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Abstract: The Parokhet, or sacred curtain, was an important item of cultic paraphernalia in the ancient
Near East. It is known from the Sumerian and Akkadian texts, the biblical tradition, the Second
Temple in Jerusalem, Greek temples, and synagogues of the Roman and Byzantine eras, and is still in
use today. We suggest that such a sacred curtain is depicted on several of the miniature clay objects
known as portable shrines. In Egypt, thanks to the dry climate, a miniature curtain of this kind has
indeed been preserved in association with a portable shrine. Depictions of shrines on Egyptian sacred
barks also include life-size curtains.
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1. Introduction

Among the various objects used as cultic paraphernalia in the ancient Near East, there is a
notable assemblage of objects shaped in the form of a building, and hence known as architectural
models. These objects have received much attention and have been studied extensively over
the years. There are several monographs dedicated to the systematic presentation of the
various relevant items (Bretschneider 1991; Muller 2002, 2016; Katz 2016), as well as numerous
articles devoted to the presentation of a specific object (see, for example, Kletter et al. 2010;
Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2013, 2015, 2016).

In a previous study (Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2015), we divided the architectural models into
three categories (Figure 1):

A. Tower-like items with a flat top and four horns, one on each corner. These apparently functioned
as altars (see, for example, Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2008, p. 43).

B. Model buildings with doors, windows, and human figures on all four sides. These are in fact
miniature structures (see, for example, Kletter et al. 2010).

C. Closed boxes with a single opening in the shape of a door. The side with the opening may
be plain or elaborately decorated to represent the façade of a building. There is usually a closing
device near the opening, an indication of a door that, with a few exceptions, has usually not survived.
These objects were used as miniature shrines to contain divine symbols, like the metal figurine
uncovered in the “Calf Temple” of Ashkelon (Stager 2008) or the clay figurines attached to the wall at
Tell Qasile (Mazar 1980, pp. 82–84).

Here, we relate only to the third category, defined as portable shrines, although other terms, such as
“naos” or “naiskos” (Mazar 1980, pp. 82–84; Moscati 1988) or “tabernacle” (de Miroschedji 2001),
have been suggested for these objects as well. The portable shrine is understood as a miniature
depiction of a temple, or more specifically the Holy of Holies of a temple. Inside these objects, a figurine
of a god was kept, as we know from Tell Qasile (Mazar 1980, pp. 82–84) and Ashkelon (Stager 2008).
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Figure 1. Typology of the main types of the objects commonly known as building models: (A). tower-
like altar (Tel Rehov; Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2008, p. 43); (B). model building (Beth-Shean; Rowe 
1940); (C). closed box (Tel Rekhesh; Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2015). 
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architectural features of temples, such as two pillars or a pair of lions in front of the entrance. These 
similarities have long been recognized (Bretschneider 1991; Muller 2002; Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 
2016, pp. 116–17). We now wish to add another decorative element that characterized temples—the 
Parokhet, a sacred curtain that was hung before the Holy of Holies. It seems that such a curtain is 
represented on some of the portable shrines, a fact that has so far been overlooked. 

2. The Parokhet 

Parokhet is not a Semitic word, but derives from barag in the Sumerian language of third-
millennium BCE Mesopotamia, a word meaning “dais, divine throne room, sanctuary” (CAD 2005, 
pp. 148, 185). It is thus associated with cult and temples. Later on, Akkadian texts of the Old 
Babylonian era (the first half of the second millennium BCE) contain two similar, but different, terms: 
pariktu and parakku. 

Pariktu: This word, meaning “curtain, obstacle” in Akkadian, is documented in Old Babylonian 
and in Neo-Assyrian ritual texts (CAD 2005, p. 185). Only the high priest was allowed behind the 
pariktu, the curtain before the Holy of Holies. 

Figure 1. Typology of the main types of the objects commonly known as building models: (A). tower-like
altar (Tel Rehov; Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2008, p. 43); (B). model building (Beth-Shean; Rowe 1940);
(C). closed box (Tel Rekhesh; Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2015).

As these are miniature depictions of real temples, they are decorated with characteristic
architectural features of temples, such as two pillars or a pair of lions in front of the
entrance. These similarities have long been recognized (Bretschneider 1991; Muller 2002;
Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2016, pp. 116–17). We now wish to add another decorative element that
characterized temples—the Parokhet, a sacred curtain that was hung before the Holy of Holies. It seems
that such a curtain is represented on some of the portable shrines, a fact that has so far been overlooked.

2. The Parokhet

Parokhet is not a Semitic word, but derives from barag in the Sumerian language of third-millennium
BCE Mesopotamia, a word meaning “dais, divine throne room, sanctuary” (CAD 2005, pp. 148, 185).
It is thus associated with cult and temples. Later on, Akkadian texts of the Old Babylonian era (the
first half of the second millennium BCE) contain two similar, but different, terms: pariktu and parakku.

Pariktu: This word, meaning “curtain, obstacle” in Akkadian, is documented in Old Babylonian
and in Neo-Assyrian ritual texts (CAD 2005, p. 185). Only the high priest was allowed behind the
pariktu, the curtain before the Holy of Holies.

Parakku: This term means “dais, divine throne room, sanctuary” (CAD 2005, pp. 148, 185).
A list of 48 small shrines in Babylon designates them as parakku, the “seat” of a god that might be
located either inside or outside a temple, in city gates and streets (George 1992, pp. 12, 65, 67, 99).
In Babylon, in the Ishtar gate and at the gate of the temple of Ningišzida, a dais against the gate
(Cella C) was identified as “parak Assare” (May 2013, pp. 84–85). The kalû, a Babylonian institutional
figure gradually imported into Assyria, was one of the most important personnel in the Assyrian



Religions 2020, 11, 469 3 of 19

temple cult in the 7th century BCE. His status allowed him to enter the parakku, the inner cella of the
temple (Gabbay 2014, p. 121).

Thus, while the term parakku was used to describe a shrine or temple, the term pariktu relates
to the curtain that delineated the Holy of Holies from the rest of the building. This sacred curtain
has been discussed by various scholars (Menzel 1981, vol. 2, T.93:43; Villard 2010, pp. 392, 397;
Gespa 2018, p. 443). It is also mentioned in a letter from Ugarit relating to the 13th century BCE
temple of Baal in Sidon, where it is located “inside the sanctuary” (Bordreuil 2006, p. 161; 2007, p. 95;
Yon and Arnaud 2001, pp. 267, 269–71).

Essentially the same word is used in the Bible to describe the sacred curtain hung before the
sacred space (Van der Meulen 1985; Gane and Milgrom 2003; Gurtner 2006; Bordreuil 2007, p. 95).
The account of the Tabernacle states: “You shall make a curtain [prkt] of blue, purple, and crimson
yarns, and of fine twisted linen; it shall be made with cherubim skillfully worked into it. You shall
hang it on four pillars of acacia overlaid with gold, which have hooks of gold and rest on four bases of
silver. You shall hang the curtain [prkt] under the clasps, and bring the ark of the covenant in there,
within the curtain [prkt]; and the curtain [prkt] shall separate for you the holy place from the most
holy” (Exod 26, pp. 31–33, NRSV). The same term is used to describe a similar curtain in the temple of
Solomon in Jerusalem: “And Solomon made the curtain [prkt] of blue and purple and crimson fabrics
and fine linen, and worked cherubim into it” (2 Chr 3:14). In some biblical traditions (Exod 35:25;
2 Kgs 23:7), women are mentioned as the producers of cultic textiles; women were indeed involved in
spinning and weaving in the ancient Near East from the protohistoric era onward (Garfinkel 2018).

The Parokhet is mentioned several times in relation to the Second Temple in Jerusalem. In around
168 BCE, Antiochus Epiphanes plundered the temple; the list of stolen items includes “the golden altar,
the lampstand for the light, and all its utensils, the table for the bread, the cups for drink offering,
the bowls, the golden censers, the curtain, the crowns, and the gold decoration on the front of the
temple” (1 Macc 1:22). It is interesting to see that a perishable textile is mentioned among the most
precious golden objects.

As summarized by Elledge and Netzer (2015), at least eleven different ancient literary documents
dating from ca. 200 BCE to 200 CE provide significant information about the curtain of the Second
Temple. These include documents from the Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, Josephus, the Dead Sea
Scrolls, rabbinical literature, and the New Testament.

Josephus described the Parokhet of the Temple in detail: “Before these doors there was a veil of
equal largeness with the doors. It was a Babylonian curtain, embroidered with blue, and fine linen,
and scarlet, and purple, and of a contexture that was truly wonderful. Nor was this mixture of colors
without its mystical interpretation, but was a kind of image of the universe; for by the scarlet there
seemed to be enigmatically signified fire, by the fine flax the earth, by the blue the air, and by the
purple the sea; two of them having their colors the foundation of this resemblance; but the fine flax
and the purple have their own origin for that foundation, the earth producing the one, and the sea the
other. This curtain had also embroidered upon it all that was mystical in the heavens, excepting that of
the [twelve] signs, representing living creatures” (War of the Jews V.5.4; and see further discussions in
Ilan 2017). In 70 CE, when the temple objects were brought to Rome, it is told that emperor Vespasian
had the golden vessels put in the new Temple of Peace, but the Scrolls of the Law and the purple
curtains of the sacred place were kept in the palace (War of the Jews VII.5.7). A similar account, together
with other traditions about the Parokhet in Rome, appears in the Babylonian Talmud (Ilan 2017).

Parokhet is also mentioned in the New Testament. At Jesus’ death “the curtain of the temple was
torn in two from top to bottom” (Matt 27:51; Mark 15:38; Luke 23:45). At Qumran, the Temple Scroll,
dated to the 1st century CE, describes the temple revealed by God to Moses, which includes a golden
curtain before the Holy of Holies (Yadin 1983, pp. 27–28). These fantastic descriptions of the cultic
curtain in the Tabernacle and in the First and Second Temple kindled the imagination of later medieval
artists in the Byzantine world and the Latin West (Lidov 2014).
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There is a Greek tradition about an offering made to the temple of Zeus in Olympia, “a woolen
curtain, adorned with Assyrian weaving and Phoenician purple, which was dedicated by Antiochus”
(Pausanius, Description of Greece V.12.2). It is interesting to compare “Assyrian weaving” to Josephus’
“Babylonian curtain” of the Temple in Jerusalem, both references to cultic curtains woven in
Mesopotamian style.

Pictorial representations of the Parokhet are known from various synagogues, such as the wall
paintings of the Dura Europos synagogue in Syria, dated to the 3rd century CE (Kraeling 1979, Pl. LX).
The building even contained a niche for the Torah scrolls (Kraeling 1979, p. 16) with depressions
above the niche that could be used to hold hooks for the Parokhet (Du Mesnil du Buisson 1939, p. 10).
Such cultic curtains are also depicted on the mosaic floors of several Jewish and Samaritan synagogues
(Mumcuoglu and Garfinkel 2020, p. 120, Figures 8 and 9; Rosenthal-Heginbottom 2009, Figures 9 and 14).
It has been suggested that these depictions do not represent cultic furnishings of the synagogue but
convey a spiritual message related to the Temple (Rosenthal-Heginbottom 2009, p. 169).

In Syrian Christian sources from the 4th century CE onward there are several references to the
use of altar curtains. They were conceived as an interactive system of devices concealing the door
of the sanctuary barrier. This influence has been noted in medieval Byzantine churches, as well as
in Ethiopian churches from the 11th century CE (Schattner-Rieser 2012, p. 19; Lidov 2014). Later on,
the curtain was perceived to be the threshold of what is beyond visibility, the presence of the invisible
God in the Christian religion (Constas 2006).

As a matter of fact, the very same cultic curtain and the identical term “Parokhet” are still in use
today in modern Jewish synagogues (Yaniv 2019, p. 29). There is probably no other cultic object that
has preserved its original function and name for nearly five thousand years and in different cultures.
The long survival of both the cultic curtain and its original name points to the central importance of
the Parokhet in the eyes of worshipers. It is, hence, no surprise that the Parokhet was depicted on
miniature representations of temples.

3. Archaeological Examples of the Sacred Curtain

As they were made from perishable materials like wool or linen, not one example of an ancient
Parokhet has survived in Mesopotamia or the Levant. In Egypt, however, thanks to the dry climate,
there are examples of textiles that functioned in cultic contexts, such as portable shrines and burials.

The most relevant example is a simple portable shrine made of clay, uncovered at Abydos
140 years ago (Mariette 1880, catalog number 1429, p. 555; Roeder 1914, pp. 135–37; Megahed and
Bassir 2015, p. 144, Figure 1). The rounded clay object has a rectangular opening in front, with a thick
frame on three sides topped by an emphasized lintel. This lintel is decorated by a projecting row of
eight uraei snakes crowned by sun-disks. The wide base of the artifact probably held an image or
emblem of a deity, presumably Osiris (Figure 2). This object (CG 70041, Cairo Egyptian Museum),
which belonged to the goldsmith Sankhuher, was found in the so-called “nécropole des chanteuses”
among stelae of the late 20th Dynasty, and hence is dated to the 12th century BCE. Here, an actual
textile about 3200 years old was found associated with the clay object. The textile is rectangular in
shape and fits the size of the opening of the portable shrine. It was already suggested by the excavator
that this textile functioned as a Parokhet (Mariette 1880, p. 551).

The tomb of Tutankhamun yielded a number of textiles, some of them found covering the coffin
of the king. These were not shrouds wrapping the body but curtains that encircled the burial shrine,
delineating it from the rest of the world. The moment of opening was described by the excavator:
“At the opening of the doors of the shrine almost painful impressiveness of a linen pall decorated with
golden rosettes which drooped above the inner shrine” (Carter and Mace 1923, p. 183). There was a
huge spangled linen pall that had been draped over the inner shrines (Carter 1926, pp. 43–44). The pall
was held up by wooden struts on a wooden frame that had to be dismantled to have access to the other
shrines. In a similar way, a papyrus in Turin describes the plan of the tomb of Ramses IV, which was
covered by a similar pall (Carter and Gardiner 1917; Carter 1933, pp. 36–37). The finds from the tomb
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of Tutankhamun give us a real example of a magnificent textile that separated the divine king from the
outer world. In the same way, elaborate textiles hung over the doors of the Holy of Holies in temples
delineate the statue of god from the rest of the world.Religions 2019, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 5 of 19 
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4. Depictions of Curtains on Egyptian Sacred Barks

In addition to actual curtains, whether miniature or life-sized, there are numerous surviving
depictions of such objects. A common motif in Egyptian scenes is a portable shrine composed of
three parts: a shrine, a boat, and a base with long handles. The shrine was placed on top of the boat,
while the handles were used to carry the entire installation. The term commonly used for these objects
is “sacred bark” (Karlshausen 1995; Falk 2015; Noegel 2015). The door of the shrine was partly covered
with a white curtain. In some depictions the top of the curtain is held by a falcon and its lower part is
wrapped around the base of the shrine (Karlshausen 1995; Falk 2015, p. 190). The bark had a role in
ceremonies of two different types:

1. Cultic processions, when it was taken out of a temple during festivals. In this context, it was carried
by a number of priests. A nice example at Karnak from the Red Chapel of Queen Hatshepsut
depicts a bark of Amon (Figure 3; Lacau and Chevrier 1977; Karlshausen 1995, pp. 121–22).

2. Mortuary ceremonies, when it was laid on a dead king’s sarcophagus and shrine. In this
context, the scene is depicted without people. In the chapel of Amen-Re in the temple of Seti in
Abydos, numerous barks were depicted, each with a white curtain covering part of the shrine
(see, for example, Figure 4; Gardiner 1935, Pl. 5).

In both contexts, the depiction of the bark is similar, with a white curtain hung from above the
opening and creating an additional barrier between the statue of the god and the rest of the world.
The popularity of this motif in New Kingdom Egypt (15th to 12th centuries BCE) may indicate an
influence from western Asia at a time when Egypt controlled the Canaanite city states of the Levant;
such influences have been identified in other aspects of Egyptian cult (Giveon 1978).
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Figure 4. Depiction of a sacred bark laid on the sarcophagus of Pharaoh Seti I, from the chapel of
Amen-Re in the Seti temple in Abydos, dated to the 13th century BCE (Gardiner 1935, Pl. 5). A large
portable shrine is located on top of a boat, with its door partly covered by a white curtain (marked C).
Part of the curtain flutters to the right.

5. Sacred Curtains Depicted on Portable Shrines

We will now return to the portable shrines of clay from the ancient Near East and examine whether
a curtain can be identified on some of them. It is possible that in some portable shrines an actual textile
was hung from above the door, as in the Egyptian example from Abydos mentioned above. If so,
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close examination of the artifacts may reveal physical suspension points. Here, however, our analysis
is an iconographic one. When dealing with the way a sacred curtain may be depicted, we need to take
into consideration a number of methodological issues:

1. Location on the portable shrine: in real life, the textile was hung above the entrance to the Holy of
Holies and covered the entrance. On the portable shrines a representation of a curtain should be
positioned in the same location, that is above or on the sides of the entrance. Not every ribbon of
clay above a door in a pottery portable shrine necessarily represents a curtain, however. In some
cases, there is a small narrow ledge above the entrance. On the portable shrine from Kition, where
the ledge is supported by two pillars, we have a real portico (Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2016,
p. 105). In other cases, the ledge is probably a cornice over the door, a horizontal molding that
crowns the door and emphasizes it in relation to other parts of the building. Such cornices can
be seen on portable shrines from Kamid el-Loz (Echt 1986, p. 116; Muller 2002, pp. 289, 108,
Figure 96; Katz 2016, Figure 2.81), Tel Dan (Biran 1994, p. 153, Figure 112; Katz 2016, Figure 2.68),
and Hazor (Bechar 2017, Figures 7.126 and 7.130:12). In other words, not every thickening above
a door represents a curtain.

2. State of the curtain: the door of the portable shrines is open, so that an object symbolizing a divine
entity, such as a figurine, could be placed inside. It is clear, in many cases, that this opening was
then closed with a door (see, for example, Muller 2016, pp. 155–58). In this situation, the curtain
cannot be represented as suspended from above the door, as it would block the opening. Thus,
it was necessary to show the curtain as folded away, or to find another iconographic solution.
There is a paradox here: how to present both the open door and the curtain that closed it.

3. Representing a textile in clay: most of the elements depicted on portable shrines, such as walls,
roof, pillars, door, and beams, were made from stone, mudbrick, or wood in real buildings.
These are all hard, solid materials. The curtain, on the other hand, was a flexible textile and thus
had to be depicted differently from the solid architectural components. Not every rope pattern
ribbon represents a textile. However, when cords and ropes are represented on pottery vessels
they are relating to the vessel’s handles, as if they were inserted through them (Tadmor 1992;
Garfinkel 2019). In the same way, the examples depicted on the portable shrines are all associated
with the upper part of the door, and sometimes the lower part as well.

Depicting a curtain on a clay object is not a simple task. The flexible textile had to be represented
schematically as folded away, yet associated with the door. Close examination of the iconography of
the portable shrines known to us revealed ten examples in which a curtain can be identified. In the
following the examples are organized in chronological order, six from the second millennium BCE
and four from the first millennium BCE (the Iron Age). In general, the earlier portable shrines are
very schematic and thus provide little information on the architecture of real temples. In the Iron Age,
however, some portable shrines are much more realistic, and accordingly, the depiction of a curtain can
be observed more frequently.

1. Ur. This site, located in southern Mesopotamia, was a dominant city in the region for
millennia. A clay shrine of the Isin-Larsa period (early second millennium BCE) was uncovered
(Woolley and Mallowan 1976, p. 221, Pl. 97; Muller 2002, p. 33, Figure 34; Katz 2016, p. 39, Figure 3.4).
The façade of the object has horns on both sides of the roof and the doorway is incised with a recessed
pattern. Inside the innermost recess is a rounded line, resembling a suspended textile (Figure 5.1).

2. Ugarit. This site is located on the Mediterranean coast in Syria. Two pottery portable shrines of
the Late Bronze Age have been reported from the site. Above the opening of one of them is a curly
ribbon of clay, resembling a folded textile (Figure 5.2, Muller 2016, Figure 117c; Katz 2016, Figure 2.84).

3. Kamid el-Loz. This site is located in the central Levant in the Beqa‘a Valley of Lebanon.
A cultic area of the Late Bronze Age with two adjoining temples yielded several portable shrines
(Echt 1986, p. 116). Two clay portable shrines, dated to the 13th century BCE, had a rather similar façade.
The door opening is flanked by two pillars, with an elaborate capital on top of each. Immediately
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above the door, but lower than the top of the pillars, is a wide, uneven band of clay. In places the edges
of the clay band are wider than the rest of the band, resembling a textile dropping down (Figure 5.3
and Figure 5.4; Metzger 1993, Pls. 73, 74; Muller 2002, pp. 108–109, Figures 96 and 97; Katz 2016,
Figures 2.80 and 2.81).

4. Tell Munbaqa. This site is located in the Euphrates Valley in Syria. A pottery portable shrine
from the Late Bronze Age is decorated with an accentuated clay ribbon around the door. The entire
ribbon is incised with short, straight parallel lines (Muller 2016, Figure 134b). This decoration may
represent the curtain that was hung over the door in actual temples (Figure 6.1). A similar ribbon
incised with short, straight parallel lines is depicted on a Late Bronze Age plaque figurine from
Tel Harasim (Figure 6.2). This type of depiction appears on the portable shrine from Tel Rehov as well,
but is restricted to the upper part of the opening (Figure 6.3, Figures 9 and 10).Religions 2019, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 19 
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This decoration is intriguing. What could be represented by short, straight parallel lines at the
sides of the door of a shrine? We suggest that this decoration represents the curtain that was hung over
the door. As it is impossible to show both the open shrine and the curtain closing it, the depiction
gives only a hint by showing the sides of the curtain. Two different situations are commonly shown
simultaneously in ancient Near Eastern art. In Assyrian war scenes, for example, the attacking army is
shown in combat, while the inhabitants of the defeated city are already leaving the city through its
gate (see, for example, Ussishkin 1982). We see here a similar situation, with an open door but with a
hint of the curtain closing it.

5–6. Tel Harasim and Beth Shemesh. These two sites are located in the Judean Shephelah of
Israel. Pottery plaque figurines dated to the Late Bronze Age, depicting a nude goddess holding
a flower in each hand, have been found at both sites. At Tel Harasim the goddess stands on a
lion and the entire scene is framed by a ribbon of clay incised with short, straight parallel lines
(Figure 6.2; Givon 2008, p. 1767). At nearby Tel Beth Shemesh a standing nude goddess is similarly
presented within a frame incised with short, straight parallel lines. This pattern has been understood
as “schnurbändern” or strings, a textile product (Schroer 2011, pp. 306–307, No. 864).

In both plaque figurines, the frames are similar to the incised sides of the doors on the
portable shrines from Tell Munbaqa and Tel Rehov (Figure 6.1 and Figure 6.3). The Tel Harasim
and Beth Shemesh figurines represent the goddess standing in her shrine. This is an unusual
presentation, as the plaque figurines usually focus on the goddess without placing her in a context (see,
for example, Tadmor 1996; Kletter 2004, Figure 23.53; Weissbein et al. 2016). Later on, the Iron Age
II ivories of the “woman at the window” once again represent a goddess in the context of a shrine
(Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2016, pp. 56–58).

How should we understand the imitation in clay of a textile at the sides of a shrine door?
We suggest that the incised pattern around the door of the shrines represents the curtain that was
hung in exactly this location. As the door is open, there is no room for the curtain and it is depicted
only symbolically.

7. Khirbet Qeiyafa. This site is located in Israel, near the modern city of Beth Shemesh. Two portable
shrines were found in the same room near one of the two gates of the city, one modeled in clay and the
other carved in limestone (Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2016, pp. 111–16; 2018, pp. 83–100). The clay
object represents the façade of a temple and features very detailed decoration, including two lions
and two pillars, one on each side of the door. The area near the roof is emphasized by five adjacent
bands of clay. The three lower bands are simple and show no decoration or mark of any kind, perhaps
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representing roof beams. The fourth band above the doorway shows a spiral design, formed by the
potter twisting up a roll of clay and attaching it to the structure (Figures 7 and 8).
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In our opinion, the twisted band represents a piece of rolled cloth. If so, we have here a depiction
of the curtain that hung in front of the doorway and could be rolled up to leave the doorway open.

8. Tel Rehov. This site is located in the southern Levant, in the Jordan Valley, near the city of Beth
Shean in Israel. A rich collection of cultic paraphernalia from the 9th–8th centuries BCE unearthed
here includes a pottery portable shrine (Mazar and Panitz-Cohen 2008). The top of this object is
decorated with three applied figures. The door is emphasized by a ribbon of clay, whose upper part
was systematically incised with short, parallel lines, while the lower part of the ribbon was left plain.
This decoration, and its position only above the upper part of the door, seems to indicate a folded
curtain (Figure 5.3, Figures 9 and 10).
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9. Tell el-Far‘ah (North). This site is located in the southern Levant, in the Samaria hills near Nablus.
Cultic activities took place in the gate piazza at the site, as attested by the presence of a standing stone
(massebah) and a large basin. In an adjacent building an elaborate portable shrine, dated to the 9th–8th
centuries BCE, was excavated (Chambon 1984, pp. 25, 77–78, Figure 66; Muller 2002, pp. 340–42;
Mumcuoglu and Garfinkel 2020). Various interpretations have been proposed for its elaborately
decorated façade (Chambon 1984, p. 77; Bretschneider 1991, p. 129; Keel 1998, p. 42; Zevit 2001, p. 337;
Muller 2002, p. 54; Albertz and Schmitt 2012, p. 95, Figure 3.16; Katz 2016, pp. 43−44). Our detailed
iconographic analysis of the upper part of the façade points to a folded curtain hung above the door
(Mumcuoglu and Garfinkel 2020, pp. 115–20). In the center of the upper part of the object are five
vertical incisions, creating four vertical strips. Each of these strips is covered by rounded dots created
by delicate puncturing. We propose that these strips are part of the curtain, and that the dots represent
embroidery work. The additional dots would then represent the folding of the curtain attached to
knobs on each side of the opening (Figures 11–13).Religions 2019, 10, x FOR PEER REVIEW 13 of 19 
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10. Tel Rekhesh. At this site, located in the southern Levant in Lower Galilee in Israel, a portable
shrine was collected from the site’s surface (Bretschneider 1991, p. 237, No. 93; Zevit 2001, pp. 336–37;
Muller 2002, p. 354, Figure 156; Katz 2016, pp. 65–66, Pl. 25:4; Garfinkel and Mumcuoglu 2015).
Above the opening are the remains of an attached ribbon bearing small dense, rounded impressions.
It is preserved on both the left and the right sides; on the left the end turns to the side of the item and
then down for about 3 cm, while the right side turns down and then up. This “ribbon” has previously
been understood as a snake (Zori 1977). However, it could represent a piece of cloth rolled up above
the opening of the shrine (Figures 14–16).
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There is another group of portable shrines that is said to have originated “near Mount Nebo”
in Jordan (Weinberg 1978, pp. 31–32, Figures 1–3; Muller 2002, p. 199, Figure 178; Katz 2016,
Figures 3.38–3.42 and 3.45). Petrographic analysis, however, has shown that they were made from clay
from other locations, such as Lebanon (Katz 2016, pp. 60–61). Based on their typology, they all date
from the Iron Age II. Some of the items in this group are elaborately painted with alternating squares
and parallel lines (Katz 2016, Figures 3.41 and 3.45), resembling patterns that characterize woven
textiles. If this group is indeed authentic and not the result of forgery, we would suggest that the entire
façade represents a curtain that was hung before the Holy of Holies of Levantine Iron Age temples.

6. Discussion

As we have seen above, the cultic curtain (Parokhet) has been in continuous use from the third
millennium BCE in Mesopotamia until today. There is probably no other cultic object that has preserved
its original function and name for almost five thousand years and in different cultures. The long
survival of the original Sumerian term indicates the central importance of the Parokhet in the eyes
of worshipers.

On the theological level, the curtain created a barrier between daily life and the divine entity
whose symbol was placed inside the temple, shrine, or miniature portable shrine. As such, it was a
means of separation between the mortal worshiper and the eternal divine power.

On the political level, the curtain separated between those who could cross it and those who were
not permitted to do so. Priests, and sometimes kings, were able to cross the curtain, enter the Holy of
Holies, and serve as mediators between the community and the gods. As we have seen in the letter
from Ugarit, if an unauthorized person crossed the curtain, he was sentenced to death. A similar
situation exists in the biblical tradition, when an unauthorized person touched the Ark of the Covenant
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(2 Sam 6:6–7). In this way the curtain was also a status symbol, separating between different segments
of society.

As such an important item of cultic paraphernalia, one would expect the Parokhet to appear on
miniature depictions of temples, such as small portable shrines. Indeed, a miniature curtain was found
in association with a portable shrine in Egypt. This curtain, preserved thanks to the dry climate in the
Nile Valley, indicates that similar curtains were probably common in other cases as well. In the same
way, portable shrines in the sacred barks were depicted with a white curtain partly covering the door.

The representation of the curtain in clay portable shrines is problematic, as the objects are shown
with an open door. It is thus possible that a miniature textile was often present. Nevertheless,
a depiction of a folded curtain can sometimes be identified, as suggested in the various cases noted
above. Not all the items are equally convincing, and in some cases, the phenomenon is expressed
better, while in other cases it is less clear. The earliest example presented here is that from Ur, in early
second millennium BCE Mesopotamia, while the other examples are from the Levant, dated to the
Late Bronze Age and the Iron Age II. This observation adds a previously overlooked aspect to the
iconography of portable shrines.
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