Rock Art and the Exploitation of the
Jordanian Badiah

Gary O. Rollefson, Alexander Wasse and Yorke Rowan

Surveys throughout Jordan have encountered the artistic expressions of hunters and
pastoralists for decades, but focused discussion of the images pecked and scratched into
the surfaces of rocks have been relatively rare; exceptions are to be found, of course (for
example, numerous articles in the journal Studi per I’Ecologia del Quaternario), but for the
vast majority of publications, the reports concentrate on architecture, tools and pottery,

portable art, inscriptions, and direct indicators of economic subsistence activities.

In 2002, 2007, and 2008 our surveys in the eastern basalt-covered landscapes ranging from much
badiahofJordan(Rollefsonand Wasse2009; Rowan of eastern Syria through the panhandle of Jordan
et al. 2009; Wasse and Rollefson
2005; Wasse et al. n.d.) located
considerable numbers of examples

and to a more limited degree
down into Saudi Arabia. The
topography includes large

of rock art and inscriptions, and

it is our intent in this report to areas of essentially flat plains,

present representative instances although there are significant

of rock art depictions of animals regions where there are rolling,
and “devices” recorded during boulder-strewn hills and shallow
our field research. The images wadis; occasionally wadis can
reflect not only the elements of the also be deeply incised into some

environment that hunting groups parts of the terrain. The research

or herding peoples considered to arca extends from Maitland’s

Hillfort and other basalt-capped
mesas in the western part of the panhandle to Jabal
adh-Dharwa farther south, to Wisad Pools farther
east, and out to Tell al-Hibr at the eastern edge of
The area of our research is part of the so-called the basalt desert (Fig. 1; cf. description in Wasse,

“Black Desert” that includes a broad field of Rollefson and Rowan n. d.).

be worthy of portrayal, they also

provide important information on

what elements were not deemed important enough
to be preserved on stone.
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Fig. 1. Location of the Eastern Badiah Archaeological Project research area in Jordan’s Black Desert. Maitland’s
Hillfort is one of the mesas

(Source: Google Earth)

We have classified our findings into nine
provisional categories, although we stress that
identification of some of the specific depictions
might require revision as the corpus of images
increases with additional field research. The
categories we have developed include: 1) ibex;
2) oryx; 3) other antelope; 4) horse; 5) camel;
6) ostrich; 7) “exotic”; 8) human; and 9) kites.

Ibex

Ibex (or wild goat) examples are virtually
ubiquitous in the eastern badiah, and this
probably reflects not only the relative
importance of this animal to the diet of
both prehistoric hunting groups, but also to
pastoralists who hunted the animal to supplant
the need for slaughtering individuals of their

herds of sheep, goats, and camels to supply
meat for their nutritional needs.

Individual ibex illustrations show a wide range
of stylistic differences. Some individuals are
highly schematic, with a box-like body on
four vertical lines representing legs and long,
low arcing horns that reach the length of the
simple linear animal back to a stubby tail from
an “open” triangular head (Fig. 2). Variations
on this theme include heads and bodies that are
more realistically rendered (Fig. 3), although
horns can be elaborately exaggerated in huge
coils (Fig. 4) or even loops (Fig. 5). Degrees of
realism range from almost none (Fig. 2) to the
depiction of such details as a beard (Figs. 6-8).
A word of caution is appropriate here: highly
schematized drawings can easily lead to error
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Fig. 2. Highly schematized linear representation of an ibex from Jordan’s eastern badiah
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 2a. Ibex (www.flickr.com)
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Fig. 3. Ibex from Wisad Pools Gallery 2, with somewhat realistic expression of body contours
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 4. Ibex from Wisad Pools Gallery 2, with exaggerated coiling of the horns around a natural cavity in the basalt
stone; note the suggestion of a beard
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 5. High looping horns on two ibex animals at Gallery 2, Wisad Pools
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fik.G. A“Nubianfibex: (Capra ibex nubiana);
whoselrange extends from'mountainouslareas
of Egypt andfSudan through Jordanfand,the
’ Saudi‘peninsula
(Source: www:photoicom)

Ir. .

AN
S
e

»




Fig. 7. A long-tailed ibex with a prominent beard from Gallery 1 at Wisad Pools
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 8. Relatively
realistically
rendered ibex with
a prominent beard
from Gallery 1 at
Wisad Pools
(Photo: G.
Rollefson)
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in terms of identifying animals to particular
species, and even to genus. (Fig. 2), for example,
could easily represent the scimitar-horned oryx
(Oryx dammah), which have long and curving
horns that reach back to the hindquarters (Fig. 9).
The Arabian oryx (Oryx leucoryx) also has long

horns, but they tend to be more vertical and
less bowed, and the horns do not protrude back
as far along the body (Fig. 10a). Due to these
sources of uncertainty, it is not at all clear what
the relative frequencies of ibex and oryx might

be among the rock art images.

Fig. 9. Scimitar-horned oryx (Oryx dammah)
(Source: Wikipedia)

Fig. 9. Scimitar-horned oryx (Oryx dammah)
(Source: www.flickr.com)
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Oryx

If ibex were ubiquitous, oryx were the opposite
in terms of the frequency of rock-drawn images.

We recorded clear examples of oryx from only
one site (B129, just a couple kilometers east
of Wisad Pools). The carvings are associated
(based on comparative patina) with Safaitic
inscriptions, so perhaps this is an indication

of the relative population density during this
period (cf. al-Kharaysheh 2007).

There is little reason to doubt the identification
of the B129 animals as oryx: one set of three
of them has a good degree of realism in the
horn and body morphology of oryx (Fig. 11),
although the specimen from another nearby
rock, probably made by a different individual
but at about the same time, shows a control that
is much less proficient in portraying the horns
and legs of the beast (Fig. 12).

Eigh1'0aYArabianforyxd(@3leucory:x)
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Fig. 11. Trio of oryx from site B129, near Wisad Pools, eastern Jordan.
(Photo: Y. Rowan)

Fig. 12. Lone oryx from
site B129
(Photo: Y. Rowan)
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Animals with twisted horns occur in the

eastern badiah but in relatively small
numbers. (Fig. 13) presents an image with
very twisted horns, as does (Fig. 14). There
are several other examples from our research
area in the eastern badiah, but the preservation is
not as good.

Twisted-horn animals have also been
found in southern Jordan rock art as well,
and there has been extensive discussion
on what genera/species they may represent
(Borzatti and Massetti 1991). The degree
of curvature in the coiled horns can be
difficult to determine in a two-dimensional
drawing, and this can be treacherous
when attempting to identify the animals,
particularly when we are not aware of
the amount of intraspecies variability
in this characteristic. Lightly twisted
horns might represent the antelope
addax (Addax nasomaculatus), a desert
dweller known from the Sahara and
possibly a resident of the Levantine
deserts in the past (Fig. 15). But the
extreme twisting in some of the rock
art specimens (Fig. 13) could also
be related to either the greater kudu
(Tragelaphus strepsiceros) (Fig. 16) or
the lesser kudu (Tragelaphus imberbis)
(Fig. 17); the latter species is more

Fig. 13. Twisted-horned animal (kudu?) from Gallery 1, Wisad arid—adapted and thus is perhaps amore
Pools (Photo: G. Rollefson)

likely candidate for these particular
depictions.

Fig. 14. Another twisted-horn animal (kudu?) from Gallery 1, Wisad Pools.
(Photo: Y. Rowan)
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Fig. 15. An addax (Addax nasomaculatus) from Africa.
(Source: Wikimedia)

Fig. 16. A Greater kudu (Tragelaphus strepsiceros) from Africa

(Source: www.mcculagh.org)
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Fig. 17. A lesser kudu (T. imberbis)
- from Africa
(Source: www.photos.com)




Equid

Onagers (Equus hemionus) are equids
that are somewhat tolerant of dry
conditions, as their presence in steppic
areas attests. Evidence of the hunting of
equids in Jordan goes back to the Lower
Paleolithic, at least 300,000 years ago

(Clutton-Brock 1989: 392-393; Rollefson
et al. 2006: 64-65). The appearance of
domesticated horses (E£. caballus) in the
Levantwas arelatively recent phenomenon,
and it is unlikely they were introduced
much before 2,000 BC. Equids with riders
can be taken to represent domesticated

horses (e.g. Figs. 18-19) as opposed to

onagers, and their

appearance in the
desert region is
indicative that the
rock drawings date
from no earlier than
this age, although
many of the images
could be much
later, particularly
if the patination
of the images is
about as developed
as Safaitic
inscriptions on the
same stone.

Fig. 18. Horse and rider bearing a weapon near Wisad Pools
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 19. Well developed horse with a crude rider scratched atop it, from near Wisad Pools
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fig. 20. Horse with what appears to be a bridle running from the mouth to the mane
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

The appearance of horse images is rare in
our research area: only a couple of sites
near Wisad Pools produced them. Given
that Wisad Pools are distant from permanent
sources of water and from the amount
of pasturage horses require, the rarity is
understandable. (On the other hand, visits
to Wisad Pools during and shortly after the
rainy season would be possible because
water was abundant in the pools and grass

would have been available in the wadi beds
and on some of the plains).

The identification of equids to the species
level is less certain if riders are not on the
animal. (Fig. 20) shows what appears to be a
horse despite the absence of a rider, for there
seems to be a bridle running from the mouth
to the mane. The animals in (Figs. 21-22)
could easily be onagers.
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Fig. 21. Horse or onager and an ostrich from near Wisad Pools
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 22. Two horses or onagers at the right; possible tribal signs (wusum) at the left
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Camel

The camel is virtually synonymous with
desert habitats, and this animal probably
is the most abundantly depicted mammal
in the badiah. Like equids, wild species of
camel were hunted in the Lower Paleolithic
(Clutton-Brock 1989; Rollefson et al.
2006). There is good evidence for camel
domestication in Asia and the Arabian
Peninsula before 2500 BC, but conclusive
evidence for their presence in the Levant
is not attested until the Iron Age, when
bones become numerous in archaeological
sites (Kohler-Rollefson 1993:182-184).
As a consequence, images of camels

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

in Jordanian rock art sites probably are
younger than 3,000 years ago, at the very
oldest, although the majority are probably
much younger.

Also analogous to horses, the importance
of domesticated camels was not in their
value as sources of meat (although milk
from both animals was probably used) but
in their utility as means of transportation.
Thus, depictions of camels (and
domesticated horses) were not related to
the hunt per se, but instead as a means to
engage in hunting other large animals in
the arid regions of the Levant or as means
to attack humans (Fig. 23).

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fig. 27. Camels and inscriptions on the side of a “tower tomb” at Wisad Pools (Photo: G. Rollefson)

Because there is such a large plurality of camels
in badiah rock art, it is not surprising that
there is also a correspondingly high variability
in the styles and quality of the execution of
the portrayals (Figs. 24-27); sometimes the

depictions take on traits of cartoons (Fig. 28).
How much of this is due to cultural canons
that change with time and how much is the
consequence of artistic skills and patience
can’t be determined at the present time.

Fig. 28. The exaggerated length and posture of the neck and the hump produce a cartoon-like character
to this camel (Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Ostrich

Although romantic images of Arab desert
dwellers often include a man and his
falcon, birds are almost never depicted in
rock art with the exception of ostriches,

which in fact are relatively frequent.
Ostriches can be realistically etched or
they can approach beaux arts fluidity
and proportions; while often displayed

in groups, ostriches also appear singly
(Figs. 29-30).
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Fig. 30. An isolated
ostrich (above) and a pair
of ostriches from near
Wisad Pools
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Some animal images are so rare or bizarrely
executed that it is not clear if real or fictive
animals were illustrated. Hyenas have not
been reported as a prey for hunters, so their
presence as rock art probably is associated
with behaviors inimical to hunters and
herders alike. (Fig. 31) shows a possible
hyena, although the lack of a pronounced
hump just behind the neck suggests it
could also be a dog or wolf. (Fig. 32) is

evidently another carnivore, possibly a lion
in view of the prominent claws and the ears
framed above what appears to be a mane.
Lions were native to the Syrian steppe and
desert according to Pliny the Elder (also cf.
Rhotert 1938: 223). Wolves and lions also
are depicted in several areas of the Arabian
peninsula, including Jabal Yatib (Nayeem
2000: 180 and Figs. 237-238), Suweidra
(Nayeem 2000: 127 and Fig. 151), Jubbah
(Nayeem 2000: 131 and Fig. 153), Sakaka
(Nayeem 2000: 204 and Fig. 287).

Fig. 31. A hyena, dog, or wolf appears to stalk an unidentifiable animal in Gallery 1, Wisad Pools.
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fig. 32. A ferocious beast with prominent claws, possibly representing a

lion, from Gallery 2 at Wisad Pools (Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 33. Unidentified, possibly immature animal; the bent horns could indicate a bovid calf (cf. Nayeem 2000, p. 246)
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fig. 34. A trio of animals, possibly young oryx?
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Less frightening animals include some
examples that may represent either juveniles
or bad art. Fig. 33 is a docile-looking animal
with short horns that make a 90° bend
outwards: juvenile addax? poorly rendered
gazelle? A bovid calf? Ambiguity is also
characteristic of Fig. 34, in which the three
animals could be juveniles of just about any
horned species. Finally, Fig. 35 represents
a creature that would not have felt at home

at all in the region around Wisad Pools: a
member of the cattle family. The drawing is
very similarto one from Kilwa (Rhotert 1938:
Tafel 19:1), and there are also close analogs
at Hanakiya in Saudi Arabia (Nayeem 2000:
120, 125 and Fig. 141), Khamasin (Nayeem
2000: 222 and Figs. 322-333), Wadi Robia
and al Hazira in Saada province, Yemen
(Nayeem 2000: 468 and Figs. 19 and 24),
among others.
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Fig. 35. A member of the Bos family, with enhancement effected using Photoshop below
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

One final aspect of “exotic” rock art in
the eastern badiah is a set of geometric
engravings at Gallery 2 at Wisad Pools
(Fig. 36). The ibex with knobby horns
overlies an earlier pair of objects that
are concentric circles, four in the upper
register and three in the lower. To the
right of the ibex and circles is a small “V”
above a circle: could this be a “sign” or

a human stick figure (see below)? (This
element appears to be contemporaneous
with the ibex in view of the similarity
in brightness of the patinas). There are
possibly other geometrics in the Wisad
Pools region, but such candidates are
often badly obscured by weathering
or later overlying engravings, or the
“geometrics” might simply be variations
on tribal signs (wusum,).
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Fig. 36. A knobby-horned ibex has been engraved over an earlier set of concentric circles at Gallery 2, Wisad Pools
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Human riders have already been mentioned
in the sections on horses and camels, but
there are other scenarios involving the
presence of humans. In general, human
figures play a minor role in the eastern
badiah compared, for example, with the
southwestern part of the Arabian Peninsula

(cf. Nayeem 2000: 23-288). In contrast to
the sophisticated elegance of the dancers at
as-Sawda, in Saudi Arabia’s Asir province
(Fig. 37), for instance, the humans displayed
in the eastern badiah are simple and crude.
In Fig. 38%, the humans are simple stick
figures, bearing strong resemblance to those
figures from al-Ula in northern Saudi Arabia
(Nayeem 2000: Fig. 114).

Fig. 37. Slender, lithe dancers and a seated female from al-Sawda, Asir province, SW Saudi Arabia
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fig. 38. Two anthropomorphic stick figures in a tableau with ibexes and a possible lion
(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 39. A human figure with outstretched arms near a kite depiction, Gallery 2, Wisad Pools
(Photo: Y Rowan)
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Fig. 40. A pair of humans at the top of the stone are probably not related to the third figure at the bottom; from
Gallery 2 at Wisad Pools

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Somewhat more realistic human figures can
be seen elsewhere at Wisad Pools. The pudgy
human in (Fig. 39) is part of a larger tableau
that includes a hunting kite (see below). In
(Fig. 40), the figure at the upper left might

be holding a bow or other weapon, and it
might be embracing the human figure to its
proper left. The third human below might
be engaged with an unidentified animal at
the lower left of the stone.
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Fig. 41. Kites in the desert north of Azraq captured on satellite photos. The size of the trap in the upper kite is
230 m top to bottom and 150 m from the opening (at the right) to the opposite wall; in the lower picture, the trap
of the upper kite is 120 x 170 m, and the one on the left is about 100 x 100 m.

(Source: Google Earth)
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Kites

Flying air mail and other correspondence
and goods between Baghdad and Cairo in
the 1920s, a British Royal Air Force pilot
and photographer documented a series of
enigmatic stone walls and corrals in eastern
Jordan, noting one particular repeated
pattern that consisted of pairs of long, low,

straight walls that ran for up to a kilometer
or more converging towards a broad semi-
closed trap built of stone (Maitland 1927).
The configuration of the walls and trap was

termed a “’kite” because from the air “one is
reminded of a small boy’s kite — a more or
less hexagonal head with the string and tail
springing out from it” (Rees 1929: 395).

Fig. 42. A kite from Gallery 1, Wisad Pools. The pecked outline has been enhanced by Photoshop in the lower part.
The opening to the kite is at bottom center

(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fig. 43. A kite from Gallery 1, Wisad Pools; the opening (perhaps partially blocked with stones) is at bottom left
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Fig. 44. Another kite from Gallery 1, Wisad Pools, with an opening at the top of the figure. An animal is evidently
portrayed inside the kite near the center
(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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Kites were used for hunting steppe/desert
mammals, especially gazelle and onager,
from at least as early as the 8th millennium
BC (Betts 1987), and hundreds have been
located in the Black Desert area of southern
Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia (Helms and
Betts 1987: figs. 2-3 and 17). The openings
are all oriented to the southeast, away from the
prevailing wind that blows almost constantly
from the northwest. Panicked by the hunters
who approach them from downwind (i.e.,
from the SE), animals race in the opposite
direction, veering along the walls that lead
into the trap. Around the trap wall is a series
of small circular “hides” from which hunters
could dispatch their prey with arrows or spears

(Fig. 41).

Attention to kites as elements of rock art
has only recently come to archaeologists’
attention (e.g. Betts and Helms 1986; van Berg
et al. 2004). It is not clear why kite images
were pecked into basalt: were they used for
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instruction in kite construction? for training
in how kites were to be used? for recounting
past successes? Or for good luck to ensure
future success? At Wisad Pools, more than a
dozen kite images have been found clustered
in two “galleries” near the pools themselves,
and it seems that this number of recreations
indicates that they might represent a certain
degree of boasting or thanksgiving.

(Figs. 42 and 43) are representative of the
kite images found at Wisad Pools: the kites
tend to cover the entire upper surface of basalt
boulders, even spilling across the edges to
the sides of the stone. Using all of the space
contrasts to areas used up by animal or human
figures, which are often miniatures compared
to the surface area. The kite openings for
both of these figures are at the bottom of the
pictures. (Fig. 44) is another example, except
in this case someone appears to have pecked in
a small animal near the middle of the interior.
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