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Defining the Sacred
Identifying sacrifice in Bronze Age Near Eastern iconography

Sacrifice contains an element of mystery (René Girard in Violence and the Sacred). What is sacrifice and how do we identify it? Images of sacrifice can be both evocative and subtle; some are instantly recognisable, while others require careful attention to detail and in-depth knowledge of ‘artistic’ practices. They may also depict various stages of a ritual process that is more than a single moment in time, and some parts may be easier or more memorable to identify, while others fade into the background.

This paper attempts a set of guidelines in the identification of one specific type of religious activity usually referred to as ‘sacrifice’. In doing so, it problematises common perceptions and assumptions concerning the definition of sacrifice in general, and its specific application in the Bronze Age Near East. It argues that ‘sacrifice’ is not a simple or universally applicable concept, and that the iconographic material from the Near East points to a great variety of rituals which involved sacrifice. Recently discovered glyptic material provides one of the most explicit scenes of sacrifice from the Bronze Age Near East yet (Tell Mozan seal A15.270). 
