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Arabic Inscriptions from Wadi Salma

Wadi Salma is situated 30km northeast of as-Safawi, for-
mally called H5. It is about 13km long and not more than
60 to 150m wide(Atallah and Al-Jbour 1997: 459). This
was the meeting place of the Arabian tribes in winter and
spring times for pasturing. Trade and pilgrims caravans
passed by this valley heading to Wadi as-Sirhan and to
the Arabian Peninsula. The city of Salkhad, 60km north-
west of Wadi Salma, is known as a pilgrimage station
(e3>l 1983: 1233-34). No doubt the road system varied
through the ages according to the political circumstances,
but Wadi Salma was frequently used as a route by the car-
avans. The discovery of hundreds of Arabic inscriptions
in Kufic and Naskhi scripts, which cover the Umayyad to
the Mamluk periods, is good evidence that this area was
heavily and continuously occupied by Arab tribes who
not only left many inscriptions but built several mosques
in the wadi (galosd! 1997: 79). Unfortunately, in the past
the inscriptions and monuments of Wadi Salma did not
attract the attention of scholars and it is for this reason
that I undertook three survey seasons to document this
area.

The Name of the Wadi

The local people call it Wadi Salma. Some old people in-
formed me that Salma is the contraction of Sayl al-Ma’,
which is very plausible since the wadi is famous for the
many ponds, water reservoirs and cisterns. There are also
other legends referring to a young maiden called Salma
who was murdered and buried in the wadi. The ancient
name of the wadi is recorded in one Safaitic inscriptions
as follows: “Sahim bin Rajul, who went east with his
camels from the Hawran because of the drought and he
found Harrat Khabthat”. It is possible, if we trust this in-
scription, that the original name of the wadi was Harrat
Khabthdt meaning “evil”. This was changed in the Islam-
ic periods to Wadi Rahman or Rahmin which is the op-
posite of Khabthat, meaning “the blessed”. The changing
of pejorative names into more acceptable ones is still
common in Jordan: Wadi al-Yabis (the dry valley) was

converted into Wadi ar-Rayyan (the fertile valley) and
Khanzira (the pork) into Tayyiba (good).

Comparative Documents

D. Baramki published 105 inscriptions from Jawa and
Tall al-‘Abd, near Wadi Salma (,Ssl,» 1964). They date
to the same period as ours and the script and the themes
of the inscriptions are very similar. However, the names
are different.

In the Negev, a group of mosques and inscriptions
were recorded by Avni (1994), which date to the mid
eighth century AD (Avni 1994: 83). They are of the same
type of script. Similar mosques were also discovered in
Wadi ash-Sharah (Wadi Ramm) by the late Bill Jobling
(1989: 254). The inscriptions of Jabal Usays in the
Hawran are characterized by short invocations and by a
special type of script in the later periods. In addition, they
provide us with four princes, the sons of al-Walid ibn
‘Abd al-Malik (it 1964: 228-303). The inscriptions of
Ruwawa, south of al-Madina in Saudi Arabia, date to the
same period, except for two which contain different in-
vocations of mercy of Allah, of Confidence in Allah and
asking for pardon. They are very similar to our collection.
The publisher described those inscriptions as “Hijazi”
(as1,31 1993: 106).

The Inscriptions

The inscriptions were incised on basalt blocks or smooth
rock surfaces on the mosques’ fagades or on cairns. Max
van Berchem was the first epigraphist to draw the atten-
tion of scholars to the importance of the Arabic epi-
graphic material (Zayadine 1984: 103).

The most important subjects of Wadi Salma’s in-
scriptions are: Koranic verses, religious invocations, epi-
taphs and wisdom sayings, together with personal names
and their tribal genealogies. It is known that the Holy Ko-
ran was the source of religious piety in Islam. Although
these inscriptions do not mention historical events, they
shed some light on the Islamic Arabic personal names.
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They also provide some linguistic information on the de-
velopment of the Arabic paleography with the help of
several dated inscriptions. There is also mention of top-
ographical names such as al-Harisa, Busan and Hawiya
in the Hawran, which are still used in the present day.

Inscription No. 1 (FIG. 1)

The name of this wadi appeared in an Islamic-Arabic in-
scription that probably goes back to the Ayyubid or
Mamluk period. The name that was mentioned is (e
e (merciful) which is the opposite of the word ¢ =
(evil). Most probably the name was changed during the
Islamic period(s) which is a common practice in this Is-
lamic tradition. For example Wadi al-Yabis (dry) to Wadi
ar-Rayyan (fertile).

Inscription No. 2 (FIG. 2)
ol Bl elll

liall ayus 3l Lty
2) Who accepts repentance, who punishes severely
BUTS PO PTI I ORI
3) with power no God but You forgive his sin
403 apall pladie o wlsd
4) to Thuwabah son of ‘Uthman as-Sarmi
>0 ey die anas Lo
5) what was in the past and present
Oniedlls ole il Jaaly
6) and make paradise his home with the believers
alall el ST Glif dylod
7) his companions, You are most hearer and knowl-

1) O’ God forgiver of sin

2. Inscription no. 2.

edgeable crdlall oy onal J1B
8 ol alll yae 10) say Amen Lord of Universes
8) may Allah forgive who reads Al agy oSy
@ ol s 11) and he wrote on Friday
9) this inscription then 22 goles o

12) in Jumada al-Akhar

doue> diew
13) year five
alag
14) and one hundred
This inscription, dated by the day, month and year
105 H, contains a saying invocation from Muhammad to
Thuwabah or Tuwabah or Bawabah. The good design of
the letters and beautifully incised regular lines character-
ize inscriptions in the Umayyad period.

Inscription No. 3 (FIG. 3)
LSS euga olS alll
Allah spoke to Moses by words
Mls @ual ol a5l
He took Abraham as a friend

o ' _ ol )y uga J15 3]
I Inscription no. 1. then Moses said Lord show me
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3. Inscription no. 3.

S5 Fgll o oS
how do you raise the dead. Wrote
ps2 plel ol Axlars

Luas)

Dujaja son of Aslam day

Friday

I believe that this inscription is one of the oldest that
have been found by the survey, because of the shape of
its letters that were written in the Naskhi script. However,
the inscription has a mistake in the quotation of a verse
of the Holy Quran. The one who asked God to show him
how he raised the dead was Abraham not Moses. The
writer did not write the date of the inscription.

Inscription No. 4 (FIG. 4)
| dosas o5 paland ikl @l
1) O’ God forgive Jami® son of ‘Asmah al
v e e il
Sarmi your servant / slave i
$oll a2 @glll @i olite a0yl .o
2) save him from painful torture, O" God forgive the
LS 12 Les oy ilies 7aly eliadllg (nie
3) faithful and erase the good deeds of the one who
erase this writing
Wi dema e Juol @glll liall dule Caeling
4) and increase the punishment, O’ God give peace/
praise to Muhammad your messenger
9 S a9 alll dayp dude wMudly hgunys
5) and servant. Peace be upon him and blessings of
Allah and
e S

G s dezea o Ul e ol

4. Inscription no. 4.

6) wrote on ..... ‘Abdullah bin Muhammad year one
ral g dyag (el
7) and forty and a hundred
ety sad
8) and forgive
The date of this inscription was fixed to the year 141
H, during the reign of the Caliph al-Manstir. Some
spelling mistakes appeared in this inscription such as
“clile aMlf”, and also some words are not clear. The im-
port point is that in the Safaitic inscriptions there are sim-
ilar invocations such as may Allah blind the one who eras-
es this inscription.

Inscription No. 5 (FIG. 5)
il 138 b LS Sae da g
There are several writings on this inscription.
EWER PR
The main writing:
dosnal yidl aglll

arall gl o

GESI 124a Lea (e el
3) O’ God who erases this book/ writing
Ol (e 0ydun gs Lo GAL.‘B
4) erase from his chest the Quran

1) O’ God forgive ‘Isma

2) son of Jami‘ as-Sarmi

osdladl ) gl
5) Amen Lord of the worlds
G s 89 9yl g (augs )
6) God of Moses and Aron, and wrote year six
duag Onilady
7) and one hundred and eighty
23181 2,0

Sad] aglll

Second writing:

1) O’ God forgive
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6. Inscription no. 6.

C— e [0.Cm

5. Inscription no. 5.

SR
2) to Ziyad son of
)
3) Yazid
;818 ksl
Third writing:
aa! plll
1) O’ God forgive
O bl
2) Mujahid son of

3) Ibrahim as-Sarmi

We have here three inscriptions belonging to different
periods, but the main one is dated to 186 H. This in-
scription was written 45 years after the inscription of the
writers” father, who appeared in Inscription No. 4.

Inscription No. 6 (FIG. 6)

i aglll
1) O’ God forgive
O dail sl
2) to Wasit bin 7. Inscription no. 7.
el
3. DIk 1) Basmallah
oyl damd yail eglll
4) as-Sarmi 2) O’ God forgive Muhammad
Riea Gotaall B o
5) and wrote year 3) son of al-Muthana al-*Abdi i
O Iy 4uld yglog aid
6) seventy 4) his sin, and purify his heart and
dag Al &g (pe dlax
7) and a hundred 5) make him an inheritor of Paradise

Inscription No. 7 (FIG. 7)
ol e Il lll @iy
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7) the prophet and give peace [to him] and wrote

(nady SIS A

8) year ninety three
duey

9) and one hundred
Al-Khatib Bin Juma‘ah read this inscription and he put
diacritical points on the text, but did not put any dots on
the Basmalah. The name of Juma‘ah was mentioned sev-
eral times during the Ayyubid-Mumluk periods. Some
scholars have pointed out that he may represent the per-
sonality of a leader or trader. However, here he appears as

a preacher of the mosque of jurisprudence.
Inscription No. § (FIG. 8)

Jinil yad! eglll =1
A. 1) O’ God forgive to Mufadal
SSIU & gauad) Sy
2) bin Ziyad al-Asdi and al-Malki ~
o3 ;&,.fh K e clil

o2 -M.J..Lﬁ-““ > _).;:.é.‘ ‘Q.g.u‘
4) O’ God forgive to Khalifah son

3) You are capable of all

i cglll

5) of ‘Ismat ag-Sarmi

B. 1) O’ God forgive
a\q)é()l_ggn‘).mﬂ Mw;‘b.&l
2) to Mudrik son of ‘Ismat as-Sarmi and to who
read
ol oy el J1B @3
3) then he said Amen Lord
o L P |
C. 1) O’ You who wrote
i)
2) the accountability
gacce] panigiess

i
d_,.o)r/a >aé [ pguy
s

aln e
JA.L_:I:;‘};;_L rl":\ﬂ” Jvaj_:jﬂb,)«')bn‘

—mldla o w Ml sL, » Bl
jhﬂc‘ij—‘_—"J}-___—Q_.:!J\ "‘FE}EI‘,-.

f‘/J LR S

—mmll (0Cwa

8. Inscription no. 8.
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3) leave me with my companions/ friends

Gl o e
4) in his paradise or in my hell/ fell fire
02 Opola 8y
5) and wrote Harain son of
2ol adindl dolen

6) al-JashmiJama‘h forgive
e oo g die 4l
7) God for him and for all
Oneleall
8) the Muslims

We have many inscriptions, dated to different periods,
that contain tribal genealogies like Asad, Surum, Jushm
and Malki. However, one of these inscriptions contains a
poem that shows loyalty to a friend even in the hereafter,
while mentioning the name of the writer who goes back in
his lineage to the tribe of Jasham or bin Jasham.

Inscription No. 9 (FIG. 9)
o) eyl alll e

Ol gesddl Gl 2 Ol

Julll bty 519

1) Basmallah

2) The creation of heavens

9. Inscription no. 9.
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3) and earth and the cycling/ change of night
Tl i sy Hledlly
4) and day and direction of winds

Csliny pgdl calaY
5) are signs/ miracles to reasoned people
6) wrote ..... son of ‘Ali
L Sy (“,,4.‘...,.]'“ >J |

7) al-Jushmi and wrote year

Dolosiiuy (racdy (ues
8) 795
This inscription was set in the wall of one of the

mosques and was possibly covered in the plan of a
mosque, where the top resembles the mihrab.

Inscription No. 10 (FIG. 10)

Much_,La(‘@U\

prSy 4 Liaal Les

1) O’ God pray on Muhammad

10. Inscription no. 10.

2) as we have been well guided by him
L.u)ij MLB.A {-\)53

Y_gLuS.AyMP

3) and raise his position and give us

4) his fountain of less and not .
caald Bayg 3) Lilass
5) thirsty if we attained that, had gone
Laluillg 3 pasdl Lic
6) from us sorrow and remorse
delea ool Og)la a8y
7) and wrote, Harin son of Jama‘a
claall gliney ygln
8) in the month of Ramadan the Great
9) year eighty six
wle gy
10) and seven hundred
Dated to the Mamluk period. Two overlapping tri-

angles are shown beside the inscription.
Conclusions

The newly discovered inscriptions are characterized by

the following:

1.

2

3

They are incised in the Kufic and Naskhi scripts. They
are similar to the Hijazi, Sinaitic and Negevite in-
scriptions.

The basalt of the Harra provided good inscription ma-
terial because of its hardiness.

Some of the inscriptions were dated by the year, the
month and the day. This is evidence of the precision of
the writers and the importance of dating for the Arabs.
They span the period from 105 to 795 H.

. Most of the inscriptions are carefully and beautifully in-

cised with regular lines. There are no decorative ele-
ments added to the inscriptions.

. The Ayyubid-Mamluk graffiti are characterized by the

decline of the script and the use of colloquial Arabic.
They contain some very primitive decorative elements.

. These later inscriptions begin with the verb: hadar,

which was translated as: “to arrive”, “to attend”. But I
understand it as: “passed away”, especially when the
inscription contains invocations of salvation and wish-
es to enter Paradise.
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