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Identifying iconographic evidence for a mushroom cult in 
the preliterate Southern Levant
Estelle Orrelle

Independent Scholar, University of East London

ABSTRACT
Cultures using mind-altering psychedelic mushrooms in lit
erate periods have been identified in the ancient Near 
East. key to their recognition in preliterate periods. One 
may assume that psychedelic substances such as mushrooms 
were elevated to the status of gods, and their secret identity 
embedded in the iconography of material items in a variety 
of media. I trace some of these images from late Holocene 
cultures until at least the Early Bronze Age, and suggest 
analogies from known contemporary cultures where the 
mycological cult was practiced. I note the presence of such 
a cult in the rock art of the Negev and Sinai deserts in Israel. 
Most of this art is thought to date within the last 5000 years. 
I also suggest a symbiotic relationship between man and ibex 
with the growth and collection of mushrooms linking the 
two.
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Introduction

Shrouded in secrecy, ancient mystery cults fascinate and capture the imagina
tion. Doctrines of mystery cults were kept secret and few people knew them. 
They continue to vex scholars because the surviving evidence is problematic, 
comprising few written sources. The message of the Soma cult, for example, was 
concealed in incantations or special names in documents and other details were 
hidden in other innocuous forms, euphemisms and word play (Allegro 1970, 39– 
40; Wasson 1968; Furst, 1992 [1976]). This study examines the evidence for the 
cult of hallucinogenic fungi in the prehistoric periods of the Southern Levant. 
Clues to the mushroom cult are difficult to decipher and I suggest that they 
might also be embedded in ancient symbolic and esoteric representations.

An attempt to identify the presence of mushrooms and mind-altering sub
stances in prehistoric periods must be approached with caution. It raises old 
controversies and skepticism surrounding the theories of Allegro in the 1930s, 
their repudiation and final vindication by Irvin and (With Herer) (2009).
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Evidence for the mushroom cult was both linguistic and graphic. Allegro’s 
evidence was linguistic. He believed that many biblical stories and sayings 
derived from earlier fertility cults based on the use of the sacred mushroom. 
He discerned mushroom epithets behind many stories, names and phrases in 
the Old and New Testaments, either elaborated into folk tales or deliberately 
hidden in names and incantations.

In the foreword to Irvin et al’s book (2009, ix), Brown (2005) notes that the 
huge body of proof in surviving and cultural artistic expressions of ‘Christian’ 
fertility cults brought by, for example, Irvin (2009, plates 1–43) would have 
added support to his arguments.

This evidence shows that elements of the ancient religion survived into at 
least medieval times where they were widely accepted in pagan and Christian 
folklore and religious practice. The many depictions of mushroom trees in Early 
Christian and later Renaissance churches and manuscripts would have sup
ported Allegro’s chronological theories for the existence of the cult in early 
Christianity, but also serves to show the variety of mushroom iconography. This 
study suggests that we can identify these graphic depictions of the mushroom 
in prehistoric times and they suggest the use of these fungal entheogens in 
ritual, for example in the rock art of the Negev and Sinai deserts in Israel.

The depictions of mushrooms on the mushroom trees are realistic, schematic 
or generic (Samorini 2001). Recognizable are the ochre-colored dotted Amanita 
and the smaller hooded psilocybin mushrooms. I note, in particular, circles and 
semi-circles attached to lines as in ‘balloons’ (e.g. Irvin 2009, 117). This motif of 
circle and line is common in the prehistoric Southern Levant.

Ethnological research has shown that the symbolic systems or religions of 
hunting peoples everywhere are essentially shamanistic, and suggest common 
historical and psychological origins. The ecstatic experience of the shaman lies 
at the center of shamanistic religion (Furst 1992 [1976], 4).

Non-chemical means were used to attain altered state of consciousness (Furst 
1992 [1976], 10–12 and 75) but often, although not always or everywhere, the 
shaman’s ecstatic dream has involved the use of some sacred hallucinogenic 
plant believed to wield power over the soul that inhabits all-natural phenomena 
in animistic shamanistic religion (Furst 1992[1976], 10). Fundamental to many if 
not all religious rituals, Weil (2004) argues that the desire to alter consciousness 
periodically is an innate norm.

Almost universally, traditional societies consider psychoactive plants to be 
divine entities, ‘plants of the gods’ that allow humans to contact spirits or deities 
to obtain knowledge, power and control over natural phenomena. More than 
mere sources of chemical substances, psychoactive plants are central sacred 
symbols in many religious rituals, imbued with important spiritual and social 
functions.

The main pharmacological classes of hallucinogenic mushrooms are the 
group mainly pertaining to the genus Amanita (Amanitaceae) and the larger 

2 E. ORRELLE



group of psilocybin mushrooms, mainly of the Psilocybe, Panaeolus and 
Copelandia genera (Samorini 2001).

It has become widely accepted that a particular mushroom was the center of 
a mystery cult in the Near East which persisted for thousands of years (Allegro 
1970, 39; Wasson 1968).

The taboo against naming sacred plants in many tribal societies (Wasson 
et al. 1986, 62 f.) meant that images of the divine plant were embedded in 
iconography of symbolic artifacts and architecture. In the Near East, hints in the 
pictorial evidence might illuminate the presence of a cult, and identify the 
mushrooms used.

Depictions of mushrooms

There are countless images of mushrooms suggesting the existence of 
a mushroom cult in the Southern Levant in prehistoric millennia. I record 
some from the late Holocene to the Early Bronze Age. The recognition of use 
of these fungi in archaeological remains, like the linguistic evidence, is by 
indirect evidence – here by iconography of the mushroom. Depictions and 
mushroom effigies are hidden in material items, in rock art and seals, from 
tiny depictions to huge rock installations. They appear seemingly on every 
assemblage of material culture on flint and groundstone tools, on pottery 
and animal shapes. I present some of these together with speculation on the 
growth, collection and consumption of the magic mushrooms, with analo
gies from known contemporary cultures where the mycological cult was 
practiced. The elaboration of realistic and schematic mushrooms confirms 
their significance in the ritual carried out and depicted in the art.

Wasson identified the species of mushroom referred to as Soma in the 
ancient descriptions of Vedic religion, the RgVeda as the hallucinogenic mush
room Amanita muscaria. The cult of Soma has been traced to a proto-Uralic 
source possibly c6000 BCE (Wasson 1968, 164–167). I suggest that possible 
graphic evidence for the use of A. muscaria and a variation of psilocybin can 
be identified in the Southern Levant.

The ecological context of A. muscaria can be precisely traced since it has 
formed a symbiotic relationship with various coniferous and deciduous trees 
such as birches, pines and spruces, and can often be found growing near them. 
Samorini (1989) suggests that this relationship between hallucinogenic mush
rooms and man came from the ancient populations of the Sahara Desert who 
inhabited this vast area when it was still covered with vegetation. Both A. 
muscaria and the psilocybin species are also coprolitic fungi, growing on the 
dung of animals.

TIME AND MIND 3



Etymological clues to mushrooms

The clues to a possible earlier cult in early Holocene cultures surrounding the A. 
muscaria mushroom are few and indirect. For example, the mature A. muscaria 
mushroom was a brilliant red color with white spots. Allegro related it to the 
opal stone (Allegro 1970, 126). Finely polished opal bead fragments came from 
an Early Natufian surface collection at Tabaqa in the South Jordanian Steppe 
(Byrd and Colledge 1991) and from Wadi el Hasa in Southern Jordan (Byrd and 
Rollefson 1984).

Archaeological remains

The A. muscaria mushroom emerges as a little white ball (Wasson 1968, 35), 
turning to pale green. The fully grown mushroom has a brilliant red skin with 
white spots, and turns to a dull chestnut hue when gathered and dried.

Unique grinding stones made of pale green magmatic rock originate in 
Harifian sites (c8800 BCE–8000 BCE), previously described as bell or keyhole 
shaped but might equally and more aptly be called mushroom shaped. They are 
found in Abu Salem, Abu Maadi and Shluhat Harif (Goring-Morris 1987, 361; 
Scott 1977). Mushroom-shaped stones are also found in PPNB Atlit (Galili et al. 
1993, Figure 18:2) and at Beidha in Jordan (Kirkbride 1966, 33, Figure 7:1–2).

Bead shapes in the Neolithic Levant, like schematic mushrooms, comprise 
cylindrical and circular disk shapes, schematic versions of the stipe and cap of 
the A. muscaria mushroom. A study of bead assemblages dating to the Late Epi- 
Paleolithic (Late Natufian) and Neolithic periods from the Southern Levant (Bar- 
Yosef Mayer 2013, 131) shows that beads were mostly pale green with some 
notably red/brown colors and some with white spots which can be associated 
with the A. muscaria species.

Tassili art

The oldest archaeological documentation attesting to the use of psychoactive 
mushrooms was identified in the Sahara Desert (Samorini 2019.) The represen
tations of the Round Heads Period evoke possible magic-religious practices 
some 10,000 years ago. In the prehistoric paintings of Tassili n’Ajjer (Algeria) 
and in other mountainous areas of the Sahara, Samorini describes polychromic 
scenes of an ancient hallucinogenic mushroom cult, showing persons holding 
realistic mushroom-like objects in their hands, as well as mushrooms growing 
from their bodies. Mushroom-shaped heads and mushroom-shaped anthropo
morphs add to the repertoire of this image (Samorini 2001, 260). He claims that 
the fungoid-like paintings in the caves of Tassili are proof of the relationship 
between humans and psychedelics in the ancient populations of the Sahara, 
when it was still a wild green land (Samorini 1989; Sansoni 1980). The art 
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includes elongated humans with delineated spread fingers or toes; these are 
suggested visual effects of the drug. McKenna (1992) hypothesized that the 
culture that inhabited the site used psilocybin mushrooms as part of its religious 
ritual life, citing rock paintings.

Pollen examination reveals that during the Round Heads Period this area was 
vegetated by highland flora with the presence of coniferous trees and oaks 
(Jefferson 1986, 97). It can be presumed that some of the mushrooms repre
sented were intimately associated with these species of tree (Coulson and 
Campbell 2011).

The center of the art style is Tassili but examples are also to be found at Tdrart 
Acacus (Libya), Ennedi (Chad) and to a lesser extent at Jebel Uweinat (Egypt) 
(Muzzolini and Boccazzi 2014).

The mushroom shapes in this art are predominantly naturalistic – and the 
people themselves may represent a schematic mushroom shape.

Rock art from Negev and Sinai deserts, Israel

For this study, I examined a corpus of ~190 rock art panels from the Central 
Negev that had been assembled by Razy Yahel of Sde Boqer. Most of this art is 
thought to date within the last 5000 years (e.g. Eisenberg-Degen and Rosen 
2013). For published examples from other sites in the Negev Desert, see for 
example Anati (1956, 1962), Eisenberg Degen (2012) and Eisenberg Degen and 
Rosen (2013).

The evidence from rock art in the Negev and Sinai includes some of the 
motifs and characteristics of the Tassili culture and suggests that there may have 
been contact between the two people. Round-headed people, are depicted; 
although they are often difficult to decipher.

Some humans appear to carry a circle and stick, described as carrying tools 
(Eisenberg Degen 2012 147, Figure 2.2.9.). The circle and line motif common in 
both Tassili and Israel rock art are recorded for example in Eisenberg Degen 
(2013, Table 14, 'd'). Anthropomorphic images carrying a stick and a circle 
represent a schematic motif of mushroom.

We suggest that the frequent depictions of the iconographic motif of a circle 
and a line denote a schematic mushroom, a common symbol in rock art in the 
Negev. Avner and Avner (1999) describe this motif of lines and circles which 
usually appears with the line below the circle and is sometimes called 
a ‘balloon’.

The universal archetype figure with elongated spread fingers and toes 
appears in Negev and Sinai rock art.

Sometimes, triangles replace the circles. The same forms and combinations 
appear in ancient stone structures, ranging in size from a few meters to several 
kilometers in length. In the southern Negev, the motif is engraved on a circular 
stone platform, at the foot of a small standing stone (Avner 1993,, 2002, ch. 4). In 
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an open-air sanctuary at Nah
_
al Paran it is engraved on a circular stone installa

tion connected with an alignment reproducing in stone the ‘balloon’ motif.
In the abstract elements recorded from Har Michia and Giva’t HaKetovot 

Survey, type f in curvilinear motifs are variations of line and circle/balloons 
(Eisenberg Degen 2012, Table 14).

Cross-cultural references

A number of motifs in the Near Eastern data were found to be present cross- 
culturally in cultures where natural psychedelics were used in their religious 
cults. Records of these were found recorded in their rock art.

In Siberia, for example, figures with round heads with rays emerging, 
5000 years old, were found in an ancient burial in Karakol village in the Altai 
Republi. These images have been called celestial bodies (Verma 2020). Near the 
an eastern bank of the Pegtymel River in Siberia, petroglyphs from ~1000 BCE 
depicting anthropomorphic figures with mushrooms attached to their heads 
indicate that A. muscaria was used by the Chukotka people (Devlet 20002004, 
Figure 8.20).

In the Amazonian rainforests, amongst images on an eight-mile wall of 
prehistoric paintings dated to 12,500, round-head figures and figures holding 
the stick and round motif appear (Nikolic and Weber 2020).

Growth of mushrooms: ibex

Clues from the rock art of Negev and Sinai may point to the context of growth of 
the fungi. Almost all species of mushrooms cannot be cultivated (Wasson 1968, 
13) but normally grow on ruminants’ dung (Furst 1992[1976], 172–173).

An animal frequently depicted in the rock art of the Negev and Sinai that 
I describe is the male ibex. It is often shown alone, but also recurs in several 
compositions: with dogs or other predators, with hunters, with human ‘orante’ 
figures, human footprints, snakes, sun, stars, crosses and ‘balloons’ (circles and 
lines) (Avner, Kolska-Horwitz, and Horowitz 2016).

The faunal data clearly demonstrate that from the sixth millennium BCE 
onwards, the ibex played a negligible economic role for the Negev inhabitants 
despite being present in the region, as evidenced by their occasional remains in 
archaeological sites. Avner, Kolska-Horwitz, and Horowitz (2016) suggest that 
since ibex were not for subsistence, their ubiquitous presence in the rock art and 
the ibex hunt must have been ritual.

Their exaggerated horns have been deemed to relate to some symbolic 
function (Avner, Kolska-Horwitz, and Horowitz 2016). Mailland (2015) relates 
the semi-circular shape of exaggerated horn to a lunar goddess symbol.
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From the Late Neolithic (6400–4600 cal. BCE) the osteological assemblage 
drastically changed – no ibex bones, or almost none, are found in excavated 
sites in the Negev (as well as in southern Jordan and southern Sinai).

However, depictions of ibex continue to appear in numerous instances in 
Near Eastern art through to the Early Bronze Age (see Horwitz and Horowitz in 
preparation).

Representation of deities by animals was very common all over the Near East, 
from at least the seventh millennium BCE onwards (e.g. Mellaart 1967, 117–130 
and 181–182; Epstein 1982).

I propose that the ibex acquires its divine characteristic from a symbiotic 
relationship with man related to their pursuit and use of psychedelic mushrooms. 
It is known that many psychotropic mushrooms (above all, Psilocybe and 
Panaeolus genera) live in dung of certain quadrupeds and in particular bovines, 
cervides and equines (Samorini 1992). Fungi grow typically on the dung of cattle 
or native ruminant droppings which play host to mushrooms (Bell 1983). Samorini 
(1992) suggests that this ecological phenomenon led to the creation of mystico- 
religious relations between the mushroom and the animal which produces its 
natural habitat; for example, the sacred deer in the Mesoamerican cultures and 
the cow in Indian Hindu culture could be interpreted in this zoo-scatological 
manner (Wasson 1968, 44; Furst 1992 [1976]; Samorini 1989). Sukopova (2011, 
208) notes too that the association of moufflon dung and toxic plants in Uan 
Afuda cave in the Central Sahara may have ritual motivation in Round Head art.

Dung

Fungi are independent of light energy for photosynthesis; fungal mycelia are 
able to ramify in dark places and can live as parasites of plants or animals (Bell 
1983). They rely on organic matter as their food source.

The growth of mushrooms on the dung of animals can be hinted at by 
various kinds of evidence. The evidence for the elaboration of dung in imagery 
is known from Magdalenian mobile art where sculpted spear throwers made of 
reindeer antler depict a herbivore, a doe or an ibex that is defecating. Deer 
carvings from European Magdalenian sites Bedeilhad and Mas d’Azil show deer 
portrayed on spear throwers with their head turned backwards to their rear, 
where a turd emerges on which one or two birds are perched (Sauvet et al. 
2008) (Figures 1,2).

Some suggest that the head of the deer from Mas d’Azil (Figure 4).was turned 
backwards to make it less breakable and the legs were brought together for the 
same reason. I suggest, however, that the backward-turned head of the animal, 
like in the Paleolithic examples, is a device to draw attention to the turd coming 
from its rear end.

There is an incised image of a backward-looking antlered animal image in the 
art of Tasilli n’Ager.
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Iconographic cues for excretion are noted by Mithen (1990, 230–231), who 
describes cues from the Paleolithic of how excretion was depicted; one where 
both animals and feces are shown (such as in the spear throwers) and animals 
with the tail up in the posture of defecating. I suggest that the posture of the 
animal with the head turned backwards, as in the spear throwers, is in itself 
another cue to excretion. This posture seems to have survived over millennia as 
relating to the mushrooms growing on dung.

Many ibex with upturned tails are depicted in my data of rock art; over 40% of 
the ibex petroglyphs in Har Michia were presented with an up-turned tail 
(Eisenberg Degen 2012, 114; see figure 6)) and an ibex with raised tail and 
dung is depicted in Har Michia (2012, Figure 5a).

In his descriptions of excavations in cult sites, Avner (2002) notes several 
stone drawings of animals, for example at Uvda 6 (2002, Figure 5.149), all with 
raised tails.

Backward-looking ibexes with raised tail and grazing ibex with raised tail are 
frequently depicted, for example, in the assemblage of Bronze age strata 
cylinder seals from Tel Hazor (Ornan and Peri 2017). The seals also feature 
human figures wearing round brimmed hats; the tree made of rod and circle 
motifs seems to support the schematic mushroom theory (below).

Collection

Ethnographic literature describes the ritual surrounding the collection of psy
choactive plants used for entering trance. The collection of deified plants like 
Soma, or the peyote in the New World, is described as a ‘symbolic hunt’. The 
plant may be metaphorically described as a deer and shot at with arrows, and 
complex and lengthy rituals surround the division of its flesh (Furst 1992[1976], 
123–124).

In Negev rock art, common iconic combinations are dogs chasing and 
attacking ibex. Avner, Kolska-Horwitz, and Horowitz (2016) interpret this as 
a ritual ibex hunt (Ingrams 1937). Serjeant (1976, 36) and Beeston (1937, 50– 
52) describe beliefs which relate the success of the hunt with rain. Soukopova 
(2011, 208) notes too the link between horned animals and rain in the art of 
Central Sahara.

In rituals surrounding the collection of the sacred mushroom, females exposed 
their genitals to draw mushrooms out of the earth with menses and urine 
(Allegro 1970, 77). This may relate to the occasional depiction of exposed females 
in the rock art, where the genitals are depicted as dissected squares or ovals 
(Figure 8).

Part of the ritual in the collection of psilocybin plants was to make a circle 
around a dot (Figure 9) . This motif is also reported from a pictograph in the 
Ramon Crater isenberg Degen 2012, 227).
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Circle and line motif

The motif of stick and circle is prevalent in the symbolic imagery of the period. 
I suggest that its depictions denote a schematic mushroom a common symbol 
in rock art in the Negev. Sometimes, triangles replace the circles.

The same forms and combinations appear in ancient stone structures, ran
ging in size from a few meters to several kilometers in length. In the southern 
Negev, the motif is engraved on a circular stone platform, at the foot of a small 
standing stone. In an open-air sanctuary at Nah

_
al Paran it is engraved on 

a circular stone installation connected with an alignment, reproducing in 
stone the ‘balloon’ motif.

Such stone alignments, circles lines and triangles are known throughout the 
Near East deserts in various forms. Some in the Negev and Sinai were dated from 
the seventh to second millennia BCE (Avner 1984, 2002, ch. 5 and App. 1; Avner, 
Kolska-Horwitz, and Horowitz 2016). In the Eilat region, over 300 mountain 
Neolithic sites were recorded, comprising circular, oval and elongated low 
stone installations. Often, they comprise an elongated cell, with sizes ranging 
from a few meters to some hundred meters. The motif was related to graves and 
tumuli burial sites in Eilat, sixth and fifth millennia BCE (Avner 1991, 2002, App. 
1; Eshed and Avner 2018). Avner assumes that their presence in cult-like con
texts suggests that they have ritual meaning.

In the Sahara Desert similar combinations are found, of stone alignments, 
‘arms’ or ‘corridors’, tens or hundreds of meters long, connected to tumuli 
tombs, to stone rings surrounding tombs or to circular stone platforms. Some 
propose functional interpretations for the alignments such as defensive walls 
(Evenari et al. 1958). In the abstract elements recorded from Har Michia and 
Giva’t HaKetovot Survey, type f in curvilinear motifs are variations of line and 
circle/balloons (Eisenberg Degen 2012, Table 14).

In the rich and varied iconography of material items, the combined essential 
shapes of stalk and cap easily translate into male and female principles (Furst 
1992[1976], 80). Avner too relates the recurring forms of the intersected circle or 
oval and triangle to an ideogram denoting a female genital; the tomb context to 
a womb; the lines to a phallus. The role of the phallus, he suggests, was to fertilize 
the tomb-womb, and ensure rebirth of the deceased. These motifs, apart from 
being genital shapes, are in fact schematic representations of a mushroom image 
comprising a stalk and cap. The same sexual genital interpretation for the two 
parts of the mushroom, the cap and the stem, is described by Allegro: ‘The risen 
mushroom with canopy outstretched was seen by the ancients in the same 
sexual terms as the open groin of a woman penetrated by the male organ or 
as an axe head into which the shaft has been inserted‘ (1970, 40, 108). It was 
represented symbolically by the form of a cross. a common motif in rock art 
(Figure 10). 
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Schematic mushroom shapes were incorporated in the shapes of the animals 
depicted. The exaggerated male horns of the ibex form an arc and resemble the 
mushroom cap and the legs its stipe, thus the ibex depictions are also schematic 
mushrooms; as are the circle and line in depictions of ostriches (Figure 11). 
(Eisenberg Degen 2012, Figure 32).

Excavation of cult sites

Amongst sites described and excavated in desertic regions by Avner (1997, 
1984) are dozens of cult installations mostly on mountains, dated to both the 
PPNB and Late Neolithic. Some of the sites consist of a circular and elongated 
cell, replicating the motif of lines and circles appearing in the rock art of the 
Negev and Sinai.

Sites have yielded evidence for substances which were commonly used as 
additives to the soma mushroom such as a threshing floor and groundstone to 
process barley (Avner 2002, Figure 2.38). The relationship to dung was sug
gested by stone drawings of animal images with erect tails (Avner 2002, Figure 
5.150).

The poison found in three glands at the back of the head of certain toads was 
used as an additive to enhance the effect of the mushrooms. The toad is 
associated with mushroom (Gimbutas 1974; Wasson 1968, 185). Toads have 
been identified in the faunal remains, in the Kebaran period (c.18,000 to 12,500 
BP), at the site of Urkan-E-Rub IIa (Hovers et al. 1988) where post-cranial 
elements of frogs and toads, Anurida and Bufo viridis, were found; B. viridis 
was found in PPNA Gilgal and at Ain Ghazal in Jordan (Rollefson and Kafafi 
1988, 423–455).

Monumental mushroom images

Apart from the monumental desert stone structures of the line and circle, 
effigies of mushrooms are found in Tassili culture; huge sandstone towers 
eroded in the form of mushrooms are found, for example, in the Ennedi desert 
massif of Chad, Africa.

Another form of monumental mushroom effigies is the dolmen, single- 
chamber monumental tombs usually consisting of two or more vertical mega
liths supporting a large flat horizontal capstone depicting the basic mushroom 
shape (see Samorini 2001, 261). This assumption was strengthened by research 
in the dolmen fields in the Galilee. A unique large dolmen from the dolmen field 
around Kibbutz Shamir in Upper Galilee Israel had motifs engraved on its ceiling 
(Figure 12). The dolmen dated from the Intermediate Bronze Age (Gonen and 
Berger 2020) (Figure 3). The engraved motifs are abstract, depicting a schematic 
mushroom shape – a vertical stipe entering a lunate-shaped cup in a trident-like 
manner, in the context of the burial. This motif is present in the rock art of Har 
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Michia (Eisenberg-Degen 2012, Table 14, d3–4) and Giv’at Haketovot (2012, 
Table 36, d3–4). The motif reproduces the shape of the psilocybin mushroom.

In addition, engraved panels on the inner walls of dolmen burial chambers at 
Meshushim (Gonen and Berger 2020, Figure 5c) depict a number of horned 
animals in the style of those in Negev rock art, suggesting a cultural affinity with 
Negev Desert populations (Figure 13). A large central horned animal is sitting 
with its head turned backwards – a cue for excretion and diverting attention to 
its dung as mentioned earlier.

The third find described by Gonen and Berger is the presence of cup-marks 
on dolmen walls at Umm El-Kalha and Shamir (Figure 1), and cup-marks in non- 
functional locations on dolmen. Fulvio (2010) speculates that cup-marks were 
present in areas where A. muscaria was used, suggesting a correlation between 
the presence of cup-marks and the ritual use of the fungus. He believes the cup- 
marks may also have been used as drying surfaces upon which large amounts of 
Amanita caps would be laid during the summer and sunny autumn days in order 
to preserve them for the later seasons (2010, 9). The cup-marks can be sexual 
symbols, as an abstract representation of the womb or vulva(Schwegler 1992, 
27). Drying the mushroom caps, the female part of the fungus in vulva-shaped 
cupholes would seem to support such an idea. Cupholes were also present in 
Harifian sites where the mushroom effigies were found. The discovery of fea
tures relating to a mushroom cult on dolmens seems to confirm their descrip
tion as mushroom shaped.

Sometimes one can recognize the presence of mushroom use in visual effects 
depicted in the rock art. The elongation of bodies or of hands and fingers is one 
such effect seen both in Tasilli art and our data (Rudgely 1993, 96).

Figure 1. Round-headed people in Negev and Sinai rock art images 1524 and 7913.
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Figure 2. Human figures carrying objects – from Negev and Sinai rock art images 4191, 0098 
and 0907.

Figure 3. Elongated human figure with spread fingers and toes in Negev and Sinai rock art 
image 5814.
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Ibex in my data studies do not have a backward head, but have elaborate 
horns instead, and have either nothing at the rear or a clear blob with mostly 
upward pointing tails indicting defecation. The frequency of this excretion cue 
suggests that in fact the mushroom used in this ancient cult grew on ibex dung. 
Depictions of female ibex are extremely rare (Avner, Kolska-Horwitz, and 
Horowitz 2016, 35); female ibex, which hardly appear in the rock art, move 
their tail before copulation (Parrini, Cain III, and Krausman 2009, 830). Male 
ibex’s rutting behavior is to clash horns with other males competing for females. 
Two male ibexes facing each other in a rutting position (Figure14) are recorded 
at the Survey of Giva’t HaKetovot (Eisenberg-Degen 2012, Figure 181).

Figure 4. Backward-looking deer spear thrower from Mas d’Azil.

Figure 5. Incised image of a backward-looking antlered animal from rock art of Tassilli n’Ager.
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Iconography of pottery

The mushroom stands on one leg. The iconographic motif of ‘one-leggedness’ 
was used in the morphology of particular vessels, probably for cultic use as found 
in the earliest pottery assemblages in the area. ‘Ritual’ vessels such as a bowls 
with raised bases, usually single legged, are described for example in the 
Yarmukian culture (e.g. Munhata, Shaar Hagolan phase) (Garfinkel 1992, 57, 
Figure 28 and 23–25, Figure 37); including bowls on one foot – decorated with 
painted entoptic images – nested zigzags and parallel lines, or several legs 
(Sadeh 1994, 38, Figure III.1:8). The single leg may relate to the phallic nature 
of mushroom stipes. One-legged or pedestal glasses are still used for wine today.

Figure 6. Three ibex with raised tails from Negev and Sinai rock art image 6796.

Figure 7. Ibex with raised tail and dung Har Michia (Eisenberg Degen 2012, Figure 5a).
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Figure 8. Exposed females in the rock art of Negev and Sinai images 1124 and 8720.

Figure 9. Flour circle around a plant in rock art of Negev and Sinai image 5599.

Figure 10. Motif of cross in rock art of Negev and Sinai images 1777 and 4020.
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A hidden myconic iconography my lie in the inverted fossil directeur jar of the 
three Pottery Neolithic cultures, the Yarmukian, the Lodian and the Wadi Raba. 
The bowl of a jar can be likened to the cap of an inverted mushroom; the 
variously shaped elongated necks of the jars could represent stems/phalli.

Discussion

I have suggested that an examination of the archaeological remains in the 
Southern Levant hint at the use of A. muscaria and a type of psilocybin 
mushrooms.

Figure 11. Motif of ostrich (Eisenberg Degen 2012, Figure 32).

Figure 12. Image 1796, image 1251 schematic motif of psilocybin mushroom.
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Amanita are intimately associated with coniferous trees and oaks, and the 
later image of two rampant ibex in a heraldic position with a tree, and the later 
depictions of mushroom trees, may illustrate the collection of these 
mushrooms.

The evidence, particularly for the psilocybin mushroom, consists mainly of an 
elaboration of the iconography of the mushroom. This study relates too to the 
ubiquitous presence of the depictions of ibex in the rock art of the Negev and 
Sinai. The repetitive depictions of the male ibex with exaggerated horns not 
only joins the iconographic mushroom images, but by virtue of features 
regarded as excretion cues such as a raised tail supports the suggestion that 
the mushroom used in this ancient cult in fact grew on ibex dung. This binds the 
ipbex images to a cult, confirming its ritual significance to the population 
responsible for the imagery.

I have shown that schematic mushroom iconography was concealed in 
almost every kind of imagery in the area through from the Harifian to at least 

Figure 13. Gonen And Berger (2020, Figure 5c). Horned animal with head turned backwards. 
Meshushim.

Figure 14. Two male ibexes in a rutting position. Survey of Giva’t HaKetovot (Eisenberg Degen 
2012, Figure 181).
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the Early Bronze Age. The appearance of horned animals alongside mushroom 
imagery confirms the use of dung-grown fungi.

For preliterate periods, it appears that this cult was hidden in the iconogra
phy of material items for those who could decipher its meaning.
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