Megalithic art in the Levantine Rift Valley: the case of the Menjez
megalithic monuments in the Akkar (Northern Lebanon)
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Abstract: The discovery of engraved art brings to light new aspects of megalithic monuments in the Le-
vant. During the 4 millennium Bc, the inhabitants of Menjez invested significant time in inhuming their
dead in megalithic monuments. The study of 12 tombs in that locality yielded 63 pictograms. The descrip-
tion of these signs and their distribution within the monuments enables us to define the scenery established
by their creators through careful placement of the rock slabs forming these megalithic tombs. Parallels
within the Middle East bring to light cultural and religious codes shared by megalithic builders in the
whole region and, in particular, the role played by snake iconography.

Key words: Megalithism, Lebanon, Early Bronze Age, snake, carving.

INTRODUCTION

At the end of the 5" millennium BC, some of the communities that inhabited the Levant
and Arabia adopted specific forms of stone architecture as a way to honour their ancestors.
Under the guise of heavily codified constructions, the builders and those who commissio-
ned these megalithic tombs proved very inventive, in terms of both construction methods
and monument shape. While dolmens and tower-tombs are the better known forms of such
monuments, thanks in part to their resistance to erosion, there are also examples of wall
tombs, tumuli, and cists (STEIMER-HERBET 2004). Building these tombs called for mastery
of two techniques. First, assembly of large rock slabs, and second, construction of dry-stone
walls. As such, funeral chambers are built of orthostates or dry-stone walls and are frequent-
ly associated with annex structures linked to funerary rites, such as raised stones, walls, and
enclosures.

The doctoral thesis of one of the authors focused on megalithism in the Levant and
Arabia (STEIMER-HERBET 2001), for which she described a relatively homogenous geogra-
phical distribution of the two great tomb types (Fig. 1). In the Levant, in areas under a
Mediterranean influence, where agriculture and arboriculture were possible, dolmens with
rectangular chambers covered by rock slabs were the predominant type identified. In Arabia,
in desert and semi-desert zones where pastoralism and hunting constituted the main modes
of subsistence, tower-tombs with corbelled vaults seemed to prevail. Recent data suggests
that while at the scale of the Levant and Arabia this distribution appears homogenous, the
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case-by-case analysis is less absolute. Isolated dolmens have been described within or close
to tower-tomb necropolises, such as at al-Makween in Saudi Arabia or at Jebel Jidran in
Yemen (STEIMER-HERBET 2001, 57-59). Isolated or clustered tower-tombs, meanwhile, have
been found on the margins of dolmen necropolises in the Leja in Southern Syria (STEIMER-
HERBET 2007). Hybrid monuments have also been identified. In the Golan (Israel) and in
the Safa (Syria), some dolmens possess a square or rectangular chamber associated with a
corbelled vault (BRAEMER et al. 2004 ; EPSTEIN 1985).
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Fig.1: Map of megalithic tomb distribution in the Southern Levant (©Project Menjez).
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The tombs of the megalithic necropolis of Menjez, in the Akkar in Lebanon, are a
good example of such hybrid architecture. These tombs were studied between 1958 and 1969
by Reverend Father Maurice Tallon. Over a hundred megalithic tombs and a few settlements
were excavated. The main aim of these investigations was to describe these monuments in
terms of architecture, and to date them. Several articles were published, showing drawings
of the tombs and photos of the artefacts found within them (TALLON 1965, 1964, 1959, 1958).
These included rich ornaments, bronze and obsidian bracelets, cornelian pearls, and seals.
These artefacts originate from the end of the 4™ and beginning of the 3™ millennium BC.
In 1995, one of the authors of this paper studied the ceramics discovered by Father Tallon
(STEIMER-HERBET 2000 ; STEIMER 1996) and confirmed their chronological attribution: these
monuments belong to the protohistory of the Levant, as attested by a Chalcolithic ceramic
bowl and numerous Early Bronze Age I and III vases (3800-2200 BC).

The first investigations carried out by the Jesuit fathers R. Mouterde and M. Tallon
were quick to reveal the difficulty of categorizing these monuments (TALLON 1965, 1964,
1959, 1958 ; MOUTERDE 1940). R. Mouterde wrote, in 1940, “ Au premier regard, on serait
tenté d’y voir des dolmens, comme il en existe en Palestine, en Transjordanie, en Galilée —
et comme on a cru a tort en reconnaitre en Syrie centrale; mais on y cherche en vain les
grandes dalles de couverture qu'évoque des 'abord le mot de dolmen  [“At first sight we are
tempted to call them dolmens, like those found in Palestine, Transjordan, and Galilee — and
like those wrongly identified in central Syria,; however, the great rock slab covers associated
with the term dolmen are nowhere to be found”] (MOUTERDE 1940, 111). In 1995, the study
of the funerary artefacts conducted by T. Steimer-Herbet led to the re-examination of Tallon’s
notebooks. The descriptions of the monuments made with them did not help to establish the
type of cover that they might have had. In the article published in Syria in 2000 (STEIMER-
HERBET 2000), the author proposed to classify these tombs as ‘funerary cabins’. According
to the descriptions made by Father M. Tallon s.j., the monuments did not present any sign of
covering, and the accepted hypothesis was that the roof of these tombs was made of organic
matter. A recent in-depth study of the architecture of the Menjez tombs carried out in 2018
revealed a different possibility in the reconstruction of these tombs’ roofs, as will be descri-
bed below. In terms of building archaeology, it appears that the megalithic tombs of Menjez
are between the dolmen and the tower-tomb.

This article stems from a restoration and recovery project targeting the megalithic
tombs of Menjez. The project was led by T. Steimer-Herbet from the University of Geneva,
Switzerland, in collaboration with the Lebanese Prehistory Museum, the Chateau-Musée of
Belesta, and the municipality of Menjez. It resulted from a call for projects by the British
Council (CPS552-17) (STEIMER-HERBET et al. 2018). Twelve megalithic tombs were re-exa-
mined, 50 years after Father M. Tallon s.j.’s discoveries. Fieldwork took place in July and
August 2018. Just like other megalithic monuments of the Levant and Arabia, the megalithic
tombs of Menjez are built of rough stone, with a few fine adjustments. The builders and
those who commissioned these tombs used topography, monumentality, and all other funerary
artifices at their disposal to stage their dead (including megalithic chambers, enclosures, and
raised stones). There is one characteristic, however, that distinguishes Menjez’s megaliths
from others: the presence of engraved signs.

Symbolic approaches, looking at architectural choices, the building phase, the presence
of engravings (visible or not) and their remarkable staging - all are precious insights into the
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messages carried between the dead and the living. This is particularly visible in the case of
snake representations (STEIMER-HERBET et al. 2018). The megalithic monuments of Menjez,
thanks to the application of new analysis techniques, are therefore a prime location at which
to examine this relationship between the dead and the living.

Using 3D images, an in-depth study of the architecture of the monuments and the stone
slabs constituting them, as well as taking photos by night with a low-angle light, allowed for
the discovery of megalithic art in 11 round or square megalithic tombs and one elongated
megalithic multiple tomb.

3D data was acquired using photogrammetry, according to a procedure established to
provide an in-depth analysis of megalithic architecture (COUSSEAU in press). The aim is to
realise a photographic capture of the monument (Sony Alpha 6000) starting from the ground
and then from above, to cover all perspectives. Computer software (Agisoft Metashape) iden-
tifies reference points in the photographs, using different images with the same point in them
to assign spatial coordinates to each point. These points form a point cloud, in essence a
numerical model of the object photographed — here, the megaliths. Various computer treat-
ments can then be applied to document the various aspects of the monument’s architecture.
To bring to light the engraved signs, the methods used were those that have been applied to
western European megalithic art for decades (ROBIN 2009). The rotating low-angle lighting
technique, coupled with photographic documentation, is the most efficient to make engraved
signs visible on rock. A prerequisite, however, is that the environment be dark, hence why in
Menjez these investigations were carried out during the night. These techniques allowed us to
investigate, document, and study the presence of engraved art on all architectures.

Through the description of these engraved signs, of the tombs bearing them, and the
formers’ location within the latter, we propose possible interpretations of the signs’ function.
Integrating this architecture and its symbolism within the Near and Middle Eastern context
allows us to explore the religious universe of these protohistoric megalithic societies.

THE MEGALITHIC TOMBS OF MENJEZ

Father M. Tallon had recorded over a hundred tombs in the modern village of Menjez.
Today, due to changing cultures and new constructions, only 40 are still visible. For the pro-
ject ‘Valorisation and protection of Menjez’s megalithic monuments’, the selection of tombs
to be preserved was subject to constraints. They had to be situated on land belonging to the
municipality, easily accessible to the wider public, their state of preservation had to be good,
and they had to present a particular interest for the visitor. The tourist itinerary established
for the Heritage House of Menjez currently includes 11 tombs. A twelfth tomb was studied,
but because it is situated on private land, it is not currently accessible to visitors. This twelfth
tomb is bigger and more complex, and it presents an atypical form and engraved elements
that mirror those of the other tombs, hence its inclusion in the descriptions below.

The 12 tombs studied originate from the seven necropoles situated at Djabouriyeh (Nr
6), Fazaa (Nr 37), Hfayane (Nr 36), Khrayeb (Nrs 7-8-8b), Kroum Metowmeh (Nrs 9-10),
Qana Maabour (A), and Watta (Nrs 1-2-3) (Fig. 2). These tombs are good examples of the
hundred tombs excavated by Father M. Tallon. To this day, we do not know whether any of
the other tombs among the 40 visible bear engraved signs. Vegetation has covered them, and
their localisation on private land means they are more difficult to access.
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Fig. 2: Map of Menjez with the localisation of the 12 tombs (©Project Menjez).

Eight types of megalithic tombs were identified. These have circular, quadrangular or
rectangular funeral chambers, with external semi-circular or circular wall called ‘crowns’.
Three of the seven types have no enclosures (types 1-2-3, Fig. 3) while the other five do
(types 4-7, Fig. 3). As such, despite their apparent uniformity, there exists a diversity in
forms. Among the tombs studied, there is an elongated structure, 28 m long, that is not a
classic type of megalithic monument, and contains three chambers: two oval and one circular
and its current state seems to be the result of different architectural phases (Fig. 3: Tomb
A; Fig. 4: 11). This monument has no known typological parallel in the Levant (STEIMER-
HERBET et al. 2018). Within the Menjez area, another specimen exists at the place called
Bustan el-Beik, but it has been damaged by recent pillage and is no longer accessible.
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Fig. 3: The eight megalithic monument types found in Menjez (OProject Menjez).
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Fig. 4: Zenithal photos of tomb types. 1. Tomb 1; 2. Tomb 2; 3. Tomb 3; 4. Tomb 37; 5. Tomb 6; 6. Tomb 36; 7.
Tomb 7; 8. Tombs 8 and 8bis; 9. Tomb 10; 10. Tomb 9; 11. Tomb A (©Project Menjez).



T. Steimer-Herbet, F. Cousseau, M. Haidar-Boustani, Megalithic art in the Levantine Rift Valley

In the Levant, megalithic tombs found alongside the Rift Valley tend to be rectangular
‘dolmens’, with the crown taking shapes that vary by region (STEIMER-HERBET and BESSE
2017; STEIMER-HERBET and ZUOBEE 2014; STEIMER-HERBET 2010; STEIMER-HERBET and
CRIAUD 2008 ; STEIMER-HERBET 2004a; 2004b). In Menjez, however, the chambers are either
circular, in a semi-circle, or quadrangular (Figs. 3-4). They are placed within a circular or
semi-circular crown. The presence of enclosures built around these tombs, quadrangular, rec-
tangular, or trapezoidal in shape, is a novelty. From a typological point of view, the Menjez
megalithic monuments have many features in common with the tower-tombs of Harra in
Syria and those of Arabia. The ideology behind them remains the same: build stone tombs
above ground so that they are visible from afar (STEIMER-HERBET 2000).

The tombs are built using basalt stone slabs, a raw material abundant in this region of
Lebanon. The topographic distribution of the monuments is repetitive. They are built on flats,
slopes, or slope ruptures. The basalt outcrops readily furnish the building material for the mo-
numents. Generally speaking, monuments are placed several dozen metres apart. In Khrayeb,
however, two monuments (8, 8 bis) are in juxtaposition (STEIMER-HERBET ef al. 2018).
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Fig. 5: View of dolmen 9 at Kroum Metowmeh (©Project Menjez).

All tombs have an access corridor, usually oriented towards the South. Inside, raised
stone slabs with an average height of about 1.6 m mark out the space dedicated to the dead.
These stones rest upon a pavement, itself placed upon an invert, with the biggest stones
maintained by smaller blocks. The orthostates lean upon this pavement, implying an order
of construction: first the pavement, then the tomb itself (Fig. 5). The enclosures are built of
massive blocks, and it is possible they were erected later on (Fig. 3:4-7; Fig. 4: 3, 4, 6, 10).

A few tombs bear vestiges of great stone slabs used as corbels and prompt us to ima-
gine a corbelled cover (Fig. 5). The basalt blocks in Menjez are rounded, which makes it
difficult to cover a space two to three meters in diameter using this method (Fig. 6 top and
centre). Another possible form of cover would be a dome (Fig. 6 bottom). The case of tomb
7, with an area of 14m?, must have been a serious challenge for the builders. Numerous pil-
lages might explain the absence of the flat stones that might have been used for the corbelled
vaults, which were probably reused in other constructions.
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Fig. 6: Proposed reconstruction of the tomb covers of Menjez, based on the 3D models of tomb 9
at Kroum Metowmeh (©Project Menjez - Virtual-Archéo).
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The funeral practices associated with these tombs are relatively unknown. No complete
skeleton has ever been found in the Menjez megalithic monuments, and the few human ves-
tiges recovered are heavily fragmented. Only a few teeth are still preserved at the Prehistory
Museum of Lebanon. The deceased were accompanied by jewellery, pearls of cornelian and
steatite, bronze and obsidian bracelets, and objects such as a make-up pallet, seals, a polished
axe, and obsidian arrowheads (STEIMER-HERBET 2000; TALLON 1965).

SIGNS AND PICTOGRAMS : A DESCRIPTIVE STUDY AND INTERPRETATION

Sixty-three signs, pictograms and sculpted snakes were found on 57 stones (Table 1, in
annex). For each we identified:

- monument number;

- tomb type (chamber shape, crown, enclosure shape);

- type of sign (square, triangle, line, circle, cupule, notch, groove, spiral line, undula-
ting line snake);

- technique used to create the marking (bas-relief, matter removal, engraving, percus-
sion);

- stone location within the monument (chamber, corridor, enclosure, corbel);

- visibility of the sign when the tomb was in use.

Of the 12 megalithic monuments studied, all possess engravings. Some are more richly
provisioned than others, especially tombs 8, 8bis, 9, 10, 37 and tomb A.

Cupules are the most frequent sign. These are found either by themselves or in groups
of two or three, and are present on 23 stone blocks in 11 tombs. Shallow and deep lines
are present on 20 ornate blocks in eight tombs, forming parallel or V-shaped signs. Deep
engravings were used to form one circle, three U-shapes, one cross, and one triangle. Six
blocks have grooves, often present in pairs. One large engraving made of deep lines forming
a square with an oviform in the centre covers an entire face of a stone block in tomb 8bis.
Two monuments, particularly developed architecturally, bear sculpted snakes: tomb 9 has 2,
while tomb A has 3 (Fig. 7).

Concerning the technique, our observations enable us to distinguish between three
methods (Fig. 8). The first is matter removal, used for the grooves located on the side of the
small blocks (spines). These could have been done using lithic or wooden tools. The second
method is percussion, usually done using a lithic tool. It is through this medium that the 23
cupules were formed. Circular in shape, their diameter oscillates between 4 and 13cm, for a
depth proportional to their diameter. The largest reaches 9 cm deep and the smallest, 2 cm
deep. Deep lines in the shape of a ‘U’, circle, cross, and triangles are also made through per-
cussion, the depth of the line never exceeding one centimetre.
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Fig. 7: Photos of sign categories. 1. Cupule of M1; 2. Fine lines of M10; 3. Deep lines making up a circle in M8;
4. Grooves of M2; 5. Cross and triangle of M8; 6. «U» of M2; 7. Engraved spiral on M9; 8. Snake on structure
A3 9. Deep lines on M8bis (OProject Menjez).
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The same can be said for the four snake representations, made of bas-relief or deep
lines. The third method - engraving - was carried out using a fine point made of flint, obsi-
dian, or quartz, a metal tool, or a hardwood associated to an abrasive, siliceous material. This
technique was applied for all parallel and V-shaped lines in our corpus.

The discovery of the bas-relief snakes of dolmen 9 and tomb A were particularly im-
portant in terms of sign identification, since it strongly suggests that the undulating lines or
engraved spirals can be interpreted as snake pictograms.

Fig. 8: Photos of the techniques used to create the signs. 1. Matter removal on the M10; 2. Percussion on the
MI10; 3. Engraving on the M7 (©Project Menjez).
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Fig. 9: Schematic representation of the location of signs within the monuments (OProject Menjez).
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