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A ROMAN-PERIOD ALTAR FROM LEGIO

YOTAM TEPPER
(Pp. 141*-145%)

An altar made of local limestone was uncovered
in Stratum II in Area B1 during an excavation
directed by Abu-‘Ugsa in 2001 at Legio, on the
southeastern slopes of el-Manakh Hill, about
200 m west of Megiddo Junction (map ref.
21790-1/71990-1). This hill is identified with
the camp of the Roman Legio VI Ferrata, which
was garrisoned in the region from the second
decade of the second century CE onward; early
in the camp’s history, the second Trajanic legion
also stayed there for a brief period (see Tepper,
this volume). Throughout the occupation of the
garrison, a Jewish-Samaritan village, identified
as Kefar ‘Otnay, existed nearby. The altar was
not found in situ, but in a fill within a building
attributed to the fourth century CE, along with
roof tiles bearing stamps of Roman legions (see
Tepper, this volume).

The altar is square (Fig. 1). Its lower part
is broken, its base missing (width 0.35 m;
preserved height 0.7 m; preserved height of
lower dado 0.36 m). The upper part of the
altar contains a shallow bowl (diam. 0.41 m,
depth c. 4 cm) with rounded sides, which was
probably used for libations. The dimensions of
the Legio altar attest to a public cult. The cult
was probably practiced by Roman legionaries
in a sacellum or a temple located inside the
legionary garrison or in its vicinity.

The cornice of the altar (width 0.44 m) is
divided into two panels. The upper panel
(height 0.13 m) has a design that is repeated
on each of its sides, with a crenellated motif
resembling a stepped roof (merlon) in the
center and plain acroteria in the corners. The
lower panel (height 0.2 m) is carved in a
rounded convex band (ovolo) surmounted by
a rounded concave band (cavetto). A smooth
depression (width 0.29 m) on one of the faces
may have borne an inscription or decoration
that has not been preserved. The crenellated

motif was a common decorative element
during the imperial Roman period. In some
cases, crenellated decoration appears on altars
without acroteria on the sides. A crenellated
design placed between two acroteria in the
upper panel, like the altar from Legio, is
known on an altar, similarly topped with a
shallow basin, which was found in fill layers
in a Byzantine winepress at Metulla; it may
have originally come from a nearby temple
on Mount Zefiyya (Khirbat Aryaq). Thus, The
choice of this motif for an altar is probably not
a random one: the crenellated design between
two acroteria gives the altar the appearance of
a temple facade, thus emphasizing its cultic
purpose. This motif probably attests to an
oriental influence that may even be Nabataean
in origin, as implied by two centurions’ names
found at Kefar ‘Otnay: Autus, which appears
on a bread stamp, and Gaianus, mentioned in
an inscription in a colored mosaic floor as the
person who donated the money for the floor
to be laid.

Stone altars are common at sites from the
Roman period in the country. Archaeological
surveys conducted in the region of Legio have
uncovered several altars or pedestals that may
well attest to the worship of Roman gods; two
bear Latin dedicatory inscriptions to the gods
Serapis and Silvanus, deities of the Roman
pantheon. This indicates that a pagan-Roman
cult was an integral part of daily life for soldiers
of the Roman legion garrisoned at Legio. The
altar described here contributes to the debate
on the origins of the manpower serving in the
Legio VI Ferrata based at Legio on possible
sources of influence on its soldiers.

CAPTION TO ILLUSTRATION

Fig. 1. The altar.
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