Mesopotamian materials, for example, Anne Porter 
notes that both “statues and stelae were equally the material embodiment of [the] 
person. �at Mesopotamians did not necessarily conceptualize stelae and statues 
as ontologically di�erent is evident in the fact that an Akkadian- period stele is des-
ignated as alan, the Sumerian word for statue, in its own inscription” (2014, 612).

12. Note also a newer study addressing the situation of standing stones among the Hittites 
and at Emar by Michel 2015 and the longer version in Michel 2014 (to which I have not yet 
had access).

13. See discussion above at “3.2. De�ning the Aniconic.”

14. See discussion above at “3.1. What Is an ‘Icon’?”
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�ere is no ideal form under which all �gures of this type must be subsumed, 
and no single interpretation of the various non�gural stone- object traditions that 
can be cast over all of the evidence— even within the Phoenician world. Sader 
has provided a recent analysis of stelae from Iron Age and Punic Tyre and the 
surrounding environs, which can serve as a helpful starting point for our investi-
gation of their aniconic potential (2005, 20– 22).15 She notes that some of the clas-
sically “Phoenician” stelae from the mainland are marked with the term mnṣbt/
mṣbt (2005, 13) so the identi�cation on that front with the maṣṣĕbôt tradition (by 
name) for the funerary items she considers seems beyond question (cf. warn-
ings on the identi�cation of maṣṣĕbôt in Israel by Bloch- Smith 2005, 2006, and 
LaRocca- Pitts 2001, 205– 28, for caution against overgeneralizing the function of 
standing stones). �is does not mean that biblical notions of the maṣṣēbâ can be 
automatically imported to the Phoenician data, but we do have this correlation of 
philological data linking the phenomena. From Sader’s review of the literature on 
the Phoenician- Punic materials speci�cally (2005, 20– 22), we may single out three 
common interpretations:

(1)  �e stelae function as a tomb marker. Sader herself �nds this to be the 
“primary and original function” of the pieces she analyzes (2005, 20), 
though of course if there is no body buried beneath/near the object then 
this interpretation cannot represent the primary or original function of 
the stelae.

(2)  �e stelae represent or commemorate the dead in some manner— this 
could range from a hope for memory of the deceased to some kind of 
“house” for the “soul.” In favor of some interpretation within this range 
is the fact that many of the tenth– sixth- century BCE stelae mention the 
name of the dead, as do indeed all of the later examples from the coastal 
sites in Lebanon. �e most recent study on this topic, by Matthew Su-
riano (2014), explores this function for some analogous materials, as the 
soul interpretation was recently revived with the discovery of the so- 
called Katumuwa stele from Zincirli (eighth century BCE; on this, see 
also Pardee 2009; Struble and Herrmann 2009; Sanders 2013), in which 
the stele dedicant, Katumuwa, comments on the food and support that 
must be o�ered for his “soul” (nbš), which is “in the stele” (bns ̣b).

(3)  �e stelae play a cultic function, serving in a larger ritual setting at the 
site. Some stelae contain a niche that would seem to be a place where 
something was meant to be placed— perhaps a divine image, or food for 

15. For two other reviews of Phoenician and Punic stelae, see Uberti 1992; Moscati 1988d; 
Bisi 1967. None of these three sources, however, were able to address the important newly 
discovered/obtained material from the Tyre cemeteries or surrounding coastal areas from 
the Iron Age.
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the dead?— suggesting a ritual purpose. Moreover, symbols of various 
kinds on the stelae may represent deities, perhaps to guard the stele and 
what it represents or as a site of direct veneration. �e anthropomorphic 
images on the stelae in particular could have had di�ering functions, 
from portraits of a remembered human to the “personi�cation of a force 
enjoying apotropaic powers” to a deity (Sader 2005, 134– 35).

�ere are interpretations of stelae that could disqualify them from a discus-
sion of a certain kind of cultic aniconism under the terms that we have de�ned 
them here. For example, if a stele in a given context was a memorial signal for 
a burial or a “house” for a human postmortem existence, then the object is not 
ritually “aniconic” as a non�gural way of representing a deity. Having said that, the 
modern distinction between the human and divine could slant the discussion in 
unadvisable ways. From the ancient Northwest Semitic world one thinks of the 
famous example of Samuel’s ghost in 1 Sam 28 being called an ʾĕlōhîm (“divine 
being,” “god”) or the Late Bronze Age Ugaritic rapiʾuma rituals in which deceased 
kings were venerated not merely as memorialized humans but as transformed be-
ings, capable of receiving o�erings and in�uencing a�airs on earth in a manner 
not unlike deities (Doak 2012, 153– 99; see also Schmidt 1996). Many more exam-
ples like this could be o�ered, but the basic point is that stelae functioning in roles 
(1) and (2) above cannot be immediately dismissed from a discussion of cultic ani-
conism based only on the fact that they may signify or portray deceased humans.

Iron Age Stelae from Khalde, Sidon, Tell el- Burak, and Tyre

We now turn to examples of Phoenician stelae and particularly their employment 
of aniconic techniques. �rough the 1980s, a mere handful of legitimately “Phoe-
nician” stelae from the earlier- period coastal mainland had been identi�ed (see 
Bisi 1967; Moscati 1988d). Today, however, a small but rich corpus of over ��y 
pieces now in museums from the sites of Khalde, Sidon, Tell el- Burak, and Tyre 
(from north to south, respectively, spanning a stretch of around 30 km of the con-
temporary Lebanese coast) and dating to the tenth– sixth centuries BCE may be 
examined, pending further excavation, as a new and authoritative starting point 
for the understanding of Phoenician stelae (now collected and discussed in Sader 
2005; see also Sader 1991; 1992). �e group of stelae in focus here from this time 
period Sader calls “the common stelae” due to their widespread use and func-
tion in cemeteries. �e group shares many characteristics in common (Sader 2005, 
18): all were hewn from local sandstone; they are “crudely made,” with ample tool 
marks; they are small (at maximum, h. 76 cm, w. 40 cm); most have inscriptions or 
images; all came from cemeteries; and all can be tentatively but con�dently dated 
to the tenth– sixth- century horizon.

�ere is a question as to whether these stelae might represent, in their very 
existence, a type of aniconism, regardless of their shape or markings. Only one 
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of Sader’s examples is an intentionally worked stone monument with no inscrip-
tion or markings (�g. 5.7), so clearly this was not the preferred type— although, if 
indeed there were no images on the stele that have faded, the piece attests to the 
acceptability of this type. �e earliest stele from Tyre discovered in situ (�g. 5.8), 
which may be more speci�cally dated to the ninth or eighth century,16 bears the 
inscription ʿbd pʿm bn ʿnʾ, “Servant of P‘M, son of ‘N.’” P‘M is a recognized Phoe-
nician deity (see Lipiński 1995, 215), whereas ʿnʾ is more ambiguous, perhaps a 
shorthand description for another deity or some other element of a name (Sader 
2005, 74– 75). �is stele also has no clear �gural markings, but the association of 
the deceased with at least one deity (P‘M) does draw the stone into a “conversa-
tion” with the presence of the deity. In this category, we must also include stelae 
with a cut niche (whether inscribed or not), which were possibly meant to hold a 
divine image or serve as a space for a deity or venerated ancestor to become pres-
ent (see Sader 2005, 30– 31, 64, and images there). �is category will be discussed 
below with the “empty- shrine” phenomenon, but for the moment we can say that 
stelae of this type are potentially aniconic.

16. I tentatively follow Sader’s epigraphic dating schema for the stelae of this type cited 
here; see her analysis in Sader 2005, 84– 109.

Fig. 5.7. Unmarked stele; Tyre al- Bass cem-
etery; eleventh– sixth century BCE (Sader 
2005, 72, �g. 61, stele 49)

Fig. 5.8. Inscribed stele from Tyre al- Bass 
cemetery; ninth– eighth century BCE (Sad-
er 2005, 74, �g. 64, stele 51)
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�e most blatantly �gural stelae of this type would include examples where 
the stele itself is forged into a rough anthropomorphic shape (Sader 2005, 68– 73, 
�gs. 56– 59, 62) or stelae with clear �gural images (Sader 2005, 33, �g. 12; 66, �g. 
53; �gs. 4.18, 5.9). In addition to the completely non�gural stelae, of special in-
terest for our consideration of aniconic motifs are stelae that bear more abstract 
representations of the “Tanit” or ankh- like sign and others with symbols of unclear 
meaning.17

Two points here are worth noting. First, several of the stelae with an ovoid 
object inscribed on them (�gs. 5.10 and 5.11) may already pre�gure the much later 
betyls that we �nd enshrined as what most have assumed are a symbol of Astarte 
on sphinx thrones, coins, and other objects— from Tyre in the east and also from 
Carthage and other sites farther west (Soyez 1972; Falsone 1993; for a comparison 
with �g. 5.11 from Motya, consider D’Andrea 2014b, 139– 40, �gs. 6– 7). Indeed, 
the most helpful parallels Sader adduces in her own study are from Nora and Car-
thage (respectively, in �g. 5.12; date unknown, but presumably much later than 
the example from Tyre in �gs. 5.10– 11), suggesting that, on at least the typological 
level, but at most a level of direct cultic in�uence, we have an origin (i.e., an earlier 
origin than we had previously) in the mainland at an early date of some aniconic 
objects that appear much later in the west. Sader mentions the possibility that the 
mounds on these stelae could be some form of the Ambrosial Rocks mentioned in 
Nonnus’s founding myth and depicted on later Tyrian coins (�g. 5.1), but she also 
�nds it “highly plausible” that the object is a betyl- style representation of some de-
ity with important cultic signi�cance in Phoenician religion. Having said that, the 
feature could be some type of architecture or furniture, and the clumsiness of the 
carving leaves ample room for doubt (as Sader also notes; 2005, 120– 21).

Second, the Tanit, ankh, or “pseudo- ankh” symbols can become abstract, and/
or elements could become detached and used pars pro toto in a manner that takes 
what was once �gural (iconic) and transforms it into the aniconic. Elements such 
as the isosceles triangles, cross symbols, “outstretched arms” motifs, circles and 
ovoids of various kinds, and borrowed (and possibly misunderstood) hieroglyph-
ics that we �nd on the stelae from the Lebanese Iron Age sites probably belonged 
to a constellation of referents that included the sun, a female deity (or several), 
and various cultic objects. �ough it is impossible to elaborate on the meaning 
of all of the motifs represented on these stelae— Sader gives an excellent review, 
with ample sources (2005, 115– 40)— several examples demonstrate the aniconic 
possibilities at hand.

17. For the Tanit or ankh types, see Sader 2005, 29, �g. 8; 43, �g. 24; 58, �g. 39; 63, �g. 49; 
66, �g. 53; 67, �g. 55 (�g. 4.18 above); for other symbols, see 34, �g. 14 (a phallic image?); 
35, �g. 15 (lotus bud or other vegetation?); 37, �g. 17, and 40, �g. 20 (crescent discs); 41, 
�g. 21; and 50, �g. 31 (ovoid shape); 53, �gs. 33– 34 (cross, disc, ovoid); 54, �g. 35 (U- shape, 
vertical line, inverted T- shape); 61, �g. 45 (cross); 75, �g. 65 (nfr sign, meaning “good, per-
fect”).



Fig. 5.9. Stele with anthropomorphic head; 
Beirut National Museum (unclear location of 
�nd); tenth– sixth century BCE (Sader 2005 
33, �g. 12 stele 9)

Fig. 5.10. Stele with incised object; seventh 
century BCE; inscribed with word grgš (Sad-
er 2005, �g. 21 stele 15)

Fig. 5.11. Stele with incised object; tenth– 
sixth century BCE (Sader 2005, �g. 31, stele 
24)

Fig. 5.12. Stelae from Nora and Carthage; Pu-
nic (Sader 2005, �g. 22; Bisi 1967, LII.2, XII.1)
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�e ovoid/betyl marker may �nd more and less elaborate expression from 
what we examined above in several other pieces, for example, a �gure on a stand 
(?) of some kind (�g. 5.13),18 a lotus bud (�g. 5.14; cf. with Berthier and Charlier 
1952, XVII.A), and in the upper le�-  and right- hand quadrants of a cross symbol 
(�g. 5.15). Moreover, it is possible that the cross symbol in fact represents the sun, 
known as a major focus of worship in the later religion, as the isolated cross sym-
bol was known in much earlier Mesopotamian seals and other regional examples 
in the East as solar imagery (Sader 2005, 132, with examples and literature cited 
there). On �gure 5.13, the vertical line above the betyl shape may also be the top 
vertical stroke of a cross, amid which the betyl (as solar disc?) is embedded. On 
�gure 5.15, we see in close proximity the fact that the “head” of the ankh— and 
perhaps by extension the head of the more distinct Tanit �gure— is the same sort 
of disc as the solo disc, the cross the same cross as the “body” of the ankh, the body 
of the ankh the same body as the Tanit development (assuming the Tanit and ankh 
represent a “development”). �e images suggest one another within a reasonably 
contained range of motifs.

What then do we make of these items in terms of their categorization as ani-
conic? �ere is admittedly little we can say with great con�dence about the shapes 
and signs— the fully �gural images are probably visages of the human to be re-
membered or venerated or housed in some sense that we cannot recover in par-
ticular for each piece, but the range of visual strategies is striking: from boldly (if 
crudely) anthropomorphic to Tanit- type �gures, to discs and crosses that may rep-
resent body parts, plants, the sun, or other independent items. No clear preference 
or reason for using one over the other emerges; there is no preference for �gurism 
yet no denial of it. �e di�erences may have been due to economic factors involv-
ing those who commissioned the stelae (recall Moscati 1969) or simply personal 
inclinations now lost to us. A�er all, in the cemetery setting we are presumably not 
dealing with tightly controlled, “o�cial” religious displays, but rather with those 
of individuals and their families (cf. with the analysis of funerary iconography in 
Birney and Doak 2011).

�e Earlier Carthaginian Stelae

�e most famous stelae from Carthage are from the ��h century (discussed be-
low), featuring the prominent Tanit symbol combined with the epigraphic evi-
dence regarding the sacri�ce or dedication of children at the tophet.19 �ough not 
as iconographically intricate, the earlier period at Carthage— from the early eighth 

18. �e visual e�ect may be a coincidence, but a stele from Constantine (Algeria) in Berthi-
er and Charlier 1952, XXIX, shows a Tanit �gure with upraised arms whose body and head 
take on a similar shape to this stele, which could suggest that �g. 5.13 is possibly a crude or 
symbolic form of the Tanit �gure.

19. For a helpful overview, see Moscati 1988d, esp. 304, 306 on Carthage, as well as more 
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century through the sixth century— yielded many stelae, some plain and some 
with crescent/disc imagery, stelae inscribed on/within other stelae, “bottle” shaped 
�gures, cippi, “throne- cippi” (i.e., a slightly tapered cippus object with a throne on 
top), and L- shaped empty thrones (Bartoloni 1976); these types of objects were 
not entirely absent in the later period, but they appear with greatly decreased fre-
quency. As so much of the attention for the Carthage discoveries focused on the 
later periods, less detailed work has been done on the earlier examples, which are 
sometimes dismissed with derisive comments about the unoriginality and tedium 
of the motifs.

Carthage maintained an important connection with Tyre on a number of 
levels— indeed, the very name Carthage, for the Phoenicians qrt h ̣dšt, “new city” 
(i.e., New Tyre), attests to the identity establishment and continued interchange 

speci�c studies of Carthage by Brown 1991; Quinn 2011; Bénichou- Safar 2004; and an up-
date on the archaeology in Pappa 2013, 149– 50.

Fig. 5.13 (above le�). Stele with incised 
object; tenth– sixth century BCE (Sader 
2005, �g. 34, stele 27)

Fig. 5.14 (above right). Stele with lotus 
bud (?); tenth– sixth century BCE (Sader 
2005, �g. 15, stele 11)

Fig. 5.15 (le�). Stele with cross, discs, 
and ankh; tenth– sixth century BCE 
(Sader 2005, �g. 33, stele 26)
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(Aubet 2001, 156– 57; see also Günther 2000). In a recent and sophisticated analy-
sis, Josephine Quinn argues that tophets were “collective civic spaces” where “re-
ligion, death, family, and community came together . . . in a way that gave them a 
peculiar power to construct and convey cultural identities for their users” (2011, 
390). �us, tophets make a most instructive site for analyzing the manner in which 
a colony may interact with its mother city, noting that identi�cation with is to be 
distinguished from identi�cation as in terms of ethnic belonging (2011, 390– 91). 
Along the way, Quinn provides a helpful review of the relevant iconography as-
sociated with the various levels (2011, 391– 96; following Bénichou- Safar 2004): in 
her analysis, the earliest period (ca. 800– 650 BCE) saw very rough monuments, 
a�er which L- thrones, cippi, and small shrines make up a large portion of the ma-
terial (ca. 650– 525 BCE). �e “stelae” then emerge in the fourth century. Quinn 
notes the similarity of motifs between the Phoenician mainland and Carthage in 
the seventh– fourth centuries generally, though we cannot dismiss the idea that 
motifs may have traveled west to east (instead of the assumed other way around), 

Fig. 5.16 (above le�). Stele with in-
scribed stele in relief; Carthage; sixth 
century BCE (h. 50 cm) (Moscati 
1988a, 614.177)

Fig. 5.17 (above right). Stele with in-
cised “betyls”; Carthage; sixth centu-
ry BCE (h. 55.5 cm) (Moscati 1988a, 
614.178)

Fig. 5.18 (le�). Series of ovoid stones; 
Carthage (Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. 
XLVII, 1– 3)



Fig. 5.21. Bottle �gure in shrine; Carthage 
(Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. L, 6)

Fig. 5.20. Tiered throne; Carthage 
(Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. LII, 9)

Fig. 5.19. Two L- shaped thrones; Carthage (Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. LII, 1– 2)
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and for the model shrines (naiskoi) in particular the closest iconographic parallels 
we have are from Sidon, suggesting new networks of identi�cation in the begin-
ning of the Persian era (2011, 396).

Most of the monuments in question here are not strictly “stelae” in the sense 
of tall, �at standing objects— rather, they are more like schematic shrines or hous-
es into which miniature stelae are carved (see �gs. 5.16 and 5.17). Even simpler 
objects, however, such as roughly worked stones and other unelaborate shapes 
(�g. 5.18) may have been used on their own or in tandem with cultic stands and 
thrones from the same period (see parallel examples from Sulcis in Bartoloni 1986, 
I– II); the thrones from the earlier settings, mostly empty (and treated as their own 
category below), range from the L- shape (�g. 5.19) to tiered examples that are 
hybrids of a stele in their own right with a throne or stand (�g. 5.20); other ovoid/
betyl shapes, including the bottle �gure, appear as well (e.g., �g. 5.21). Devoid of 
�guration (with the exception of the bottle shape, discussed anon), all of these 
examples are truly aniconic; though some Tanit shapes do begin to appear, and 
although some of these aniconic forms persist long throughout the later periods 
(past the fourth century BCE), the archaic Carthaginian tophet stelae and stones 
constitute a strong repertoire of aniconographic images.

�e Bar Hadad Stele, Redux

An additional stele— this one inscribed and clearly depicting a deity— must now 
be revisited, namely, the Bar Hadad stele featuring Melqart from the ninth century 
(found near Aleppo; �g. 4.7 above). I bring this piece back into the discussion 
at this point because, interestingly enough, Mettinger suggests that this earliest- 
known representation of Melqart is a false lead as an iconic piece and rather 
suggests the fundamentally aniconic nature of the Tyrian cult. How? �e image 
here is “obviously composite,” Mettinger avers; the object in Melqart’s right hand, 
“whether a lotus or an ʿnh ̮- symbol, is obviously of Egyptian origin. �e style of 
dress has Syro- Hittite a�liations. �e head- gear, hair and beard seem to indicate 
in�uences from a neo- Hittite center,” and so on (1995, 94). From this, Mettinger 
claims that Melqart was without native images, and thus the aniconic Gadir cult— 
as described in the classical sources— had its roots in Tyre, the mother colony. If 
we can feasibly imagine such a dynamic between colony and mainland religion, as 
I have suggested here, this would provide (as Mettinger asserts) “just another ex-
ample indicating that cultic practice is one of the most conservative of all human 
activities” (1995, 100; see also Mettinger 2004 on this).

On the one hand, Mettinger may have a point. Others have noticed this dearth 
of Melqart images in the material record, such as Sergio Ribichini, who character-
izes the anthropomorphic representations of Melqart as “few and uncertain” and 
claims the depiction on the Bar Hadad stele “portrays him with the features of a 
Baal Lord of Tempest, but this is probably derived from iconographies that are 
not original to this deity” (1988, 110). However, the point is pushed too far. As 
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any review of Phoenician artistic trends must recognize,20 Phoenician cra�sman 
are famous for their blend of iconographies, and this cannot be reduced to mere 
bungling or heedless borrowing, even if one argues that the artisan was a�er the 
creation of a certain “look” rather than the production of subtle meanings (e.g., 
Brown 1992, 13– 14).

Moreover, we must not be overly hasty to dismiss other early depictions of 
Melqart or the idea that Melqart had a cult statue in Tyre a�er which these images 
had been modeled (Culican 1960– 1961, 41; Bonnet 1988, 77– 90, for other possi-
bilities for Melqart images, and 99– 113, on Melqart’s temples). For example, a ra-
zor from Carthage shows a �gure in a pose that is extremely similar to the Melqart 
on the Bar Hadad stele, as does a scarab from Cyprus (�g. 5.22; Acquaro 1971, 
107),21 and even though Baal Hammon was the primary male deity at Carthage, 
Melqart is attested there (see also the seventh- century BCE limestone sculpture of 
“Herakles/Melqart” from Kazaphani [Cyprus] in Moscati 1988a, 585.10; Bonnet 
2007). Obviously a �gure like this could be shared through any number of chan-
nels, a “canonical” version of a cult statue from a temple being one possible avenue. 
At any rate, we should be open to the possibility that the depiction of Melqart on 

20. See above at “4.1. �e Phoenician Artistic Context.”

21. �e stance of the central �gure and iconography may also be compared with a basalt 
stele from Qadbun (over 100 km north of Sidon, the Syrian coast), now in the Tartous Mu-
seum, depicted in Gubel 2000, 187, �g. 1.

Fig. 5.22. Front and back of razor from Carthage with standing �gure (le�); Punic; scarab 
from Cyprus with standing �gure (uncertain date and provenance; right) (both in Acquaro 
1971, tav. XXVIII [photo], �g. 40 [drawing]; �g. 75.1 [scarab])



Fig. 5.23 (above le�). Single “betyl” stele; 
Motya; sixth– ��h century BCE; h. 47.5 
cm (Moscati 1988a, 648.380)

Fig. 5.24 (above right). Twin “betyl” 
stele; Persian period; Burj esh- Shemali 
(Sader 2005, 77, �g. 67 stele 54)

Fig. 5.25 (le�). �ree “betyl” stele; Nora; 
sixth– fourth century BCE; h. 74.4 cm 
(Moscati 1988a, 670.509)
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the Bar Hadad stele does indeed represent “native” Phoenician imagery in that 
the motifs have been adopted in the cosmopolitan style of the Phoenicians and 
thus “made Phoenician.” Presumably one can show the heterogeneous nature of 
most “indigenous” iconographies; if we must deny the label “Phoenician” for all 
iconographies with mixed motifs or clear international in�uence, then we shall be 
denying the Phoenicians most of their (apparently) “native” imagery.

Ultimately, then, in summary of our discussion of the earlier stelae, we would 
seem to have several types of stelae that could be discussed as aniconic in the 
tenth– sixth- century BCE corpus: unmarked stelae, without images; stelae with 
non�gural symbols that, even if related to �gural ideas or models, appear without 
a clear anthropomorphic context; and stelae with �gural/anthropomorphic im-
ages, such as the Tanit �gure or other roughly depicted faces that, whether human 
or divine (or postmortem human spirits), gesture toward schematic as opposed to 
more detailed anthropomorphic representation.

Punic Stelae from the Mediterranean

From the Punic Mediterranean of the fourth century BCE and beyond we �nd an 
explosion of examples, the majority from Carthage, followed by signi�cant data 
from Motya, Hadrumetum, Selinus, Constantine (Algeria), Sardinia (e.g., Nora, 
Sulcis, �arros), and elsewhere. �ese materials push us into later periods and 
cannot be wantonly compared with the tenth– sixth- century BCE stelae considered 
above, but it is nonetheless instructive to see the persistence of aniconographic 
forms in many Phoenician contexts on into the Hellenistic and later eras. We �nd 
not only many stelae in these locations but also “cultic stones,” betyls, and cippi of 
various kinds. Since our discussion of the iconography of various stele types has 
already given us a picture of iconic and aniconic possibilities, I will give a briefer 
treatment here (but see Bisi 1967; Brown 1991; Patrich 1990, 167– 84; Bartoloni 
1976; 1986; Falsone 1993; Berthier and Charlier 1952; Moscati 1970; 1988d and 
sources cited there). Signi�cant changes can be traced in speci�c localities. For ex-
ample, Quinn (2011, 396), building on the data analyzed by Shelby Brown (1991) 
as well as others, recognizes a shi� in the “visual culture” of the Carthage tophet in 
the fourth century BCE— the earlier, rougher monuments give way to sleeker ones 
with gabled/pointed tops, and there is a sharp decline (though not a complete ab-
sence) in earlier forms such as pillars and the bottle shape. Greek motifs increase 
(e.g., the caduceus wand), and the familiar Tanit �gure is ubiquitous, along with 
the disembodied hand of Baal Hammon.

From the Phoenician coastal mainland of the fourth– third century BCE, we 
have a mere three stele examples, all smoothly carved and inscribed; they are more 
like texts or inscriptions than “stelae” on the terms we have been discussing them 
here (Sader 2005, 20, 80– 84). Sader identi�ed only seven examples from the sixth– 
��h centuries BCE (2005, 18– 20), six of which were model shrines (naiskoi) and 
one of which was a deeply carved double- stele motif from Burg esh- Shemali, near 
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Tyre (�g. 5.24; the dating of this piece is disputed, and some place it centuries 
later; see Quinn 2011, 410 n. 66). Wherever the twin- pillar motif appears in a 
Phoenician- Punic context, one may be tempted to posit an origin from a putative-
ly early Tyrian founding myth along the lines of the Ambrosial Rocks legend or the 
much earlier double stelai described by Herodotus (see also the twin vertical ob-

Fig. 5.26 (above le�). Bottle �gure stele 
fragment; Akhziv (Patrich 1990, 176, ill. 
59a; Bisi 1967, �g. 14)

Fig. 5.27 (above right). Bottle �gure ste-
le; Nora; sixth– fourth century BCE; h. 
84.3 cm (Moscati 1988d, 318)

Fig. 5.28 (le�). Bottle �gure stele; Nora; 
sixth– fourth century BCE; h. 79.7 cm 
(Moscati 1988a, 670.510)
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jects from Motya tophet in Falsone 1993, 281, pls. 010– 011), though we sometimes 
�nd many more than two stelae inscribed on such objects— o�en three, or groups 
of three (see �g. 5.25; cf. with �g. 4.17 and other triple- stelae from Nora, where 
they seem to have been particularly popular, in Moscati 1970, tav. VII– XIII), and 
o�en just one (�g. 5.23). �e problem of “triads” of deities in the ancient Near East 
is notoriously di�cult to pin down as a comprehensive or formal arrangement, 
though it is clear that triadic deity groups (e.g., a divine father, mother, and a son) 
were common from a very early period.

�e Bottle Idol Debate

�ough the “bottle idol” form fell o� in popularity at Carthage, it remained a 
common piece of iconography in the sixth– fourth- century BCE Mediterranean, 
as other examples from Nora, Motya, and elsewhere demonstrate (see �g. 5.21 
above). Surprisingly, only one example of this type from the mainland, at Akhziv 
(just south of Tyre), has been identi�ed (�g. 5.26; see brief comments in Brown 
1991, 138; Quinn 2011, 395).22 Named for its bottle- like shape, this particular 
image appears predominantly within stele shrines in the same carved fashion as 
stelae (see examples in �gs. 5.27 and 5.28; also �gs. 3.2 and 5.21; see range of ex-
amples from Carthage in Bartoloni 1976, �gs. 23– 26).

Most relevant for our purposes here is this question: To what extent is the 
bottle �gure strictly aniconic? On one extreme end of the spectrum is William 
Robertson Smith (1894, 207), who would seem to eschew attempts to see anthro-
pomorphism in any such objects: “A cairn or rude stone pillar is not a portrait of 
anything, and I take it that we shall go on altogether false lines if we try to explain 
its selection as a divine symbol by any consideration of what it looks like.” Brown 
reviews a battery of contradictory opinions on the matter (1991, 138– 41), as inter-
preters have lined up to support or deny the idea that this image is aniconic (like 
the ovoid betyls generally) or even that it represented a mummy (Culican 1991, 
498, suspects a North African Libyan origin for the shape; cf. with the comments 
on the African associations by Gubel 2005, 127, and another argument in Culican 
1970, 39– 41). Based on the presence of eyes or feet on some of the �gures,23 Brown 
suspects that the shapes are a baby— that is, the baby sacri�ced or buried at the 
tophet in which the monument with the bottle shape is found (Brown 1991, 141). 

22. On the interpretation of the shape, see Culican 1970, 34– 45; Bertrandy 1992a; Met-
tinger 1995, 112; Brown 1991, 138– 41; and earlier literature cited there.

23. See examples of the anthropomorphization of the bottle �gure in Brown 1991, 264.276– 
77; cf. with 268.351; 272.453; and even 273.500; at points, the gabled area of the stele seems 
merged with the triangular body of Tanit, e.g., 264.286; 265.297– 98; see other examples 
of the bottle �gure taking on anthropomorphic form in Bisi 1967, �g. 34, d, f, g; Bartoloni 
1986, tav. XXXIX, 230, among other examples like this from Sulcis; Picard 1978, pl. XVI.5; 
XVII.1.
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�e image could have represented an o�ering vase or ovoid betyl without �gural 
connotations in many of its uses and some could have found other meanings in it; 
a shape with this level of abstraction was obviously open to a range of uses.

But, in support of Brown’s interpretation and before rushing to declare the 
aniconic properties of the bottle �gure too quickly, we should recall David Freed-
berg’s point about the misidenti�cation of anthropomorphic or other representa-
tional imagery in ancient art (1989, 59)— in some cultic stones or stelae one can 
detect nonobvious, but still anthropomorphic, forms. A series of votive stelae with 
embedded �gures, including the bottle �gure, all from Motya and dated to roughly 
the same time period (the sixth– ��h centuries BCE) is instructive in this regard 
(�g. 5.29). Considered separately, or as pairs, each piece here is clearly distinct. 
However, as a group, we can better see the continuum of iconic and aniconic forms 
here. �is is not a historical evolution of form, but rather a proclivity to depict 
anthropomorphically in several di�erent ways simultaneously— the standard be-
tyl shape on the far le� is not anthropomorphic (cf. what appear to be eyes and 
other anthropomorphic features marked on the gabled stele itself in Brown 1991, 
258.103), but the trapezoidal form next to it as well as that of the bottle �gure in 
the center take on clearly anthropomorphic connotations when viewed side by 
side with similar forms cra�ed in greater detail. (A similar continuum could be 
created with the Sulcis shrine- stelae in Bartoloni 1986, tav. XXVIII– LXXVII.) We 
would not want to push this argument too far; clearly, there are shapes within 
the stele- shrine examples that simply cannot be viewed anthropomorphically so 
easily, such as the “lozenge” or diamond- shaped items in the earlier Carthaginian 
stelae (see Bartoloni 1976, tav. CIX– CXVI) or many other examples for that matter 
(see, from Nora, e.g., Moscati 1970, tav. XV, XVIII).

In the speci�c instance of the bottle �gure, we cannot allow a modern art- 
historical concentration on form to “compel us to draw a binary opposition be-
tween ‘iconic’ and ‘aniconic’ forms  .  .  . and to treat them as though they were 
completely at odds with each other” (Gordon 1979, 11), when in fact the iconic/

Fig. 5.29. Stelae with �gures; Motya; sixth– fourth century BCE (Moscati 1988a, 648.380, 
382, 381, 383, 384)
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aniconic opposition may have been arti�cially drawn or misinterpreted to begin 
with. �e addition of human features to the bottle form at Carthage does not mean 
that all bottle shapes are �gural, nor does the coexistence of vaguely anthropoid 
�gures along with clearly anthropomorphic images within monuments from the 
same location mean that all are anthropomorphic; rather, what I am suggesting 
here is that we may not always be able to draw thick, decisive lines around the ani-
conographic phenomena within these stelae. We simply do not know whether the 
bare stelae or the bottle shape was an avoidance of �gurism— even if for economic 
or practical purposes— but the existence of both straightforward �gurism along 
with non�gurism in similar pieces tells us something about the �uidity of the ico-
nography. (For a similar point for di�erent materials, see Nunn 2010.)

Stelae on Stelae

One more note on the stelae: as mentioned earlier, the Phoenician fondness for 
stelae resulted in images of stelae being incised or drawn on/within other stelae, 
creating a focus on the shape and meaning of the object in a redoubled manner. 
On the simplest end of the spectrum, this could include the incision of a bottle 
shape on a stele from Carthage (Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. XLVII.5; see �g. 3.5 
above, and another example from Mozia [Sicily] in Bisi 1967, tav. XXXVIII, 1), 
the double stelae incised in �gure 5.17, or any other number of simple betyl ob-
jects on stelae (�gs. 5.10– 11). More complex are examples of carefully wrought 
vertical stelae within a monument that itself is a type of stelae— in most cases, 
these monuments are more like model shrines, though it is not immediately clear 
what signi�cance a stele would have within a monument like this as opposed to 
a cra�sman simply creating a plain stele of the very monument itself (such as in 
�gs. 5.23– 25). At the very least, this phenomenon suggests the iconization of the 

Fig. 5.30. Apulian bell- krater; youth approaching Nike at altar and two youths by the stele 
of Nike; 380– 370 BCE (Gaifman 2012, 252– 53, �gs. 6.7– 8, faces a– b)
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stele itself as a particular kind of symbol. By using this term “iconization,” I refer 
to the linguistic feature of iconization as an analogy; Judith Irvine and Susan Gal 
de�ne iconization as a language process by which linguistic features become iden-
ti�ed with social images, creating the appearance of an inherent linkage between 
the speech and the group (2000, 37– 38). To what extent might the ubiquity of the 
Phoenician stelae have served in the Iron Age Mediterranean as a quickly identi�-
able “Phoenician” signal?

In her study of the Greek aniconic materials Milette Gaifman examines 
a parallel motif in Greek art: the representation of stelae on vases of the ��h– 
fourth centuries BCE to mark tombstones or for other cult purposes (Gaifman 
2012, 243– 69). �e stelae in these instances are very recognizable, as opposed to 
rougher examples adopted for cultic purposes or unmarked stones in their natu-
ral settings. One purpose for this visual strategy, for Gaifman, could be a “dou-
ble presentation”— both a deity and his or her stele on the same piece invites the 
viewer “to explore the relationship between the two.” �e pillar is the permanence 
and immovability of memorial, while the deity is (in the case of the winged Nike) 
mobile, a sign of dynamism (see �g. 5.30). �e �gures are complementary, not 
binaries (iconic vs. aniconic). Moreover, the very shape of the stele— as a distinct 
vertical marker— can play an important organizational role in a scene when jux-
taposed with other �gures, such as signaling transition for a character (Gaifman 
2012, 261– 62) or emphasizing the centrality of the stele, even if an ambiguous 
centrality, vis- à- vis other characters in the scene (Gaifman 2012, 264– 65).

Our Phoenician stelae on stelae cannot match the narrative and mythologi-
cal complexity of the Greek vases, yet the use of stelae in two respects— for visual 
organization and the ambiguous evocation of a deity— are certainly factors in the 
case of the Phoenician objects. One would not want to merely reduce the stelae in 
�gures 5.23– 25 to mere space foci, yet the shape of the larger monument may have 
in some cases necessitated the addition of a stele, instead of using only one, lest 
a single stele prove artistically unattractive in the midst of an overly large square 
space. Even so, the single stele focuses attention toward the center in a very simple 
and e�ective manner, whereas the stele monuments with multiple symbols encour-
age di�use meditations (e.g., �gs. 4.16–17, 5.15). �e stelae in these cases also in-
voke an austere sense of mystery; they are less personalized than perhaps any other 
speci�c type of representation and allow projections of memory and divinity at 
multiple levels.

Summary of the Stelae

To summarize: the profusion of stelae at Phoenician sites in the Mediterranean 
world suggests an iconographic code of some kind, with the stele communicating 
across space and time. We must reckon with what could be an early and native tra-
dition of stele use in Tyre itself, re�ected not only through texts (including Ezekiel 
and Herodotus in the sixth and ��h centuries BCE respectively) but through new-
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ly discovered or freshly analyzed examples dating to the ninth– seventh centuries 
from Tyre and surrounding cites. �ese traditions were clearly not whole- cloth 
inventions for mortuary use at these sites, but rather participate in a long- standing 
ancient Near Eastern tradition. �e question of the “aniconic” status of any par-
ticular stele must be kept open, yet even funerary use suggests a ritual context of 
memory and cult; there seems to be no clear preference for the non�gural materi-
als over the �gural, but rather we �nd a continuum of types, ranging from the fully 
iconic, to isolated and schematic symbols, to the aniconic. �is continuum is not 
evolutionary, but seems to represent simultaneous strategies, and we must take 
care to see the nuances of anthropomorphism where they may appear even in very 
simple motifs (such as the bottle idol). A potential exception to the nonevolution-
ary nature of the motifs appears at Carthage, where the transition from the “ar-
chaic” to the “Punic” materials from the eighth– third centuries sees a signi�cant 
switch from stelae, betyls, empty thrones, and so on to the classic Tanit image and 
Baal Hammon hand on re�ned monuments. At any rate, the earlier examples from 
Tyre do suggest that the kind of continuity that others have suspected between 
mainland and colony is real and meaningful, even if in the West local traditions 
were an important driving force (as for the pottery and other material culture 
generally).

5.4. Shrines with Aniconic Objects and Empty Shrines

Another signi�cant site for aniconic potential in the Phoenician material record 
comes in the form of miniature shrines— sometimes referred to as “model” shrines 
or by the Greek term naiskos/naiskoi. Many examples of this type have been pub-
lished and described (see esp. Brentschneider 1991a), although relatively little 
analysis of the meaning and function of these objects has been carried out and far 
less with attention to the aniconic meaning of what is o�en an empty space within 
the shrine itself.24 Most frequently, such shrines are of terracotta and sometimes 
painted. �e shrine model of two �anking pillars, a roof, and perhaps sun- disc 
imagery on the facade could be incised as an iconographic motif on stelae, stone 
monuments, and various other scenes— indeed, what I had above been loosely 
calling “stelae” are in many instances a form of the model shrine carved into stone 
or coins, housing betyl- pillars, bottle �gures, or fully anthropomorphic images of 
deities or humans (see esp. �gs. 5.4; 5.16– 17; 5.21; 5.23– 25; 5.27– 28; cf. with the 

24. See some comments in Culican 1976; 1960– 1961, 48– 49; Sader 2005, 76– 80; Metzger 
2004; Gubel 1992; 1987, 38– 39, 58– 60; Stockton 1974– 1975, 9– 10; Dayagi- Mendels 2002, 
160– 62; Brentschneider 1991a, esp. 145– 68; 1991b, 20; cf. with discussion focused on Is-
raelite evidence in Zevit 2001, 328– 43. Curiously, Mettinger did not make the empty or 
otherwise aniconic shrines a key part of his argument, but see one reference in 1995, 105.
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stelae depicted and discussed from Punic Lilibeo [near Motya, Sicily] in Bisi 1967, 
tav. XLIV– XLV, and some updated �ndings at Motya in D’Andrea 2014b).

Shrines of this type may be helpfully classi�ed as an example of what Claude 
Lévi- Strauss (1966, 23– 25) and, more recently, Jonathan Z. Smith (2004, 224– 27) 
identi�ed as the tendency toward miniaturization in religious representation and 
cultic contexts (on this, see also S. Stewart 1984). Lévi- Strauss argued that minia-
turized depictions of temples or even the entire cosmos are “not just projections or 
passive homologues of the object: they constitute a real experiment with it”; thus 
“the intrinsic value of a small- scale model is that it compensates for the renuncia-
tion of sensible dimensions by the acquisition of intelligible dimensions” (1966, 
24). For Lévi- Strauss, the artistic enterprise itself (as product of his famous “bri-
coleur” type) “lies half- way between scienti�c knowledge and mythical or magical 
thought” (1966, 22). �ese re�ections led Smith to analyze some ritual implements 
mentioned in Greek magical papyri for their miniaturization strategy; small- scale 
temples and shrines are “treated as if they were major edi�ces housing a divine 
image and a cult table” and receive sacri�ce, a cultic meal, and incubation ritu-
als (2004, 225). �ese rituals, before the miniaturized objects, are a replacement 
for larger temple space and thus create the immediacy of the formalized temple 
in an “ordinary but puri�ed room” (2004, 225). �e miniature takes on narrative 
identity vis- à- vis the “gigantic” or even the full size, as Susan Stewart avers (1984, 
86): “�e gigantic is viewed as a consuming force, the antithesis of the miniature, 
whose objects o�er themselves to the viewer in a utopia of perfect, because indi-
vidual, consumption.”

�e model shrine, then, functions as a portal of accessibility; commenting on 
plaques depicting the goddess from Tell Qasile, a Philistine coastal site, Othmar 
Keel and Christoph Uehlinger highlight the model- shrine motif as both an icono-
graphic instrument of identi�cation— the material goddess is to be identi�ed with 
a particular divine being— and also accessibility, as the deity o�ers herself as the 
central motif to the worshiper (1998, 103– 5, and �gs. 123– 26; see also discussion 
and examples of materials like this on 161– 63, �gs. 188a– b). Keel and Uehlinger 
see the terracotta examples of model shrines in particular as “conservative,” re-
�ecting familial religion for personal use or “house cults” (1998, 154, 162). In one 
of the more sustained and nuanced discussions of shrine models, in his study of 
Iron Age Israelite materials (although it is by no means clear all of the examples 
he discusses are “Israelite” per se), Ziony Zevit points to examples where the great 
detail of the architectural structure of the shrines suggests “real structures,” that 
is, larger temples or shrines of which the small shrines are faithful models (2001, 
326– 27, 338– 39, 343). Alternatively, the shrines may represent mythological or 
“heavenly” shrines, but nonetheless for Zevit the connection between clay realia 
and larger, cultic contexts is vital to understanding their function (2001, 327– 28; 
329– 30); due to extended use in the Near East, however, these shrines could come 
to mark “divine presence” generally without particular reference to any one deity 
(Zevit 2001, 329).
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�is broadened symbolic function could make the shrines a vehicle for more 
speci�c use, as empty shrines could allow the epiphanic presence of a variety of 
deities. When the shrines are aniconic— even purely empty— they may be associ-
ated with a particular deity, a range of deities, or the empty space could accom-
modate a material image. In Syro- Palestinian religions, these model shrines were, 
according to Zevit, miniature dwelling places of the deity (betyls in that sense), 
representative of real shrines and wayside sites where worshipers could realize the 
“auspicious” presence of the deity. �e models were like a “telephone,” conveying 
a sense of “immanence” for worshipers that was di�erent from formal, in- person 
temple worship (Zevit 2001, 340).

Regarding the Phoenician examples, a variety of types could have functioned 
as aniconic spaces— represented most conspicuously by “empty space” but also by 
non�gural objects. Culican saw these shrine types as quite possibly representing 
larger cultic sites in the Phoenician mainland (e.g., an enthroned deity on a scarab 
or even the depictions on an entire seal series could be a “fuller representation 
of the cultic installation of Melqart as it existed in the Phoenician cities”), and 
the shrine models and naiskoi of varying kinds can even o�er a “clear picture” of 
actual ��h- century BCE Phoenician shrines (1960– 1961, 48– 49). �e question of 
whether such model shrines represent larger, “actual” shrines and even the cult 
images in those shrines has bedeviled interpreters; at best, one may o�er guesses 
based on the intricacy or proportions of the architecture (as attempted for di�er-
ent examples by Gar�nkel and Mumcuoglu 2013 discussed below; Steel 2013, 65– 
66). Commenting on shrine examples from Cyprus centuries before our materials 
in question (models from Kotsiatis and Kalopsidha) and in the process revealing 
something of the earlier clay model shrine traditions in Cyprus, Louise Steel notes 
that the shrines in question and their attendant �gures may be a topos, thus not 
revealing the details of a local shrine but rather serving as a marker of time and 
space or narrating particular identities (2013, 66; on the Phoenician presence in 
Cyprus, see the overview in Aubet 2001, 51– 54). Short of clearly excavated shrines, 
compared with models that bear connection to the shrine, such questions remain 
open to speculation.

One of the more fascinating aniconic model- shrine objects from the Phoe-
nician mainland is the Iron Age terracotta example from Akhziv (on Akhziv as 
a Phoenician site, see, e.g., Dayagi- Mendels 2002; and the overview in Lipiński 
2004, 302– 3; see the analysis of the piece and comparative examples in Culican 
1976; �g. 5.31). �e object displays an odd simplicity: a clay tongue or face or strip 
is at center and bends sharply backward into a “head” onto which are a�xed two 
rows of clay “buttons.” Typical of the terracotta shrine models, as well as other 
two- dimensional shrine facades, a disc appears above the central display. Culican 
notes the visibility of painted red strips on the sides and top of the shrine (1976, 
47). Commenting on the clay buttons, Zevit suspects that the buttons on the cen-
tral �gures within the shrines may have signi�cance apart from the buttons on 
the temple facade/entrance (which, he thinks, may merely mark the dwelling as a 
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shrine) and wonders whether the pattern of exactly six buttons on some objects 
(see examples in Culican 1976, 488– 90) could represent a “divine number,” along 
the lines of number- identi�cation of deities in Mesopotamian traditions (Zevit 
2001, 334– 35; e.g., the number ��y for Marduk; see also Dayagi- Mendels 2002, 
162, for a suggestion along these lines; cf. Metzger 2004, 430, who thinks these 
are either a crown for the deity or stars). �e discs on the facade may represent 

Fig. 5.31. Terracotta model shrine; Akhziv; ca. seventh century BCE (Dayagi- Mendels 2002, 
161, �g. 7.25)

Fig. 5.32. Model shrine; Tyre al- Bass cemetery; seventh century BCE; h. 16.5 cm (Metzger 
2004, 421, �gs. 280– 81)
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astral imagery, as suggested by the prominence of the classical winged sun disc in 
some cases (Gubel 1992, 229; Ornan 2005a). A strikingly similar piece, proving 
the Akhziv shrine was not sui generis among the Phoenicians and also from the 
same historical context (seventh century) yet with some di�erent elements, comes 
from the excavations at Tyre al- Bass (�g. 5.32). In the Tyre al- Bass shrine, the clay 
strip does not come to a narrow “head” at the point of contact with the back wall 
of the shrine and, instead of the rows of clay buttons, has only a single “lozenge” 
protrusion and the normal sun disc (but without crescent) on the facade top.

For Culican, the aniconic nature of the Akhziv shrine was clear (1976, 47, 
49– 50)— the sheer technical beauty and competence of the piece suggests aniconic 
intentionality, and thus the piece was a “deliberate attempt” to create an “aniconic 
cult object.” For the Tyre al- Bass example, Martin Metzger thinks the central clay 
strip functioned like a maṣṣēbâ, representing the deity. Culican speaks of a “devo-
lution from anthropomorphic image to an enigmatic aniconic shape” in similar 
examples from Amathus (Cyprus), a place with Phoenician contact in various pe-
riods (beginning in the eleventh century BCE; J. S. Smith 2008). Michal Dayagi- 
Mendels, the other hand, seems to leave open the possibility that the central “�g-
ure” is in fact �gural, denying Culican’s suggestion of aniconism in light of other, 
iconic depictions in similar shrines and instead suggests that the “frequent pres-
ence of a female �gure [in objects like this] suggests that a female deity was also 
present in our shrine” (2002, 162; see also Metzger 2004, 430). It may be true that 
the shrine was meant to invoke a female presence, though Dayagi- Mendels seems 
to misunderstand the claim of aniconism here— the claim is not that the Phoeni-
cians never used iconic/�gural representation, but rather that this particular shrine 
avoids an obvious �gural presentation of any deity, and this �gure- avoidance is a 
signi�cant Phoenician artistic- cultic trend.

To be sure, other examples from Cyprus have been brought into the discus-
sion. Karageorghis describes several shrines from the sixth century BCE, a time 
during particular intense Phoenician in�uence (preceded by, and continuing 
along with, Cretan in�uence as early as the eleventh century; see overview in 
Reyes 2007). Karageorghis suspects that the aniconic phenomenon in Cyprus, but 
also in the Phoenician Mediterranean generally, is “of very high antiquity” (2000, 
51, 54). Let us consider three examples of the type in question, all from the sixth 
century BCE— the �rst two from Amathus, discussed by Karageorghis, the third 
from Nicosia (see Metzger 2004, 428– 29)— in light of their aniconic qualities (�gs. 
5.33– 35). �ese shrines o�er us not purely empty space but rather some central 
image, and, as with our analysis of the bottle idol �gure above, one may ques-
tion the �gural qualities of these images. All feature central “�gures” with a�xed 
knobs/buttons below an arched facade, below a crescent/disc image marking the 
shrine as home to the deity (most assume a goddess, perhaps Astarte; see Kara-
georghis 2000, 53, on the relationship between the knobs, crown, and Astarte at 
Cyprus).
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Fig. 5.33 (above le�). Model shrine; 
Amathus (Cyprus); sixth century BCE 
(Karageorghis 2000, 60, �g. 5; Metzger 
2004, 429, �g. 286.b)

Fig. 5.34 (above right). Model shrine; 
Amathus (Cyprus); sixth century BCE 
(Karageorghis 2000, 61– 62, �gs. 6– 7)

Fig. 5.35 (le�). Model shrine; Nicosia 
(Cyprus); sixth century BCE; h. 11.5 cm 
(photograph in Bisi 1988, 353; drawing 
in Metzger 2004, 429, �g. 286.c)

Of the three examples here, in the �rst (�g. 5.33) the shape of the central 
object most closely resembles the Akhziv shrine, though with six buttons on the 
“head” instead of eight. In the second example from Amathus (�g. 5.34), the cen-
tral item is more like a pillar, even phallic, with a “body” in relief within the shrine 
covered in what appear to be irregular mounds or knobs similar to those at the 
head of other �gures— in this piece, the knobs also function as an architectural 
detail on the top/face of the shrine. �e central pillar is painted red, and at its top 
are what Vassos Karageorghis at least calls “two eyes.” If indeed these are painted 
eyes— and I think they are— the cra�sman has introduced anthropomorphic fea-
tures that mark the image o� as iconic, much in the way that the addition of facial 



Phoenician Aniconism | 107 

features on the bottle idol at Carthage transforms a potentially aniconic piece into 
an iconic one (Brown 1991, 141, 264.276– 77). Such is the �uidity of anthropomor-
phic recognition.

In the �nal example (�g. 5.35), the �gural qualities are clearest of all— divine 
female hair drapes down on the �gure’s shoulders, and the six knobs clearly form 
the deity’s crown, which can now be clearly compared with the “head” on the 
“non�gural” example in �gure 5.33. �e point here, as with the bottle- idol exam-
ples, is as simple as it is revealing about the aniconographic phenomenon: it is not 
black and white, and the reverent gaze of the viewer can pass �uidly from seeing 
the goddess in the more strictly aniconic setting to partly iconic and fully iconic 
modes. Since we have no evidence that one form was preferred over another in this 
historical setting in Cyprus or that pieces on di�erent ends of this continuum were 
ritually di�erentiated, we can only assume for the moment that they represented a 
true continuum of acceptable options. �e “aniconism” here is a function of style, 
of divine symbol, and perhaps of idiosyncratic preference in a given setting.

Fig. 5.36. Empty model shrine; Mount Nebo re-
gion (Jordan); ca. 900 BCE (drawing in Metzger 
2004, 427, �g. 285a and Keel and Uehlinger 
1998, 161, ill. 188b; photo in Brentschneider 
1991a, Taf. 91, Abb. 80a– b)

Fig. 5.37. Stele with 
empty niche; Tyre al- 
Bass cemetery; tenth– 
seventh century BCE; 
approx. h. 50 cm, w. 40 
cm (Sader 2005, 64, Ste-
le 43, �g. 50)
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In addition to the stelae recovered from the tenth– seventh- century settings in 
and around the Tyrian mainland, we also have “shrine- stelae” and model shrine 
examples that now demonstrate a Phoenician mainland tradition— although all of 
the examples published in Sader 2005 (75– 80) are from the middle or later Persian 
period (��h– fourth centuries BCE; see the examples of stele- shrine niches from 
Sulcis in Bartoloni 1986, tav. CXXIX, 1050; CXXX, 1051; tav. CXLVIII– CLI; and 
also Carthage in Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. LIV, 12). Of the several examples in this 
corpus, we �nd shrines housing betyl- pillars (see �g. 5.24 above) and presumably 
other objects, now lost due to the state of preservation (limited in some cases only 
to the upper shrine facade; see Sader 2005, 76, �g. 66, stele 53; 79, �g. 70, stele 57; 
80, �g. 72, stele 59). Clearly a Late Bronze tradition of empty clay shrine objects 
existed, as at Tell Kamid el- Loz (thirteenth– twel�h centuries), about forty kilome-
ters east of Sidon, but it seems that the parallel shrines that can be adduced of the 
empty variety to nonempty shrines (such as the Tyre al- Bass, Akhziv, and Cypriot 
examples above) all come from far inland, such as the parallels o�ered by Metzger 
(2004, 424– 27), most of uncertain origin and dating (see �g. 5.36; also images in 
Culican 1976, 491, 4.A– B; 493, 6.C– D; Brentschneider 1991b, 28– 31; but cf. the 
“empty” stelae- shrines from Punic Sulcis [Sardinia] in Bisi 1967, �gs. 125– 26; and 
Carthage in Bénichou- Safar 2004, pl. L, 8).

At any rate, of the purely empty- shrine types, the majority of interpreters 
agree that these shrines had but one basic purpose: to house a �gure of the deity, 
along the lines of the Ashkelon dome- shrine with the silver calf (e.g., Stager 2006; 
Metzger 2004, 426; cf. with examples from Ugarit in Brentschneider 1991b, 27, 
abb.3a– b). A rarer group of empty functional “shrines” comes in the form of stelae 
with niches (Sader 2005, 19, 64– 65, 76– 79, 136– 38, and accompanying images; 
see also Sader 2004, 384, �g. 253; here �g. 5.37). Again, as with empty shrines, 
the emptiness here could be classi�ed as “sacred emptiness” (see Stockton 1974– 
1975, 9– 10) to the extent that it probably served some cultic function— perhaps an 
imaginative projection of an invisible deity, but more likely with a votive �gure or 
o�ering of some kind. Some striking stele- shrine examples from Carthage, how-
ever, clearly display multiple recessed “frames” as a method of focusing attention 
on the center square without any “�gure” inside— the frames focus on a rectangu-
lar or square �at space, uninscribed, inviting the gaze at blank space (see examples 
in Bartoloni 1976, tav. LV– LXI).

In conclusion for our discussion of the shrines, the aniconic or “empty” 
shrines o�er a distinct and indisputable non�gural possibility, since the presence 
of the shrine itself clearly evokes at least the idea of empty cultic space where the 
deity resides; we simply cannot be certain about the relationship of these shrines to 
“o�cial” temple or larger shrine settings or whether the shrines once housed mate-
rial, �gural images. In any case, the shrines suggest a “�exible material theology” 
that could allow worshipers to connect, as in a phone booth, to some geographi-
cally or even chronologically distant location. In the Punic western Mediterra-
nean, the stele- shrine was much more prominent (as opposed to the clay models 
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from Cyprus and the Levant; but note Culican 1976, 487 n. 42, who mentions a 
potentially empty larger shrine space at Nora; reconstructed image in Bisi 1967, 
tav. LVII), and these stelae- shrines could have o�ered variations on local cultic 
patterns with a perceived connection to the Phoenician mainland.

5.5. �rones with Aniconic Objects and Empty �rones

�e use of thrones and cultic throne- stands, sometimes seemingly empty, some-
times supporting an object (and sometimes now empty but probably containing 
an object at some point) form yet another potential category for the investigation 
of Phoenician aniconographic representation. In particular, the thrones with the 
most obvious aniconographic possibilities are those that are empty— not just in 
their currently recovered state, but presumed to be empty in their original context 
for cultic use— as well as thrones or stands that support(ed) aniconic symbols, 
such as ovoid objects, pillars, and so on. Regarding the ritual use of these thrones, 
there seems to be little we can say with great con�dence; what was suggested above 
about the model shrines and the miniaturization tactic applies to the thrones as 
well: miniature thrones suggest accessibility and communication with a larger 
constellation of religious ideas and cultic context, whether a formal cult site in 
some other location or an imaginative/ideal setting. In some cases, an enthroned 
aniconic object likely received veneration as a deity (e.g., �g. 5.43 below), or a now 
“empty” throne held such an object (�gs. 5.40– 41). In the case of purely empty 
thrones, some of these may have seated a divine image (�g. 5.39?), but for some 
examples this seems hardly likely— in the case of �gures 5.38 and 5.42 (far le� 
�gure), the thrones appear in a funerary context, the former an L- shape object as 
a grave marker (and perhaps not a “throne” at all) and the latter a smaller object 
within a funerary urn at Carthage, perhaps as a divine symbol of Baal Hammon.

As with seemingly all other categories of evidence we have considered so far, 
there are parallels in earlier periods along the Levantine coast. At Ugarit, for ex-
ample, we have some stelae with images that are also shaped like thrones, though 
it is not entirely clear they are in fact thrones. �e horizontal piece on the bottom 
of the L- shape could allow the pieces to stand (Yon 1991, 326– 27, 330, esp. 6.4 [�g. 
5.5 above], 7.11, 10.a; 342, 22.a), although most stelae of this type do not have the 
“seat.” Seated male �gures of presumably El and Baal at Ugarit demonstrate the 
importance of the throne for these deities, and some seated �gures detached from 
thrones were clearly meant to be paired with an otherwise “empty” throne (see 
Yon 1991, 337, 17.a//351, 2.a for the �gures, and 350, 1.b, for a throne of this type). 
Of the Tyrian stelae from the ninth– seventh centuries BCE, one example could be 
classed under this L- shape throne category (�g. 5.38), though again, we cannot say 
with con�dence that it is a throne, and if it were a throne, what the context would 
be— would a deity be expected to invisibly reside in it at the grave, or perhaps it 
is for the venerable deceased? In a variety of media and contexts, the enthroned 



Fig. 5.38. Inscribed L- shaped stele; Tyre; eighth– seventh century BCE; inscription: grh mn 
(Sader 2005, 37, �g. 17, stele 12)

Fig. 5.39. Astarte throne in Eshmun temple complex; Sidon; ca. fourth century BCE (Khal-
ifeh 1997, �g. 2; Markoe 2000, 126, �g. 42)
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Fig. 5.40. Stele- shrine with sphinx throne; 
probably from Sidon; ninth– ��h century 
BCE (Sader 2005, 77, �g. 68 stele 55; Gubel 
1987, pl. III)

Fig. 5.41. Stele- shrine with throne; probably 
from Sidon; sixth– ��h century BCE (Sader 
2005, 78, �g. 69a stele 56; Gubel 1987, pl. II)

�gure is one of the more enduring symbols of divinity and power in the ancient 
Near Eastern world and could represent either king or deity (Metzger 1985); and 
for Phoenician examples, Eric Gubel has shown that a variety of throne/seat types 
were used for both male and female deities (1987, 278– 79). For deities associated 
with major natural phenomena, such as the sun or especially the sky, a throne 
may serve as a symbol of the deity without an anthropomorphic image. Culican 
remarks on the association between a particular set of Phoenician seals represent-
ing sky deities (similar to the type described above, “4.3. Overview of Phoeni-
cian Anthropomorphic Iconography,” at �g. 4.8) for which the sphinx throne is 
“coupled with a strong aniconographic tendency,” a motif also found in other early 
Levantine throne scenes (1968, 82; but cf. �g. 4.13). In Culican’s view, a throne can 
be classi�ed as “empty” if either the structure of the throne would prevent sitting 
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or object placement or if there are objects (e.g., stelae) inscribed on the back of the 
throne that would be obscured if another �gure were enthroned on the seat (1968, 
82 n. 138).

Some special signi�cance seems to have been attached to the “empty throne” 
motif at Sidon, the earliest clear evidence for which is a fourth- century BCE 
throne (�g. 5.39) in the so- called Astarte chapel attached to the larger Eshmun 
sanctuary complex (operative from as early as the eighth century BCE and well 
into the Common Era; see Dunand 1967, pls. IV, VI.1).25 �e throne is not “model 
sized”— it sits in situ on a platform, backed into a wall niche, and could easily seat 
a very large human. Two stele- shrines that are probably from Sidon and date to the 
sixth– ��h centuries BCE (�gs. 5.40– 41; though some date 5.40 far earlier, to the 
ninth century) feature an “empty” central throne— �gure 5.40 is �anked by what 
appear to be poorly rendered or eroded sphinx- like creatures (cf. with a similar 
example from the Motya tophet in Falsone 1993, 285, pl. 020), and �gure 5.41 is 
more clearly a simple throne with straight arms (though on the side of the stele 
itself, an Isis- type creature stands with wings extended out and forward). In the 
case of �gure 5.40, no clear space for an object exists (cf. Gubel 1987, 39), but in 
�gure 5.41 there is a distinct niche in the throne that was likely meant to house a 
small object (but unlikely an anthropomorphic object; see images and discussion 
in Sader 2005, 76– 78; Gubel 1987, 38– 39, pls. II– III).

�is tradition of the “enthroned Astarte” or enthroned objects associated with 
Astarte reaches far into the Hellenistic and Roman periods and features many va-
rieties of representation in Sidon, Carthage, and elsewhere; in his argument Met-
tinger leaned very heavily on relatively late elements of the tradition, including 
items from the �rst several centuries CE (1995, 100– 106).26 One may hazard the 
assumption that even late materials preserve earlier motifs, though such assump-
tions must be born out in the available evidence to be valid. We are able to see a 
potentially empty- throne tradition at Sidon as early as the fourth century BCE (at 
the Eshmun temple complex, �g. 5.39) and suggestions of it in the stele- shrines 
(�gs. 5.40– 41; see Gubel et al. 2002, 82– 83, and also some additional throne ex-
amples not discussed here in Nunn 2010, 167, abb. 13– 14). Looking west to the 
Carthage tophet, the older objects there feature many varieties of empty throne 
(some already discussed— see �gs. 5.19– 20 above), ranging from purely empty 
thrones to enthroned pillars and betyl stones on throne- like cultic stands (�g. 5.42; 
cf. with similar examples in Bartoloni 1976, tav. XXII– XLVII). For Quinn (2011, 

25. See also Stucky 1993, esp. 53– 55, 107 (abb. 9 and photo 15.58– 60). Culican 1968, 82, 
thinks the throne in question— which he erroneously associated with Eshmun (?)— is “more 
archaic” than the Hellenistic period, but he does not say how archaic or how this decision 
could be reached. On the status of Eshmun and Astarte as deities at Sidon, see discussion 
above at “2.2. Phoenician Religion.”

26. See discussion of these materials in Stockton 1974– 1975; Soyez 1972; Seyris 1959; 
Patrich 1990, 175– 84; Falsone 1993.
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392, 396), the chief status of Sidon among the mainland Phoenician sites (indeed, 
among all Levantine cities) beginning in the sixth century BCE coincides with 
parallel iconographic forms between Carthage and Sidon, and the mainland Phoe-
nician references to Tanit, so prominent at Carthage, come predominantly from 
Sidon during this same period. Certainly the L- shaped thrones at Carthage, most 
of which can be dated to around the sixth century, can be roughly correlated to the 
earliest traces of the empty- throne tradition at Sidon that we have been discussing 
(see many examples in Bartoloni 1976, tav. XIV– XVII). All of this suggests, at least 
tentatively, that the later empty- throne traditions had antecedents in the earlier 
Iron Age and that colony and mainland city shared an iconographic register that 
placed emphasis on the empty thrones.

Of the later evidence that Mettinger and others have already reviewed at 
length, a few examples should be noted, particularly where we must circumscribe 
what Mettinger had considered examples of aniconism. Mettinger claims one of 
the Sidonian thrones (1995, 101, 103, �g. 5.10) has a “seat so steeply inclined that it 
must have been empty,” and this is certainly possible. However, it should be noted 
that several of the statuary documented in Ora Negbi’s (1976) study of Canaanite 
deities in metal, for example— some of which even come from possibly Phoenician 
contexts— exhibit a body shape that was made to �t on a decidedly sloped chair, 
perhaps even on just such an angled incline as found on the previously mentioned 
throne.27 Another throne with a dedicatory inscription to Astarte from Khirbat 
et- Tayyiba (just south of Tyre; third– second century BCE) supports two carefully 
engraved stelae; in this case, especially, the iconic nature of the image is clear, 
since the stelae feature clearly anthropomorphic �gures— possibly Astarte and a 
worshiper or Melqart and Eshmun (discussion in Nunn 2010, 144; 166, abb. 12; 

27. See, e.g., Negbi 1976, 90– 91, �g. 103/1648; pl. 47/1644; 49, �g. 58/1450; pl. 34/1478. 
It is not necessarily clear that such �gures were constructed to sit on the exact type of 
throne cited here— or that slanted- seat �gures were produced in the same time frame as 
the angled- seat thrones— but these examples do raise the possibility that any empty throne 
could certainly have been occupied by a deity cast in metal.

Fig. 5.42. Series of thrones from the Carthage tophet; ca. sixth century BCE (from le� to 
right, Bisi 1967, tav. V.1, XIII.1, X.2, V.2)
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Mettinger 1995, 101; Falsone 1993, 255– 56; Gubel et al. 1986, 107; 2002, 121– 
22). �us Mettinger’s bold proposal regarding the Punic stelae, “stelae equal empty 
space!” (1995, 106, emphasis original), that is, empty- space aniconism, obviously 
cannot be applied without regard to the nature of the stelae or across the board.

Mettinger does exhibit at least one clear example from Sidon where a throne 
holds a nonanthropomorphic egg- shaped object (�g. 5.43), which has been debat-
ed as either a token of Astarte (based a particular interpretation of anepigraphic 
ovoid objects in the Sidon Eshmun sanctuary that may have been associated with 
the goddess) or as astral imagery (Mettinger 1995, 101– 2, 104– 5; see also Falsone 
1993, 256). �e evidence does not permit a clear conclusion, though later tradi-
tions (such as Philo of Byblos) did associate Astarte with a fallen “star” (meteor?) 
at Tyre (discussed by Mettinger 1995, 104).28 It is possible that the ovoid image car-

28. Philo of Byblos states that “Astarte placed upon her own head a bull’s head as an em-
blem of kingship. While traveling around the world, she discovered a star which had fallen 
from the sky. She took it up and consecrated it in Tyre, the holy island. �e Phoenicians say 
that Astarte is Aphrodite” (Attridge and Oden 1981, 54– 55). �e myth may obliquely refer 
to an actual meteorite; see D’Orazio 2007, 221.

Fig. 5.43. �rone with ovoid object; Sidon; second– �rst century BCE (?); h. 6– 7 cm (photo 
in Seyrig 1959, pl. X.3,5; illustration in Falsone 1993, 275, �g. 6a)
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ried on the “car of Astarte” on Tyrian coinage (discussed below) is a continuation 
of this earlier ovoid tradition connected with Astarte.

For our thrones, then, what we have found is a variety of examples— many 
more could be adduced— that feature a presently empty space or an enthroned ob-
ject that is not clearly �gural. In both of these broad cases, the objects in question 
are unquestionably “aniconic,” though in some thrones the presence of a niche or 
socket for the insertion of an object means that the thrones may now only appear 
to us as aniconic by accident. Having said that, the aniconic, empty thrones would 
only become iconic if the inserted/seated piece itself was anthropomorphic— and 
in some cases, at least, this seems not likely (e.g., �gs. 5.40– 41). In other cases, we 
see the enshrined object, and it is certainly not iconic (e.g., �gs. 5.42– 43), and in 
the case of the empty thrones, we have some reason to doubt that the throne would 
be suitable for a seated �gure (�gs. 5.19– 20, 5.38). Given the prominence of ico-
nography for Baal Hammon in particular with that deity seated on a throne (Niehr 
2008), combined with the widespread signi�cance of Baal Hammon in various 
locations (but especially at Carthage) and his status as a “sky god,” it may well be 
that this deity speci�cally was to be imagined on the empty thrones.

5.6. Divine Symbols and Body Parts

In this �nal section of potential categories of aniconism in Phoenician material 
culture, I want to take up the question of divine symbols or isolated anthropomor-
phic body parts as a type of aniconism or at least a move toward aniconic catego-
ries. We have already encountered several examples of these phenomena, so a few 
examples— placed within a larger ancient Near Eastern artistic framework— will 
su�ce. Moreover, the category of the divine symbol as a potential avenue toward 
aniconism will give us a chance to reexamine the problem of the ovoid Astarte 
symbol broached above as an isolated, aniconic token of that goddess.

In summary of her rich analysis of the Mesopotamian evidence, Tallay Ornan 
(2005, 168– 78) describes a shi� in ancient Near Eastern divine imagery during 
the �rst millennium BCE— and particularly the �rst half of the �rst millennium— 
from anthropomorphic representation of deities toward nonanthropomorphic 
techniques, such as the use of symbols and emblems on seals and kudurrus. �ese 
divine symbols include astral imagery, mostly sun discs, stars, and crescents, as 
well as animals, natural elements (trees), incense altars, and other schematized 
shapes. One may be tempted already to locate Phoenician aniconography some-
where within this Mesopotamian movement, though we must refrain for the 
moment— in Ornan’s analysis, at least, there were speci�c theological develop-
ments that prompted this shi�. Rejecting the idea that divine emblems replaced 
�gural forms so as to practically di�erentiate between human and divine images, 
Ornan rather follows Wilfred Lambert (1990) in the argument that the temple- cult 
image was so holy that it could not be presented casually in full anthropomorphic 
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form to the masses (Ornan 2005b, 173– 74; see also Ornan 2004, 103). Whatever 
the reason for the move to symbols, the fact is that in the Mesopotamian context 
it does correspond to a drastic decrease in fully anthropomorphic representation 
and thus suggests that the use of symbols can be directly correlated with an incli-
nation toward aniconism.

In the ninth- century Kulamuwa inscription from Zinjirli, for example, the 
king gestures toward a row of divine symbols (�g. 5.42, accompanying text re-
moved from the image here), and similar motifs from Sam’al appear in orthostats 
of Bar- Rakib from the eighth century. �ough not clearly Phoenician, the text of 
the former inscription is in both Phoenician script and language (as opposed to 
the local Aramaic dialect), and the latter is in Phoenician script (Rollston 2010, 40; 
see Lipiński 2004, 109– 43, on Phoenicians in Anatolia). In the case of the kings at 
Zinjirli, it may well be the case that emulation of other Near Eastern kings to the 
east provided the motivation for the depiction, and thus they tell us nothing about 
any distinct or early Phoenician preference for avoiding anthropomorphic divine 
images through symbols.

Fig. 5.44. Detail of Kulamuwa inscription; king pointing to divine symbols; Zinjirli; ninth 
century BCE (Ornan 2005b, 275 �g. 181)
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Perhaps it is best to identify isolated body parts that appear as divine symbols 
as a hybrid or partial form of aniconism— the body part becomes a shorthand 
identi�cation but also conveys to the viewer the at least implicit message that the 
full body does not need to be viewed. For example, the footprint, which occurs on 
several of the Persian- period Phoenician jasper scarabs, may suggest the steps of 
a deity (Boardman 2003, 25, pl. 2, 1/4, 1/5, 1/6; cf. with the large footprints lead-
ing into the temple at ‘Ain Dara, which Mettinger discusses in terms of aniconism 
[2006, 284]). Mettinger (1995, 96) singles out a particular image on a Tyrian coin 
of a sacri�ce performed before the club of Herakles/Melqart as an example of “ani-
conic composition” on the basis of the use of a symbol. �e later- period Carthag-
inian tophet stelae frequently utilize body parts and symbols (Picard 1975; 1978), 
most pervasively the raised hand (see �g. 4.16 above), the disc and crescent, and 
the caduceus (�g. 5.45). �e ubiquitous Tanit image itself trends toward a divine 
symbol, even as it is clearly anthropomorphic, to the point that it could be nearly 
merged with the gabled triangle stele top in some cases (Brown 1991, 264, 22.286) 
or the solar imagery completely merged and identi�ed as Tanit’s head (1991, 276, 
34.521, example at far right in �g. 5.45 here). Creativity abounds in such moves, 
and we witness the �uid ease with which the anthropomorphic and nonanthro-
pomorphic merge together and pull apart. We certainly cannot locate the Meso-
potamian evolution Ornan describes toward the symbol on the Carthage stelae, 
however, and we cannot even de�nitively pronounce the symbols in these stelae as 
divine symbols, except perhaps for Tanit herself and possibly the hand (if it is Baal 
Hammon). To the extent that the caduceus represents passage through the under-
world on a Greek model, then it could be drawn into the orbit of divine aniconism, 
as could (mutatis mutandis) the solar disc, crescent, and even �oral imagery.

Finally, one additional word on the ovoid betyl of Astarte. Henri Seyrig (1959, 
48– 51) easily con�ates the Sidonian sphinx thrones and many ovoid objects within 
the general orbit of Astarte and cites Philo of Byblos’s falling- star myth to describe 
the origin of the ovoid symbol (see also the review in Soyez 1972, 153– 60). �e 

Fig. 5.45. Symbols on Carthaginian Punic tophet stelae (Brown 1991, 260, 18.229; 258, 
16.103; 281, 39.568; 264, 22.289; 276, 34.521)
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basic question revolves around the con�dence with which we can see the object on 
the Sidonian coins— riding on the so- called car of Astarte— as re�ective of a much 
earlier tradition involving enthroned cultic stones related to Astarte or other dei-
ties; in his initial publication, Maurice Dunand saw a connection between the ico-
nography of certain ovoid objects in the Sidonian Astarte chapel and the later im-
ages on Sidonian currency (1967, 43). �e coins themselves are not as clear as one 
would wish them to be (see images in Hill cxiii, pl. XXIII.9, 10, 17; pl. XXIV.5– 9; 
pl. XXV.4; Soyez 1972, pl. I), but in some of the examples the central image appears 
to be an ovoid object on a stand, �anked by two more small objects of the same 
kind on smaller stands (e.g., at le� in �g. 5.46). In other cases, there is a chance that 
object is supported by a sphinx- type creature on either side (at right in �g. 5.46). 
�e major interpreters of the ovoid object have all adduced a clay shrine object 
from Sidon with a potentially anthropomorphic �gure at center (�g. 5.47) as if it 

Fig. 5.47. Clay shrine plaque with �gure; Sidon 
(Soyez 1972, pl. II.7; Sader 2005, 125 �g. 108)

Fig. 5.46. Reverse of two 
Sidonian coins with “car 
of Astarte” (Hill 1910, pl. 
25 no. 4; pl. 24, no. 8)
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somehow explains the object on the coins (o�en without saying exactly what that 
relationship might be); along with Sader (2005, 125), I �nd the image on the clay 
plaque to be remarkably similar to the Tanit sign, and, as the body of the goddess, 
the disc that forms the head and the disc at the womb (?) could become pars pro 
toto symbols of the deity and thus preserve a signal of anthropomorphic form in 
a manner that the original meaning is quickly lost. Even if this development has 
merit, we cannot rule out the con�ation of the astral imagery from Philo with local 
understandings that change through time (or even divergent interpretations in the 
same time/place).

5.7. Comparanda: Aniconism in Mesopotamia, Egypt,  
Israel, and Greece

Much detailed and original work has already been done on the aniconisms of 
some other ancient Near Eastern and Mediterranean groups— particularly ancient 
Israel— and my goal here is not to repeat the contours of this research in detail. 
Rather, for each broad category, I give an overview of what aniconic material we 
may have by following what recent and relatively programmatic work has been 
done up to this point and then focus the discussion on potential avenues of con-
nection with the Phoenicians (whether by historical/genealogical in�uence be-
tween groups or simply at the level of shared visual tactics). Of particular interest 
is the question of why any particular group engaged with aniconographic forms. 
Are the reasons practical, economic, or due to material constraints in a given me-
dium? Political? Religious? And how would we know?

To be sure, there are data from the Roman Empire in the West and the 
Nabateans in the East— falling too far outside of the chronological range of my 
focus here— that provide fascinating typological parallels to Phoenician and other 
aniconisms. For example, the Nabateans, a southern Levantine and Arabian des-
ert group receiving literary attestation as early as the late fourth century BCE but 
whose aniconic material culture is more prominent in the second or �rst century 
BCE, were famous for their abstention from anthropomorphic images (see Patrich 
1990, 21– 49; Mettinger 1995, 57– 68; Healey 2001, 181– 210). While past work at 
a major Nabatean temple site like Khirbet et- Tannur had focused on �gural im-
ages, Joseph Patrich declares these images “not a true re�ection of the Arabian- 
Nabatean tradition”— rather, stelae (mṣb/nṣb) took pride of place in representing 
the deities, o�en in striking square or rectangular geometrical shapes but also 
in the form of empty niches and ovoid betyl shapes of the type examined above 
(Patrich 1990, 50, and images at 54, ill. 6; 57, ill. 7; 77, ill. 19; 78– 79, ills. 21– 23; on 
the Tannur temple, see now McKenzie 2013). �e aniconography of the Nabate-
ans even reached iconoclasm under the reign of Obodas III (30– 9 BCE), though 
Patrich argues against a long, evolutionary process of development for the non-
�guration: along with its distinct language and script, Nabatean art “emerged in 
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an act of innovation” and expressed “natural uniqueness, self- consciousness, and 
pride” (1990, 166). �e aniconic trend in the southern desert regions continued 
on into pre- Islamic Arabia (review in Mettinger 1995, 69– 76; and also Shenkar 
2008) and, more famously and programmatically, Islam (see Grabar 2003; Pregill 
2009; Natif 2011), where the intent on breaking with the “idolatrous” past drove 
aniconographic and iconoclastic programs.29

Mesopotamia

Outside of Israel (discussed below), the long history of Mesopotamian art o�ers 
a fascinating and complicated picture of iconic depiction and aniconic possibility 
that does not easily admit to summary. �ough he found some empty thrones, 
betyl objects, symbol worship, and the like in both Mesopotamia and Egypt, Met-
tinger did not �nd much by way of truly aniconic practice or theology (1995, 
39– 56), though more nuanced and recent studies (especially Ornan 2005b) have 
highlighted the signi�cant use of nonanthropomorphic symbols, emblems, and 
other representational techniques to the point that we must take the evidence from 
Assyria and Babylonia, especially in the middle of the �rst millennium BCE, as a 
potential avenue of contact for the Phoenicians— though few would be willing to 
claim artistic in�uence from east to west. (Usually the Phoenicians are viewed as 
the innovators, themselves in�uenced by Egypt.)

Politically, at least, the relationship between the Phoenicians and ancient 
Near Eastern empires— particularly Assyria in the eighth century and Persia in 
the sixth century— has been characterized and debated as a push and pull between 
the needs of empire for tribute and the Phoenician expansion westward. Begin-
ning most prominently with Susan Frankenstein’s famous thesis (1979), namely, 
that the Phoenicians colonized the Mediterranean in order to pay metal tribute to 
the Assyrians, various suggestions for the expansion ensued that involved over-
population at Tyre (Aubet 2001, 76– 79) and other political factors of trade (see 
the helpful overview in Demand 2011, 221– 55; and Fletcher 2012; as well as Pappa 
2013, 177– 88, who cites many factors for the expansion). It seems only reasonable 
to leave open the possibility that iconographic in�uence speci�cally penetrated 
from Mesopotamia to the Phoenicians, but perhaps a better view would be to see 
whatever Phoenician aniconic tendencies we can �nd as part of a larger, more 
general trend toward non�gural forms for deities in the �rst millennium generally.

In particular, Ornan o�ers the most comprehensive and compelling analysis 
of the Mesopotamian evidence to date (2005b; see also, e.g., Ornan 1995, 2004, 
2014). Even though anthropomorphism dominated and �gural forms were “prob-
ably . . . the prevailing focus of the cult in Mesopotamian shrines,” Ornan argues 
that “in certain periods divine non- anthropomorphic representations became 

29. �e Qur’an prohibits idolatry at many points, but it is the later hadiths that specify 
prohibitions on the making of iconic images.
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the norm” (2005b, 13). In summary of her conclusions, Ornan �nds that Middle 
Babylonian and Middle Assyrian seals (in roughly the second half of the second 
millennium) o�er the greatest variety among all media types for divine images, 
while kuddurus from the same period feature divine emblems. During this period, 
Ornan sees Babylonian in�uence on the Assyrians (2005b, 58– 59). In the �rst mil-
lennium, especially the ninth– sixth centuries, the Babylonians depicted deities an-
thropomorphically only inside of their proper temples as a cult statue— otherwise, 
the form is the symbol, that is, various conventional emblems (see Black and 
Green 1992 for a catalogue of symbols and Collon 1987 for a collection of seal 
images). �e neo- Assyrians of the �rst millennium, on the other hand, seem to 
have severely downplayed anthropomorphic images of their deities— indeed, we 
currently have no extant “free- standing” images of speci�cally Assyrian deities 
(Ornan 2005b, 73), and only Ninurta appears as a monumental- sized wall relief 
in human form (87), even as many deities appear in smaller glyptic media (a more 
“conservative” medium, Ornan argues, which preserved older anthropomorphic 
ideals as opposed to the “innovative” monumental form; 98– 108). Ornan argues 
that the Assyrian need to exalt the king, who visually becomes “the only protago-
nist” (2005b, 15; see also Ornan 2014; 1993), prompted this Assyrian �gural deity 
abstention (on the analysis of the king in this role, see Machinist 2006, 186– 88). 
Overall, for both the �rst millennium Babylonians and Assyrians, symbols and 
emblems predominate (Ornan 2005b, 109).

Even accepting these broad trends as Ornan delineates them, among which 
the aniconic innovations are most central for our purposes, it is still the case, as 
Ornan herself readily acknowledges, that the iconic- aniconic continuum in the 
Mesopotamian evidence admits to �uidity, change, and context- speci�c variety. 
�e cases of the kuddurus and the Sippar tablet stand as cases in point. For the 
Sippar tablet, the interplay between the anthropomorphic deity and the solar- disc 
narrates the politics of the image, absence, and reimaging of the deity (�g. 5.48; 
Woods 2004; Ornan 2005b, 63– 66). As the inscription beneath the scene tells 
us (see translation in Woods 2004, 83– 89), Shamash voluntarily (?) vacated his 
Ebabbar temple in Sippar during a time of turmoil, creating a two hundred year 
anthropomorphic cult statue absence. During this interim, the sun- disc symbol 
served in its place, but the tablet celebrates the creation of a new cult statue under 
Nabu- apla- iddina II (ninth century BCE), based on an allegedly archaic model 
found by a priest.

Woods and Ornan agree that the tablet features genuinely archaic motifs, 
but interpret the visual scene with di�ering emphases. For Ornan (2005, 65– 
66), the large sun disc is “the most telling visual feature,” and indeed the central 
sun disc is the largest discrete object and the focal point of the attention, thus 
marking the rise of the symbol here already at the dawn of the �rst millennium. 
For Woods (2004, 76– 77), although both disc and Shamash are overwhelming, 
the anthropomorphic deity is ranked above the disk (evidenced by the more 
elaborate throne for the anthropomorphic �gure), and the scene highlights the 
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anthropomorphic deity at right through a tripartite movement from le� to right, 
signaling the cult hierarchy from human, to symbol, to anthropomorphic deity. 
In favor of Woods’s argument, we may simply notice that the tablet itself is a cel-
ebration of the installation of the new anthropomorphic form (with the symbol 
relegated to a time of divine absence), while Ornan is correct to place the cen-
trality of the sun disc in the �rst millennium iconographic context of emblems. 
�e basic point here is that we need not conceive of the iconic and aniconic as 
an either- or scenario (on this point for related materials, see also Nunn 2010, 
136– 41)— both appear prominently here on the Sippar tablet— but clearly this 
scene and its accompanying narrative invites us to read the interplay between 
emblem and deity as a point of cultic deliberation.

In the case of the kudurrus— Kassite boundary stones from the second half of 
the second millennium BCE— symbols for deities abound, though here again we 
would be incorrect to posit a sweeping aniconographic trend (Seidl 1989; Slanski 
2003). In one of the more famous and visually stimulating examples, the twel�h- 
century kudurru of Meli- shipak (�g. 5.49), some two dozen symbols, emblems, 
and signs refer to various deities (e.g., horned crowns in the top tier for Anu and 
Enlil, the vertical pointed spade in the middle tier for Marduk; see Mettinger 1995, 
45, with more elaborate discussion in Seidl 1989, 80– 81, and the chart of symbols 

Fig. 5.48. Detail of stone tablet of Nabu- apla- iddina (text removed); ninth century BCE 
(Woods 2004, 26, �g. 1)
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in the back matter). �ough such a scene may provide, as Ornan argues (1995, 
48– 49), a “precedent” for later symbol use, anthropomorphic forms still appear 
regularly enough on other kudurrus (see Cornelius 1997, 34, on this point), and 
Mesopotamian divine iconography underwent alternating trends— from nonan-
thropomorphic forms in early periods (third millennium), to bold anthropomor-
phism in the second millennium, and then over to a preference for nonanthropo-
morphic symbols again in the �rst millennium, thus complicating any analysis of 
a speci�c object in isolation (Ornan 1995, 49; 2005b, 45– 48).

Fig. 5.49. Kudurru of Meli- 
shipak; recovered at Susa; 
twel�h century BCE (photo 
in Seidl 1989, Taf. 15.a; illus-
tration in Ornan 1995, 49, 
�g. 25)
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Egypt

Although Egyptian religion would seem to be the anthropomorphic example par 
excellence in the ancient world and its in�uence on the Phoenicians in this respect 
as with iconography generally is beyond dispute from the second millennium on 
through the Iron Age (e.g., Frankfort 1970, 310; Markoe 1990, 16– 23; 2000, 15– 17, 
145– 46; Winter 2010c), one particular ruler and era, Akhenaten in the Amarna 
era (mid- fourteenth century BCE), introduced an arguably monotheistic religion 
with a sun disc as the only “image” of the deity and even attempted to obliterate all 
of the older elements of Egyptian religion and iconography (Redford 1984; 2013, 
esp. 26– 29; Assmann 2001, esp. 198– 220, and Assmann’s older work cited there; 
Assmann 2011; and now Ho�meier 2015; overview in Cornelius 1997, 23– 30). 
Akhenaten’s iconoclasm was not unprecedented in the ancient Near Eastern world 
(see May 2012, secs. 1– 2), but seemed to have been more coherent and sweeping 
than other comparable examples. Signi�cantly, the sun god Aten’s primary asso-
ciation was the sun, or even light itself; the coidentity of the deity and the natural 
phenomenon of the sun certainly lends itself to the aniconism Akhenaten sought 
to impose on Egypt, and Jan Assmann argues that the quasi- philosophical com-
plexity with which light and sun are discussed is “an item of explicit theology,” 
“congealed into an orthodoxy” that “is attempting a precise de�nition of the es-
sence of god.” �e “immanence” of Aten required “a fresh de�nition” and a repu-
diation of other expressions (Assmann 2001, 210). �e iconography of this move-
ment was a simple disc, out of which rays of light like outstretched hands emanate 
(e.g., Redford 2013, 24, �g. 11).

For Akhenaten all of this was a deeply personal theology, whatever the prece-
dence for solar veneration in the prior era or continuation of Aten’s characteristics 
in Egyptian religion, as his solar worship was increasingly fused with “divine �li-
ation,” centering on his relationship with his father in the form of the sun disc, 
approached only by Akhenaten himself, who also merged his own identity with 
the disc (Redford 2013, 28– 29). �e idiosyncrasy of these views as they relate to 
aniconic worship prevents us from comparing it to the Phoenicians in any speci�c 
way, although we should notice the association here between aniconism and the 
visibility of the sun, recalling the distinct possibility that solar worship was a pri-
mary feature of Phoenician religion from an early period (Azize 2005)— to para-
phrase Lucian, what need is there to create images of that which everyone can see?

Outside of the Akhenaten sun- disc issue, Mettinger points to several other 
avenues for Egyptian aniconism (1995, 49– 56; see Roth 2006 on divine emblems 
in Egypt). Not only Aten but also Amun experienced a “spiritualization” that led 
to descriptors such as “the One who made himself into millions,” an active wind 
and air deity who was both omnipresent and invisible in this respect, a god “whose 
being nobody knows, and of whom there do not exist sculptures by artists” (Met-
tinger 1995, 49– 50). Amun’s iconography apparently included enthroned objects, 
at least some of which are non�gural and appear rather like the betyl- stones of the 
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later Punic examples reviewed above (�g. 5.50; Mettinger 1995, 52– 53, �gs. 2.9– 
13, and literature cited there). As with the Mesopotamian examples and essentially 
all “aniconic” phenomena in the ancient world, lest we imagine that the Amun cult 
at �ebes was entirely aniconic and focused on objects like this, we must recognize 
the “ample attestations” of anthropomorphic imagery for this deity that coexisted 
with the allegedly non�gural forms (Mettinger 1995, 53).

Israel

As Iron Age Phoenicia’s closest mainland neighbor in the Levant for which we 
have evidence of aniconism— most prominently in the texts of the Hebrew Bible— 
ancient Israel makes for a culturally and historically natural comparative avenue. 
�e Bible’s position even in the modern period has led to immense scrutiny of 
its proscription of the divine image, and the understanding of Israel’s religion in 
this respect has explicitly or implicitly motivated nearly every one of the many 
scholarly investigations of the iconography of ancient Israel.30 �ere are many dif-

30. �e amount of secondary literature on Israelite iconism/aniconism is expansive; the 
following relatively recent sources (representing only the last two decades) have been help-
ful for me and represent a variety of perspectives: Mettinger 2006; 2004; 2001; 1997; 1995; 
Keel and Uehlinger 1998, esp. 354– 91; Uehlinger 2006; 1996; 1993; Lewis 2013; 2005; 1998; 
Schmidt 1995; 2002; Sass 1993; Hendel 1988; 1997; B. Sommer 2009, esp. 150– 59; Becking 
2006; Zevit 2001, 332– 43; Evans 1995.

Fig. 5.50. Object from Karnak (le�) and “omphalos” �gure from Napata (Nubia) (right); 
Egypt; Persian or Ptolemaic period (?) (Mettinger 1995, 53, �gs. 2.12– 13)
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ferent kinds of evidence and avenues that could be pursued here, but I will focus 
on three things in particular: the evidence for cultic in�uence between Israel and 
Phoenicia; two types of aniconographic evidence that Israel shares with Phoenicia, 
namely, stelae and shrine models; and the explanation others have given for why 
Israel pursued an aniconographic religious agenda.

On a strictly archaeological analysis, Israel clearly engaged with Phoenician 
material culture on the level of pottery, precious goods, and architecture (see, e.g., 
reviews in Crouch 2014, 28– 29; Geva 1982; examples in Mazar 1992, 376– 79, 
464– 75, 502– 7). �e Hebrew Bible imagines Israel and Judah in close connection 
with the Phoenicians in matters of religion and material culture in two primary 
instances: the marriage between Ahab and the daughter of the Sidonian king Eth-
baal (= Ittobaal), Jezebel and the building projects enabled by the Phoenicians for 
both David and Solomon— most signi�cantly, the Israelite temple in Jerusalem.31 

�e biblical narrators present the interaction between the northern kingdom and 
Phoenicia in entirely negative terms, as Jezebel imports her prophets of “Baal” 
(a biblical cipher for any number of deities that are not Yahweh) into the North 
and persecutes Yahwistic prophets so that Elijah must defeat them and cleanse 
Israel of their in�uence (1 Kgs 18– 19; a later northern king, Jehu, massacres the 
Baal prophets who have apparently risen up again in 2 Kgs 10). �e reference to a 
“house of ivory” for Ahab (1 Kgs 22:39) may indicate a luxury good trade to Israel, 
and the excavations at Samaria that produced many ivory pieces from this period 
con�rm the existence of these goods (cf. with Amos 3:15; 6:4; Ps 45:8 [Heb. 45:9]; 
Mazar 2007, 163; cf. Suter 2010, who argues that the ivory production was local, 
not imported from Phoenicia). �e cedar and cypress wood Hiram delivers to 
Solomon re�ects the well- known Phoenician timber trade (see Treumann 2009; 
Markoe 2000, 93– 95; Nam 2012, 81– 83), although such trade was not restricted 
to the tenth century BCE. �e prominent role given to cherubim in the temple 
decoration would certainly re�ect the Phoenician specialization in sphinx motifs 
(see 1 Kgs 6:23– 36; Gubel 1987). Drawing on Josephus’s famous passage in Against 
Apion (1.16– 20; text and commentary in Barclay 2007, 72– 74) recounting Hiram’s 
temple building and reforms and Tyre, Culican argued that Hiram and Solomon 

31. �e so- called primeval history in Genesis only seems to know of Sidon, not Tyre (see 
Gen 10:15; 10:19; cf. with Gen 49:13, part of an allegedly archaic poem), and Sidon is the 
primary Phoenician city mentioned in the narratives of the premonarchic period; see Josh 
11:8; 19:28 (Tyre appears incidentally in Josh 19:29, whereas Sidon is called “Mighty Sidon” 
or “Sidon the Great” [ṣîdôn rabbâ] in Josh 19:28); Judg 1:31; 10:6; 18:28 (Peckham 1976). 
See 2 Sam 5 // 1 Chr 14 for the account of David’s interaction with Hiram; 1 Kgs 5, 7, and 
9 // 2 Chr 2 for Solomon’s interactions with Hiram; 1 Kgs 16:31– 34 on Ahab’s marriage to 
Jezebel; and then the drama involving Elijah and Jezebel’s Baal prophets in 1 Kgs 17– 19. Je-
zebel makes further appearances in 1 Kgs 21 (encouraging Ahab to take Naboth’s vineyard) 
and then in 2 Kgs 9, where she dies. Prophets rant against Tyre and Sidon— predominantly 
Tyre— in Isa 23; Jer 47:4; 27:13; Ezek 26– 28; Amos 1:9– 10; and Zech 9, among other places.
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alike utilized a central empty- throne tradition to enshrine their respective “sky 
gods” (1968, 82).

Ultimately, it is di�cult to know how we are supposed to assess these ref-
erences; despite marshaling small pieces of evidence for this or that, historians 
have not been able to o�er speci�c or compelling arguments for how we might 
de�nitively judge the nature of the encounter. On the one hand, there are narra-
tive incongruences and problems that raise immediate suspicion— the presence 
of Hiram as a building comrade during the reigns of both David and Solomon, 
spanning at least four decades, is possible (see A. R. Green 1983, 391) but comes 
o�, prima facie, as a way of linking the major kings of the uni�ed monarchy with a 
prestigious and nearby regional power esteemed for their precious building mate-
rials (e.g., Liverani 2005, 308– 29). �e Elijah stories have not typically impressed 
scholars for their historical merit— J. Maxwell Miller and John Hayes (2006, 314) 
discount Elijah’s interaction with the Jezebel’s Baal priests on the assumption that 
Yahweh monotheism did not exist during this period— although more incidental 
notices regarding Hiram and disputes over cities (2 Sam 5:11– 12; 1 Kgs 5:1– 12; 
9:10– 14) are antiquarian notices with little propagandizing purpose and would 
not be particularly helpful to invent out of whole cloth, especially in light of the 
negative image of the Phoenicians as a religiously corrupting group in the north-
ern kingdom (see Brettler 2007, 322; for a maximal historical view in this respect, 
see, e.g., Peckham 1976; Provan, Long, and Longman 2003, 251– 56; even Liverani 
2005, 111– 12, and Miller and Hayes 2006, 311– 16, seem to accept the general 
nature of the Israel- Phoenicia connection in early periods, as does A. R. Green 
1983). �en again, perhaps all along the narrator intended to paint Solomon in a 
negative light through his association with the Phoenicians (Hays 2003, 166– 67, 
171). �e Hebrew Bible presents us with a very complex mixture of legend, history, 
and ideological storytelling, although in the case of the Phoenician connection 
to Solomon and the temple, we must admit that some of the material and icono-
graphic details of the alleged exchange are tantalizing and may represent accurate 
memories of the tenth century BCE (Briquel- Chatonnet 1992).

Aside from the textual description of the temple in the Bible, what types of 
material evidence from Israel would be instructive for understanding Phoenician 
aniconography (or vice versa)? �e dearth of male anthropomorphic images from 
the Iron Age within the boundaries of ancient Israel is striking. Although mak-
ing an exact count of “goddesses” recovered from the Iron Age context of Israel 
and Judah is complicated by the problems involved with identifying the meaning 
and purpose of the Judean pillar �gurines (see now Darby 2014; and the earlier 
study of Kletter 1996), it is safe to say that there are many more female anthropo-
morphic images than male images. True, several contenders for this elusive male 
divine �gure have surfaced, but none of them uncontested or unambiguous (e.g., 
Gilmour 2009; de Hulster 2009a; 2009b, 203– 5; Dever 1974, 74, 41.2; Keel and 
Uehlinger 1998, 346, ill. 337a– b; Schmidt 2002; and a list of other examples in 
Hendel 1997, 212– 19 and Lewis 1998, 42– 43). Perhaps due to the lack of mate-
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rial evidence, scholars of ancient Israel have turned to exploring aniconism as a 
literary phenomenon— that is, studying nonanthropomorphic descriptions of the 
deity (e.g., as �re, darkness, or isolated body parts, visualizations of certain kinds 
of space, or the words in a book itself as aniconism; see Lewis 2005, 106– 8; 2013; 
Middlemas 2013; George 2012; van der Toorn 1997b).

Two types of evidence are instructive for our purposes. First, given the Phoe-
nician predilection for using stelae, the Israelite mas ̣ṣĕbôt phenomenon is signi�-
cant (see, e.g., Bloch- Smith 2006; LaRocca- Pitts 2001, 205– 28; Zevit 2001, 142– 47, 
217– 18, 256– 66; B. Sommer 2009, 49– 57; Keel and Uehlinger 1998, 33– 35, 50– 53). 
�ese biblically proscribed objects (e.g., Exod 23:24; 34:13; Lev 26:1; Deut 7:5; 
12:3; 16:22) formed the central place in Mettinger’s case for Israelite aniconism. 
Following Uzi Avner (1984), Mettinger tended to see all stone- pillar traditions as 
explicitly cultic (1995, 32– 34), considering the Phoenician stele tradition as the 
functional equivalent of “empty space” aniconism (1995, 106) and then analyzing 
at great length examples of Israelite mas ̣ṣĕbôt at locations such as Arad, Lachish, 
Beth- Shemesh, Tirzah, Megiddo, the “Bull Site” near Dothan, Taanach, and Tel 
Dan (1995, 140– 91) to conclude that Israel’s cult shared features with other West 
Semitic cults in their use of open- air shrines featuring blood sacri�ce and cen-
tered on the use of aniconic objects (primarily stelae) (1995, 191– 94). Mettinger 
was justi�ably criticized for an over- reliance on the maṣṣĕbôt (e.g., Lewis 1998, 
40– 42), though in her cautious review of potential sites for legitimate maṣṣēbâ use 
in public and sacred spaces Elizabeth Bloch- Smith a�rms the cultic character of 
mas ̣ṣĕbôt at Tell el- Far‘ah (N), Lachish, Tel Dan, Shechem, the Bull Site, Hazor, 
and Arad (2006, 72– 77). �e largely uninscribed nature of these Israelite maṣṣĕbôt 
stands in contrast to many of the Phoenician examples discussed above (inscribed 
with text and/or images).

�e model shrines constitute a second area for comparison.32 A recent dis-
covery (2011) of a tenth- century BCE limestone model at Khirbet Qeiyafa (thirty 
kilometers southwest of Jerusalem) revived interest in the Israelite empty- shrine 
phenomenon (Gar�nkel and Mumcuoglu 2013; 2015; �g. 5.51). Situated among 
other cultic paraphernalia, Yosef Gar�nkel and Madeleine Mumcuoglu compare 
the piece to regional palace and temple architecture, speci�cally to the biblical 
Solomon, and suggest (with some caution), based on features such as the recessed 
door frames, roof, and proportions of the doorway (10 × 20 cm, the same as the 
Mishnah’s description of the Second Temple at 10 × 20 cubits), that the shrine 
may be a model of existing Solomonic architecture in contemporary tenth- century 
Jerusalem. �e shrine’s status as “empty,” however, is questionable. �e photos in-
dicate what appears to be a small but distinct irregular square recess in the back 
�oor of the “empty” space, which, if intentional and not caused by the break and 

32. See discussion of shrine model examples and function above at “5.4. Shrines with Ani-
conic Objects and Empty Shrines.”
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reconstruction of the piece— the excavators think it is indeed intentional— would 
be a support niche for an object (see photos in Gar�nkel and Mumcuoglu 2013, 
140– 41, �gs. 4– 6; and now Gar�nkel and Mumcuoglu 2015, �g. 36, for a close- up 
of the �oor).33 �e smooth space inside the shrine, in any case, would easily sup-
port a small object.

Here, as with our Phoenician examples reviewed above, the case for the 
empty- space aniconism is ambiguous and, more speci�cally in the present case, 
seems quite an unlikely con�rmation of the completely aniconic character of the 
Solomonic temple cult. �e focus I have given to the �uidity and interplay between 
iconic and aniconic techniques among the Phoenicians could help us analyze one 
of Israel’s most famous shrine- model examples, the so- called Taanach cult stand 
(�g. 5.52; here I draw on my own earlier work presented in Doak 2007; for full 
analyses of this object, see Hestrin 1987; Beck 1994; Keel and Uehlinger 1998, 
154– 60; Taylor 1993, 24– 37; Hadley 2000, 169– 80; Oggiano 2005, 70– 75, among 
many others). As others have rightly pointed out, this “cult stand” is better ana-
lyzed as a shrine model, albeit of a peculiar type that is potentially unique to the 
Levant (Frick 2000, 115; but not without iconographic precedence in Anatolia; see 
Beck 1994, 356– 57). On the stand itself, the evidence for this involves the use of 
stylized architectural columns (top tier), the function of the second tier as an en-
trance to the shrine, and the sun disc at the very top, so common to shrine models 
(i.e., the sun is not “striding on” the back of the top animal as in the style of an 
Anatolian or Levantine war god; on this point, see Beck 1994, 372).

�e intense debate over this shrine has focused on the meaning of each indi-
vidual tier, the identity of the animal at the top tier, the nature of the empty space 
in the second tier, and the identity of the deity or deities for whom the shrine 
was made or whom it directly or indirectly represents (essentially, every aspect of 
the piece). Rather than review and critique each aspect of the problem in detail 
at the moment, I would like to suggest a strong possibility that has not yet been 
adequately considered: the Taanach shrine is dedicated to a female deity, probably 
Astarte (or less likely, Anat), and simultaneously presents this deity iconically and 
aniconically, both with nonanthropomorphic symbols and anthropomorphically. 
Alhough they think the shrine could possibly be related to Baal, Keel and Ueh-
linger (1998, 160) instructively point to the horse as the primary “attribute animal” 
of Anat and Astarte in the early Iron Age, a fact that could push us to see the top- 
tiered animal as indeed a horse (and not a bull- calf; note that Darby 2014, 333, 
points out the fact that “almost every cult stand [from the Levant, of the broad type 
discussed here] combines female �gurine with zoomorphic images”). Moreover, 
some have asserted a strong link between Late Bronze and early Iron Age terra-

33. I thank Professor Gar�nkel for sending me a detailed photo of the �oor of the shrine 
from Gar�nkel and Mumcuoglu 2015 (�g. 36) and con�rming the nature of the recess (per-
sonal communication; March 26, 2015).
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cotta �gural images and the worship of female deities (Keel and Uehlinger 1998, 
160), though the issue has not reached a consensus. No single feature of the stand 
requires a male deity, yet we do have several features— the horse, the sphinx �gures 
(if they can be compared to the Phoenician sphinxes related to Astarte worship), 
the standing caprids, and of course the blatantly anthropomorphic female �gure 
in the bottom tier— that suggest a goddess.

�e �gural female deity at the bottom of the stand is but one way to invoke 
the goddess here, and the empty space (very likely the entrance to the shrine), 
the lion-  and horse- attribute animals, and even the sun disc all nonanthropo-
morphically gesture toward the focus of worship at the shrine. If this analysis is 
accurate— it is admittedly speculative but not more so than other interpretations 
of the shrine— then the Taanach shrine serves as one more striking example of 
the simultaneous use of iconic and aniconic representations in discreet settings or 
culturally in a given place/period in the �rst millennium at Phoenician sites as well 
as the ancient Near East broadly.

Of all the complex examples of aniconism from the ancient world we have 
been considering thus far, ancient Israel is apparently the only group that o�ered a 

Fig. 5.51. Model shrine from 
Kh. Qeiyafa; tenth century 
BCE; h. 35 cm (Gar�nkel 
and Mumcuoglu 2013, 140– 
41, �gs. 4– 6)
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textual explanation for an image prohibition (but compare with the Egyptian text 
in Mettinger 1995, 49– 50):

I am YHWH your God, who brought you out from the land of 
Egypt, from the house of slavery. �ere shall not be any other gods 
before me, nor shall you make for yourself an idol [pesel], or any 
image [tĕmûnâ] which is in the heavens above or the earth below 
or in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow down to them 
or worship them. (Exod 20:2– 5; see also Deut 5:6– 9, and various 
statements in Deut 4)

Not content to leave the issue at the Lord’s inscrutability, interpreters have o�ered 
myriad explanations for the command, most o�en focusing on Israel’s struggle to 
become unique in its religio- historical environment through a decisive break with 

Fig. 5.52. Taanach shrine; tenth cen-
tury BCE; h. 21.2 cm (illustration in 
Keel and Uehlinger 1998, 159, ill. 184; 
photo in Hestrin 1987, 62– 63, �gs. 1– 2 
and Taylor 1993, pl. 1a– d)
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the past and with their contemporary neighbors in cultic matters (Hendel 1988, 
368– 72, helpfully summarizes some prominent earlier views in this regard, as does 
Evans 1995, 196– 97). Assmann (2011, 20) speaks of Israel’s “radical disenchant-
ment with the world” through its divine- image prohibition, and Feder (2013) cites 
multiple motivations against the “other,” whether perceived within the community 
or outside of it in ancient Israel.34

Ronald Hendel (1988; 1997, 225– 28) o�ers a di�erent argument that relies 
heavily on Israel’s supposedly early and persistent bias against kingship. He claims 
that “once the image of the king was rejected, the image of the god, which was 
essentially a mirror image of the king, was also rejected” (1988, 378). Since the im-
age of El on the sphinx throne was stock imagery for deity and king in the ancient 
Near East, Israel rejected the entire iconographic package of anthropomorphic 
divine icon and royal legitimacy. (Gottwald [1979, 687– 88] pursues a somewhat 
similar line of reasoning, not mentioned in Hendel’s article.) �is view is attractive 
in that it takes into consideration some aspects of the Israelite rejection of the past 
and makes it politically relevant for the nation from an early stage. Mettinger of-
fers a di�erent theory, but one that likewise takes account of Israel’s iconographic 
inheritance (as opposed to Hendel’s disinheritance) from pre- Iron Age Canaan 
and beyond (1995, 195): as a result of his important study, he declares that Israelite 
aniconism was not an “innovation” and not the result of “theological re�ection” 
at all— rather, it was an “inherited convention of religious expression which only 
later formed the basis for theological re�ection” (1995, 195). In other words, Israel 
inherited its aniconic forms, most prominently the stele but also empty spaces, 
symbols, and other objects, and simply accepted them as such; only later did the 
justi�cations arise, post facto. A theory like this may be easily overlooked because 
of its banality, but historical development is sometimes banal: aniconism may be 
an accident, although not one that must remain meaningless forever.

Greece

Finally, we must look not only to the east but also west to the Aegean world in 
order to see comparisons for Phoenician aniconism in the Iron Age. Gaifman’s re-
cent study of Greek aniconism serves as both a helpful introduction to the topic as 
well as a penetrating analysis of several categories of evidence (2012; see also Gaif-
man 2010a; 2010b). �e Aegean and Phoenician presence in the broader Mediter-
ranean world throughout the Iron Age ensured contact on a number of levels (see, 

34. Evans 1995, 200, similarly speaks of “di�erentiation,” and see also Lewis 1998, 52– 53; in 
fact, as Assmann points out (2011, 20), Deut 4:15– 20 itself basically gives a version of this 
same explanation. If Ben- Tor’s suggestion about statue mutilation at Hazor has merit (2006, 
8– 9, �g. 5), then this would be very visceral evidence of Israel’s violent reaction to the past 
in the form of iconoclasm. (Note that Ben- Tor does not rule out the decapitation of this 
particular �gure as the result of “its very long period of use.”)
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e.g., various essays in Dietler and López- Ruiz 2009)— most famously, the Greeks 
had borrowed the Canaanite alphabet from the Phoenicians (e.g., McCarter 1975; 
Woodward 1997), but in�uence �owed between the Near Eastern world and the 
West as mediated by the Phoenicians in areas of religion, myth (see López- Ruiz 
2010), literature, and material culture (see review of the issue and sources listed in 
Doak 2012, 25– 31).

On parallel with the classical authors who commented on Phoenician image-
less worship, Greek authors such as Pausanias did the same for Greek religion, 
documenting what he called argoi lithoi (“unwrought stones”), sacred natural fea-
tures, and other aniconic objects of particular interest (Gaifman 2012, 47– 63). For 
Pausanias, as Gaifman puts it, “there is no fundamental contradiction between the 
aniconic and the fully �gural; the two are part and parcel of the same landscape,” 
but this is not to say that aniconic representations were not noticed for what they 
were and recognized as anonymous, mythical symbols of local traditions (2012, 
74– 75). For the classical Greek world, the Platonic notion of the invisible deity 
would come to suggest both that humans needed images for worship and yet that 
some gods were, by their very nature, completely unseen (Gaifman 2012, 103– 8; 
see 47– 130 for Greek textual descriptions of aniconic worship).

For the material evidence Gaifman traces, Greek aniconism falls into two 
broad categories: “rough rocks” and pillar- type objects such as stelae or columns. 
Some inscribed rocks may have marked sacred precincts (Gaifman 2012, 136– 57) 
or even suggested some sense of the numinous on their own, as Gaifman demon-
strates for the category of explicitly enshrined stones (2012, 157– 80). For example, 
and with obvious functional connection to the potentially empty thrones dis-
cussed above,35 at the island of Chalke (near Rhodes) a “double rock- cut throne” 
was discovered, dating as early as the fourth century BCE, carved in stone and 
inscribed with the words DIOS and EKAT (i.e., Zeus and Hekate; �g. 5.53). As a 
carefully sculpted piece the double throne is hardly a “rough stone,” yet it repre-
sents the kind of spontaneous “theophany” that may accompany the recognition 
of a deity— especially those associated with natural phenomena (like Zeus)— and 
manifest itself in aniconographic form. Gaifman suggests that these life- sized 
thrones were not meant to hold objects or serve as real seats; rather, the hollowness 
could be “anticipatory, suggesting a possible manifestation of the two gods and 
their powers at the site” (2012, 163– 65). �is situation of worship is reminiscent of 
the comments cited above (“3.2. De�ning the Aniconic”) by Fritz Blakolmer, who 
focused on the element of ritual in terms of “epiphany”— in the Bronze Age mate-
rials he discussed, Blakolmer suggests that the cultic image was not the center of 
attention, but rather “the deity itself ” (2010, 49). Aniconic worship could certainly 
have functioned this way, drawing anticipatory attention for a climactic moment.

35. See “5.5. �rones with Aniconic Objects and Empty �rones.”
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�e Greek stelae create problems of interpretation that we had encountered 
for the Phoenician examples. Does the location of or incision on the stele relate 
to cultic function and thus justify the use of a term like aniconism? No single pic-
ture of the use of the stelae emerges for the Greek world, though again Gaifman 
is careful to highlight the “liminal” nature of the evidence: as spatial markers and 
funerary monuments, stelae are sometimes “semi- �gural” (see examples in 2012, 
235– 39), not merely �at and strictly “aniconic,” thus rendering “the �gural and 
non- �gural into one homogenous entity in a visual assertion of their place betwixt 
and between” (2012, 241). On the whole Gaifman’s study helpfully insists on the 
ambiguity and liminality of the aniconic phenomena in Greece, just as we have we 
have observed it for the Phoenicians and other groups. Aniconism preserves or 
creates a moment when things are possible— and for the Greeks but perhaps even 
more for their interpreters, aniconism eventually became the iconic movement 
placed at the center and foundation of Greek art.

5.8. Phoenician Aniconism— Why?

Having now considered the evidence to this extent, I am prepared to o�er a series 
of explanations for why and under what circumstances the Phoenicians may have 
employed aniconic representations. Such explanations are, to my knowledge, al-
most completely lacking in the secondary literature up to this point and perhaps 
with good reason: the data we have are ambiguous in so many cases, and we can 
probably automatically rule out a single explanation for all “Phoenician” mate-
rials that could fall under into aniconism category. Nevertheless, if the study of 

Fig. 5.53. Double rock- cut thrones of Zeus and Hekate; Chalke (near Rhodes); fourth– �rst 
century BCE (Gaifman 2012, 164, �g. 4.17)
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aniconism in the ancient world as an aspect of the history of religion is to move 
forward at all, we must at least attempt to go beyond mere cataloging and into 
more speculative areas of interpretation. �e following suggestions are presented 
in roughly descending order of con�dence in the plausibility of the explanation, 
although I think all of these ideas deserve consideration as tentative analyses of 
Phoenician nonanthropomorphic religious representations.

�e Inevitable, the Mixed, the Practical, and the Economic?

Broadly de�ned as the abstention from anthropomorphic depiction in speci�c 
circumstances, aniconism is a natural and inevitable part of all religious systems, 
both ancient and modern— even for those systems that heavily employ anthropo-
morphic images. Conversely, at least insofar as human bodies cannot be removed 
from any religious activity involving humans, anthropomorphism is a natural and 
inevitable part of all religious systems. �e question, then, is always about how 
non�gural space is used and the extent to which anthropomorphism is seen as 
central and signi�cant within a system (Freedberg 1989). Stepping back to this 
very broad vantage point, then, we are justi�ed in treating all iconographic sys-
tems as “mixed” to some degree, ranging from strictly aniconic groups (e.g., Islam) 
where the living human �gure is the only permitted visible image of its type all the 
way to strikingly polytheistic and anthropomorphic religious (e.g., ancient Near 
Eastern religions generally or some forms of Hinduism) where non�gural sym-
bols, body parts, or suggestively noniconic space will be used to at least invoke or 
frame iconic forms.

As we have seen repeatedly— not only for the Phoenicians but for ancient 
Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and Greek religions as well— aniconic forms func-
tioned alongside iconic forms. It seems clear enough that the Phoenicians had 
no objection to the human form, and yet, looking backward through the eyes 
of Greek and Roman authors into the still- cloudy early history of key sites like 
Sidon and Tyre, we have been able to discern a speci�c preference for stelae 
and other nonanthropomorphic objects. Even in these instances, however, ani-
conism can appear not from an acute theological or ideological motivation but 
rather as the result of “practical” concerns, such as the need for visual space, 
uniformity, or decoration on a particular medium. Economic factors may also 
play a role— certainly the production of thousands of stelae for mortuary pur-
poses (at Carthage, Hadrumetum, Motya, Sulcis), for example, in a short period 
of time could itself drive artistic innovation toward aniconism, and in a variety 
of imaginable circumstances those who via their status could a�ord to commis-
sion more elaborate scenes for stelae, model shrines, and so on may have done 
so, while others simply could not. In still other cases, crude- looking objects or 
schematized pieces could feasibly be in- process sculptures destined for more 
elaborate form (Moscati 1969).
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Within the Context of Broader Iconographic Trends in the Ancient Near Eastern 

and Mediterranean Worlds?

Notwithstanding the complex debate concerning the amount of direct religious 
in�uence exerted by the Mesopotamian powers over the Levant during periods of 
conquest (see, e.g., Machinist 2003), we can reasonably infer some cross- pollination 
of iconographic trends that may have resulted in a broad, Syro- Mesopotamian 
trend toward avoiding certain kinds of representation. Given the Assyrian and 
Babylonian involvement in major Phoenician cities during the eighth– sixth cen-
turies BCE, Ornan’s thesis (2005b) about the trend toward symbols and away from 
iconism could be considered for our materials, though we should be duly suspi-
cious about whether the motivation behind the trend even within a context of 
artistic in�uence can be correlated. Not every instance of iconographic in�uence 
would need to carry with it identical understandings of the iconography or rea-
sons for the iconographic choices, however. On analogy with Mettinger’s culmi-
nating suggestion about Israelite aniconism (1995), that is, that it was at �rst a 
tradition that grew out of the borrowing of forms (such as stelae) from earlier 
aniconic cults and only later acquired sophisticated theological rationale, the fact 
that Mesopotamians exhibited a broad and well- documented trend away from 
anthropomorphism suggests that Phoenician religious iconography concurrently 
exhibited this same trend. In the main medium in which the Mesopotamian non-
anthropomorphic trend is most obvious, glyptic art, Keel and Uehlinger notice 
a proliferation of divine symbols/emblems among ancient Israelites at the same 
time that Phoenician motifs also become more widespread in the same medium 
(1998, 141– 47; on this, see also Sass 1993, 244), a correlation that does not imply 
causation but which is nonetheless suggestive. Again, this would not be to say 
that the Phoenicians adopted an ideological motivation along the lines of Israel’s 
textual image prohibitions as represented in the Hebrew Bible— as far as we know, 
they clearly did not (e.g., Bonnet 1988, 100)— nor would it be to suggest that the 
prohibitions in the Hebrew Bible were in e�ect during the early Iron Age at all.

Rather, the suggestion is that the broader �rst- millennium ancient Near East-
ern trend had concomitant expression in the smaller kingdoms in the Levant. �us 
we need not assume that either the Phoenicians or the Israelites provided a “con-
text” for the other’s aniconism, insofar as a context is typically understood (among 
scholars of ancient Israelite religion, at least) to imply direct in�uence. Even so, a 
more thorough familiarity with materials such as the Phoenician items that I have 
examined in this study could help scholars of the Hebrew Bible and the iconogra-
phy of ancient Israel see the range of what one proli�c image- producing group was 
doing in the West Semitic world of the Iron Age. As evidence continually mounts 
to show the intense interconnectedness of the Mediterranean during the Phoeni-
cian period, students of the iconography must look more deeply into the Aegean 
world as well for analogies and comparison, not only Egypt and Mesopotamia. 
�e eclectic nature of Phoenician art should continue to make us aware of all of 
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these connections— to the north, the south, the east, and the west of the northern 
Levantine coast— and prevent us from making unwarranted assumptions about 
any supposed lack of an iconic core to Phoenician material culture.

�e Relationship between Aniconism and Natural Phenomena?

I remain intrigued by Lucian’s comment in De Dea Syria regarding the image-
less “throne of Helios,” for which there is no reason to cra� an image since “what 
reason is there to make statues of those gods who appear in the open air?” �ey 
are visible to everyone in the natural state, and thus tokens of the deity— vacant 
thrones, empty shrines, or other simple markers— are not only “enough” to suggest 
divine presence but may also be the appropriate and maximal visual expressions 
in a given setting. �e Phoenician veneration of the sun or other natural phenom-
ena as primary deities may have been a distinct (but not unparalleled) emphasis 
among West Semitic groups (Azize 2005, esp. 127– 94, for hints of the earlier tra-
dition; compare with Taylor 1993). Philo of Byblos averred that the Phoenicians 
acknowledged “among things of nature . . . as gods only the sun, the moon, and 
other planets,” which perhaps does not isolate only these entities as deities but 
does recognize their centrality at least for Philo (see text in Attridge and Oden 
1981, 32– 33).

Also, with profound connections to seafaring, water could function in this 
role as well. �e earliest Tyrian and Sidonian coins from the fourth century BCE, 
for example, prominently bear seafaring motifs (e.g., the plates in Elayi and Elayi 
2004; 2009), and in the Sidonian Eshmunazar’s ��h- century inscription, the king 
turns in lines 16– 18 particularly toward calling Sidon “Sidon- Land- by- the- Sea” 
(ṣdn ʾrṣ ym) in concert with his description of a shrine (“house,” bt) for Astarte 
and a mountain shrine from Eshmun, who is called “the prince of the sanctuary of 
the Ydll- Spring” (ʿn ydll) (text from Gibson 1982; KAI 14). �e fact that nearly all 
deities in the ancient world were connected with some natural feature(s) mitigates 
the value of this connection, but it remains intriguing, especially for deities like 
Baal Hammon, who functioned as a “sky deity” and was likely associated with the 
empty- throne tradition reviewed above.

A Political and Colonial Explanation?

�e Phoenicians did not rule over an “empire” in any typical sense of the word, at 
least as we would understand it on the Mesopotamian model; their colonial net-
work was city- based, not pan- “Phoenician,” and the economic motivations seem to 
have played a primary role far and above any strict religious �delity among linked 
sites. Having admitted that, to maintain control over any complex economic pro-
cess the participants must remain symbolically, politically, ideologically, and ma-
terially linked in conversation, a process that involved shared language, myth, and 
other cultic factors (Álvarez Martí- Aguilar forthcoming; Dietler 2009; Sanmartí 
2009; cf. with Quinn 2012– 2013, 29– 33, who speaks of the establishments of Punic 
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tophets as a key part of colonial symbol establishment). �e question of how cit-
ies like Tyre and Sidon could stay in the appropriate level of engagement with or 
control over this conversation with their colonies remains elusive, but would have 
required no small amount of e�ort, especially given the great distance between the 
mainland and the far western Mediterranean (a distance that was more looming, 
to be sure, in the earliest centuries of exploration and colonization).

What does this mean for aniconism? Perhaps in a geographical situation 
where contact between parties was relatively rare, the visual �exibility of aniconic 
motifs served as a distinct, simple, and open touchpoint between mainland city 
and Mediterranean colony (and/or among disparate colonies). Such a geo- visio- 
religio- political strategy would certainly be very di�erent from, say, the Roman 
pantheonic approach, through which images of conquered regions could be taken 
into symbolic and literal captivity under the aegis of Roman control, displaying 
the political dominance of the center over the periphery. �e proliferation of ani-
conic images could represent a di�erent, more �exible way for a colonial network 
to deal with images and connect with hybridized contexts involving indigenous 
groups. �e ritual logic of aniconic images, which relies on apophatic projection 
to suggest meaning, presents a more �uid, dynamic, and discrete visual model 
and could have communicated an ideology of �exibility that more particularis-
tic �gural models could not as ably convey. One might think that multiple, obvi-
ous divine images of a certain kind would accomplish colonial control e�ectively, 
but perhaps the truth is simply that the Phoenicians did not exert this rigorous 
kind of ideological control. �e evidence we have does suggests cultic continuity 
between, say, Tyre and Gadir, and thus an explanation that links mainland with 
western Mediterranean on the level of visual meaning has potential to illuminate 
the emerging sense of shared aniconographic visual culture among diverse groups.

Aniconism and the Image of the King?

What little we know about the early Phoenician city- states tells us that they fos-
tered a robust view of kingship; the Phoenician economic model required strong 
and relatively centralized power structures in the mainland cities, and the epi-
graphic evidence from Byblos, Sidon, and Tyre attests to monarchies in tradition-
al acts of memory preservation, building projects, and cultic establishment (see 
above at “2.1. Who Were the Phoenicians?”). We do not have speci�c details on 
royal involvement in local cults beyond these types of inscriptions, although at 
Late Bronze Age Ugarit we do know that the king played a central role in almost 
all of the extant rituals (see Pardee 2002 and Niehr 2014) and the Israelite prophet 
Ezekiel’s sixth- century BCE pillories against the king of Tyre in Ezek 26– 28 evoke 
the image of a ritually obsessed king, perhaps even claiming divinity for himself 
(Ezek 28:2). Along these lines, one may wonder whether Ornan’s explanation for 
the Assyrian abstention from portraying the deity— namely, to draw focus on the 
royal �gure of the king as the sole power (Ornan 2014; 2005b, 15; 2004, 113; cf. 
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with Winter 2010a)— could have functioned for the Phoenician reticence in some 
cases for male anthropomorphic imagery (as already suggested brie�y by Lipiński 
1970, 51).36

�is explanation stands in clear contrast from Hendel’s account of Israelite 
aniconism (1988), which involves a putative bias against kingship in ancient Israel; 
because deity and king could become so easily con�ated and were, in Hendel’s view, 
in the perception of early Israel, the image of the enthroned god (= king) could not 
be tolerated. �ese two explanations— Ornan’s for the Assyrians and Hendel’s for 
the Israelites— are clearly two ends of the same spectrum, and if the Phoenicians 
were to �t in here anywhere, it would be on the Assyrian side. As “king of the city,” 
the Tyrian Melqart (mlk- qrt) may have been viewed as an ancestral- deity �gure for 
the Tyrian kings, a fact that would reinforce the high view of kingship for at least 
Tyre. One may compare this notion with Philo’s opinion that the earliest Phoeni-
cians began by worshiping humans, who were only later considered gods and then 
honored with “temples and also consecrated steles and staves in their name [stēlas 
te kai rabdous aphieroun ex onomatos]” (Attridge and Oden 1981, 32– 33). Admit-
tedly, if this aniconographic explanation were true of the Phoenicians, we would 
expect to see prominent images of the king even vaguely along the lines of what we 
�nd for the Neo- Assyrians, and we do not (the exception perhaps being the “royal” 
�gures on Persian- period seals in �g. 4.8).

36. In Lipiński’s view (1970, 51) it was speci�cally the status of Melqart as the eponymous 
dei�ed ancestor of the Tyrian monarchy and visible/earthly husband to Astarte that meant 
no male image was needed at the temple: “Melqart nous apparaît ainsi comme l’eponyme 
dei�e des rois de Tyr. Ceux- ci sont en quelque sorte ses manifestations visibles et les epoux 
terrestres de sa paredre Astarte. C’est vraisemblablement pour cette raison, et non en vertu 
d’une aversion semitique pour les representations anthropomorphiques de la divinite, que 
les temples de melqart, ‘roi de la cité,’ ne contenaient pas de statue de culte.”
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Conclusions

What is at stake for the various interpreters of Phoenician aniconism, outside 
of the sheer joy of historical discovery? Indeed, “the sheer joy of historical 

discovery” is never enough, since it does not answer the question of the choice of 
this group, in this time period, for these materials. Why did anyone care about 
aniconism at all, and why would anyone care today? We may posit a threefold 
framework of reception, beginning with the Hellenistic and Roman authors, the 
earlier modern interpreters of aniconism such as J. J. I. Döllinger, William Rob-
ertson Smith, and others in the nineteenth century, and then our own contem-
porary world. What was at stake given each of these interpretive horizons? For 
much of the interpretive history, it seems, evolutionary ideas toward some reli-
gious goal—the perceived religious superiority of one’s own period on the scale, 
perhaps— played a large role, certainly for the Greek and Roman authors who were 
proud of their intellectual and philosophical achievements but also for those in 
the modern period, for which aniconism would become a �exible category that 
could either prove the primitive minds of the early aniconic worshipers or serve as 
a way of vaunting the religious sublimity of those who had the foresight to see the 
divine at such an elevated, abstract level. Even for interpreters today in the Reli-
gionsgeschichte trajectory, not to mention those with theological interests in Judeo- 
Christian history, the comparative task has o�en meant a focus on aniconism on 
the strict and polarized terms of the biblical image prohibition and all that it came 
to entail (e.g., monotheism). �ough we can disavow the biblical in�uence here, 
we must wonder whether the use of the very term aniconism and the history of 
scholarship devoted to it has charted an overly rigid path for the analysis of mate-
rial culture for too many disparate groups.

What of the Phoenicians themselves? Aside from tracing something of this 
history of research into broader questions of aniconism as a religious practice, in 
this study I have sought to reach back to the Iron Age Mediterranean and Near 
Eastern contexts of Phoenician identity and material culture to see what we can 
say about Phoenician divine representation in this respect. A vaguely pessimistic 
sense of the extent to which all of the items, as a group or individually, belong 
under the rubric “Phoenician” lingers among the pages of this study; this is not 
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cynicism or a kind of historical minimalism, but rather a recognition that identi-
ties in this Iron Age Mediterranean context were not always as obvious or stable as 
we would want them to be for purposes of tidy scholarly categorization. Moreover, 
a synthetic study of this type introduces a certain “�atness” into the images, as the 
collection of iconography puts the images into a two- dimensional comparative 
context for a speci�c purpose— decidedly not the purpose for which the images 
were created and not the situation in which they were used. Consider the size of 
some of the objects we have examined— for example, “Seyrig’s throne,” the sphinx- 
throne object supporting the ovoid betyl (�g. 5.43), is a mere six centimeters in 
height, hardly larger than a board- game piece. On the printed page, placed along-
side other objects, one gets a distorted sense of scale, which could prevent us from 
even wondering how an object this small could clearly encode notions of ritual, of 
divine representation, and of cultic space.

�us a synthesis of this type, conducted in search of such an elusive concept 
as aniconism among a group as elusive as the Phoenicians, is bound to encoun-
ter many uncertainties, and there are many questions a study like this could only 
begin to address. Indeed, the study of Phoenicians is getting increasingly com-
plicated, and a plethora of both primary data and secondary literature spanning 
the Mediterranean world calls for new syntheses and attempts at addressing some 
issues, and what I hope to have accomplished here is to create one such synthesis 
around one particular question. Further study of Phoenician temples and open- air 
spaces may reveal nuances of aniconic ritual that I was not able to explore here, 
and my most basic hope is that I have provided a helpful con�guration of materials 
and sources to serve as a new clearinghouse for future and better e�orts to under-
stand particular aniconic contexts with a deeper understanding of very particular 
historical and archaeological environments.

Even so, this project has found positive results. �ough some previous studies 
had used the terminology of aniconism to describe Phoenician religious repre-
sentation for isolated objects, regions, or historical periods, this study is the �rst 
to attempt to collect and describe a much wider range of data— coroplastic art, 
sculpture in metal, scarabs and seals, coinage, temple architecture, and more— 
representative of what we now possess from mainland cities and colonies that 
come under the umbrella of Phoenician identity and in�uence. A coherent pattern 
of Phoenician engagement in non�gural divine representation emerges, and the 
Phoenicians played a role in the dissemination and popularization of this type of 
representation. �e case for Phoenician aniconism is, I believe, more robust than 
others had been able to say (e.g., Tryggve Mettinger), but it is also much more 
complicated than previous interpreters such as Mettinger have allowed or could 
allow within the natural limits of their studies. Wherever possible, I have skewed 
my focus toward examples from the coastal Phoenician mainland and toward ear-
lier examples than Mettinger did, as my sense was that he downplayed the earlier 
material, especially if it was anthropomorphic (even though some signi�cant ma-
terials had not been excavated let alone published during the early– mid 1990s).



Conclusion | 143 

On the level of the iconography itself, I have argued that Phoenician aniconism 
had multiple contexts and in�uences: connections exist with Egypt (which was the 
main artistic in�uence generally) as well as Mesopotamia and the Levant, but the 
Greek world must also be included in the conversation as an important environ-
ment for studying aniconism. It is no longer permissible to dismiss Phoenician art 
as a careless mélange of motifs, and the diversity of Phoenician divine represen-
tation suggests that we must acknowledge the existence of a continuum of, and 
interplay between, anthropomorphic �gurism and aniconism. Some objects that 
had been previously categorized as “aniconic” must be reevaluated in light of their 
�gural possibilities, while other forms, such as unadorned stelae, could by their as-
sociation with a mortuary cult be drawn back into the conversation of aniconism.

As for an explanation of Phoenician aniconism, no single factor can be ex-
pected to sweep over every example. I have suggested that, in some cases, practi-
cal issues such as artistic concerns, economics, and availability of materials can 
“invent” aniconism, though this does not rule out the possibility that the Phoeni-
cians participated in a larger �rst- millennium trend toward nonanthropomorphic 
depictions or even that factors of colonial cohesion and identity with the mainland 
could have prompted the use of open, �exible images that remain usable for the 
widest variety of people. Simple forms like stelae could serve as simple yet dis-
tinct points of visual contact between a Mediterranean colony and the memory 
(or imaginative projection) of a temple in Tyre with prominent stelae. It is even 
possible that the prominence of the king in the Phoenician mainland obviated the 
need for anthropomorphic images in some circumstances.

In the end, the study of Phoenician aniconism— and Phoenician iconography 
and art generally— forces us to face the very di�cult question of Phoenician iden-
tity in the Iron Age Mediterranean, a question that does not admit to simple an-
swers. Rather than abandoning the quest to understand Phoenician iconography 
in lieu of this problem, or, on the other hand, insisting on an overly rigid sine qua 
non for Phoenician identity, we must remain content to observe identi�able trends 
and incorporate new material into a broad framework as it becomes available.
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