
‘Cult’ of the Philistines? 
Ethnographic Artistic Reconstruction

Madaline Harris Schober, madalineh@student.unimelb.edu.au

Ancient ritual space is emblematic of the past human condition and representative of more than a foreign ‘cultic’ practice. Through the application of ethnographic artistic reconstruction and 
polythetic approaches to defining ritual, the elite space of Area A from the site of Tell es-Safi/Gath can be further understood.

Ethnographic artistic reconstruction utilises an informed artistic lens to recreate ritual 
space. It requires the archaeologist to analyse all aspects of area, employing sensory, 

experimental and interpretive archaeological concepts. This methodological approach 
anticipates the removal of the gap between the archaeologist and the map in an attempt 

to bridge the temporal divide.

Tell es-Safi/Gath Area A Elite Pillared  Space  (Photo courtesy of L.A Hitchcock)

Result: an informed proposed reconstruction of ritual space as it would have appeared during peak use. 

Map of Philistia and its neighbours
(after Bryce and Birkett-Rees 2016, 181)
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• Centre of Area A is thought to be a 
domestic structure.

• Multi-generational use of 
architecture. 

• The Tell es-Safi/Gath pillared 
space was in use from 12th cent 
BCE through to Iron IIA.

1. Philistine elite/noble based on faience plaque from Medinet Habu.
2. Sherd pit with animal bones.
3. Wooden pillars with Egyptian parallels.
4. Benches with Aegean, Cypriot and other Philistine site parallels. 
5. Platforms, Tel Qasile parallels.
6. Worked stone column bases.
7. Philistine 1 Pottery; chalice, deepbowls, deep bowls and a krater.
8. Figurines, whole and broken.
9. Mud bricks following 54 cm cubit.
10. Iron dagger with parallels to Tel Miqne/Ekron.
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Proposed Reconstruction
Hitchcock and Maeir (2017) posit two possible hypothesis for the pillared space in Area A. (i) Elite feasting space and (ii) temple or 
cultic structure. The reconstruction of the feasting hypothesis correlates with the domestic characteristics of Area A. The space was not 
associated with ritual finds, apart from a later Stratum A3  9th century ‘cult corner’  which could be indicative of the building’s retained 
importance through curation (reuse of architecture). Recognition of private and domestic ritual can be problematic, however through 
polythetic approaches and the application of interpretive and sensory archaeology,  we can move toward a more integrated 
understanding.

Proposed reconstruction of the elite space following the feasting hypothesis. By Madaline Harris-Schober.

Stratum A3 cult corner from 
ABOVE Stratum A4 pillared space.

• Phallic-shaped ceramic situlae.
• Ceramic pomegranate with 

suspension perforation.
• Decorated chalices.
• Two miniature ceramic 

figurines of sitting deity.
• Painted platter.
• Zoomorphic figurines.

Stratum A3 9th century ‘cult corner’ found above Stratum A4 
pillared space  (After Maeir 2012, 37)

Animal Figurine from Area A
Image courtesy of Ackerman Family Bar-Ilan University Expedition to Gath Worked stone is rare in Philistia, demonstrative of the building’s 

importance. The wooden pillars atop the column bases would 
have provided roof support, common in Palestine during the 2nd

and 3rd millennia BCE. In Egyptian architecture, wooden pillars 
were half the diameter of the stone column, as attested at Tel 
Qasile by Mazar and applied in the proposed  reconstruction 
above (1980).

Broken animal figurines found in feasting related areas 
are indicative of sentimentality, acting as a symbolic 
token of the past event, also known as ‘enchainment’. 
The act of breaking and depositing fragments of the 
figurines reflect the importance of the space, 
consolidating a memory of the event/meal/place. 
Animal figurines are common at Philistine sites, 
indicative of entangled characteristics. Feasting 
fostered non-discursive activities, engaging the 
senses and solidifying status.

The Iron Age evidence of rubbish deposits from Area A 
contain decorated pottery, figurine fragments and faunal 
refuse. Similar practices are noted at the sites of Kavousi-
Vronda in eastern Crete and at Thronos/Kephala in 
western Crete.

Image courtesy of Ackerman Family Bar-Ilan University Expedition to Gath. 
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Decorated Philistine Bichrome pottery with bird motif. 
Right sherd from Area F.

Animal Frigurines of Aegean style from Tel Miqne/Ekron.
(after Ben-Schlomo 2010, 102)

Benches at Tell es-Safi and Tell Qasile are placed along the 
walls of the building. Benches have direct parallels to ritual 
architecture in the Aegean, Cyprus, Mesopotamia and the 
Levant. They are usually associated with smaller ritual 
rooms, such as Aegean bench shrines (eg; Myrtos and 
Malia).

Area A has a variety of hearths dating to the Iron Age. The 
sherd surface of Area A was believed to have acted as a 
heating element. There are similar sherd surfaces seen at 
Cypriote sites such as Enkomi, Kition and Maa-
Palaeokastro. Sherds have been used in hearth and 
pavement construction in Ashkelon, Tel Miqne/Ekron and 
Tell Qasile.

Area A Stratum A4 sherd surface/installation.

Tel Qasile Stratum X Benches

Tel Qasile Stratum X ColumnTell es-Safi column base

Conclusion

Aegean style figurine from Area A , Iron context (unpublished)
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Through methods such as ethnographic artistic representations of ritual space, relying on the archaeological record and sensory theory, we can move towards a 
more fluid understanding of space and place which would have been privy to more than unidentified foreign ‘cultic’ activities. It is evident that ritual is performed to 
reaffirm group identity and to solidify a social and religious stance; therefore ritual space is emblematic of numerous important relationships, playing pivotal roles in 
the lives of the past and providing the archaeologist with invaluable material.

The elite building of Area A at Tell es-Safi/Gath is 
much more than a ‘cultic’ space. Reflexively utilizing 
terms such as ‘sympathetic witchcraft’ and ‘voodoo like 
practices’ discounts the underlying importance of ritual 
orientated buildings. The feasting hypothesis provides  
an insight into elite domestic ritual closely associated 
with the sharing of food, indicative of  social patterns 
and communal events, establishing hierarchy and 
boundaries. Through comparative analysis of similar 
sites, ritual space can begin to be analyzed through new 
interpretative methods that encompass experimental 
and sensory practices.

Definitively assigning function to architecture and 
objects through uniform patterns hinders the wider 
understanding. Just as the ‘object’ (eg: a pot) can have 
agency and humans can use ‘things’ with multiple 
intentions, buildings can play a similar role of human 
dependence. Such interpretive approaches are integral 
to the development of experimental and sensory 
archaeology.

Enkomi, Sanctuary of the Ingot God
(After Webb 1999, 168)

Kition Temple 5, Floor IIIA (After Webb 1999, 81)

Image courtesy of Ackerman Family Bar-Ilan University Expedition to Gath. 


