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Journal of Epigraphy and Rock Drawings (JERD) is an annual periodical 
published by the Department of Antiquities of Jordan. It is devoted to the 
study of inscriptions and rock drawings in the ancient Near East, especially 
Jordan and neighboring countries. JERD encourages publishing new 
epigraphic material and studies related to the Journal main focus, but also 
articles in related fields such archaeology, material culture, and cuneiform 
studies, among others. JERD comprises constant features such as reviews of 
recent publications and presents MA and PhD thesis of Jordanian and Arab 

universities and news related to the interests of the Journal.



Editorial

Journal of Epigraphy and Rock Drawings (JERD) is completing 

its second year with an issue of substantially more contributions 

pertaining to its central themes. With a thorough study, Ziyad 

Abdallah Talafha and Ahmad Sudqi Shqeirat publish the Ottoman 

inscriptions engraved above the southern entrance of Dar As-Saraya 

in Irbid. 

Aida Naghawi publishes an ostracon from Petra bearing verses from 

the Koran. The ostracon goes back to the Omayyad period, and the 

author shows that the ostracon represented probably a school text. 

Ahmed Rjoob comes from the famous Khirbet el-Kôm, the Palestinian 

village from which some unique 8th century BC Canaanite inscriptions 

originated. Also from the same village come hundreds, possibly 

thousands, of so-called Idumean ostraca from the fourth century BC. 

Rjoob assesses the present situation of the archaeological remains 

in the village, and in an appendix Khaled Nashef comments on the 

scandalous situation of el-Kôm documents which should be in the 

possession of the Palestinian people.  

Regular studies are represented by two articles: The first is written 

by Ziyad Abdallah Talafha on some Safaitic terms which he compares 

with words used today by Bedouins. In the second study Khaled Nashef 

examines thoroughly the sources pertaining to ancient Arbela and 

shows that, with one exception, the latter does not stand for Irbid in 

northern Jordan, but for a site in northern Palestine.  

In the non-Arabic section Robert Schick presents a previously 

unnoticed Mamluk inscription from Al-Haram Ash-Sharif in 

Jerusalem. Ulrich Hübner presents a Greek inscription from Naqa 

III near Al-Baida by Petra. Originally Manfred Lindner (1918-2007), 

the specialist in Nabataean culture, detected the inscription which 

exhibits a Greek writing of the Arabic name Abdmalik, attested for 

the first time. 

Rock art is represented by two main articles, both with fresh 

material, published for the first time. Gary O. Rollefson, Alexander 

Wasse and Yorke Rowan examine the faunal drawings from a corpus 

they collected in the eastern Badiah. In the second article Saba Farès-

Drappeau explores hand symbols in rock drawings she collected from 

the region of Wadi Ram in southern Jordan. 

Finally, JERD looks forward not only to be appealing to scholars 

in ancient writings as a whole, but also to archaeologists or even 

specialists in the history of art. Through this diversity JERD hopes 

to achieve a wide spectrum of readers, one of the objectives set upon 

by its editors. 
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Main Articles
Ziyad Abdallah Talafha and Ahmad Sudqi Shqeirat, Ottoman Inscriptions from Dar 
As-Saraya, Irbid

The Ottoman inscriptions over the 
entrance gate of Dar As-Saraya in Irbid, 
are some of the rare examples, which 
the Ottomans usually engraved on 
administrative buildings. The inscriptions 
testifys to the role of the city Irbid as the 
center of the new administrative unit 
Ajloun, established by the Ottomans at 
the end of the 19th century. Talafha and 
Shqeirat present the history of Dar As-
Saraya since it was founded in 1886 as a 
replacement of an old castle built 1855. 
For the first time the inscriptions are 
published, including the Tughra which 
belongs to Sultan Abdul Hamid II. 

Aida Naghawi, An Ostracon with Arabic Writing

Ahmed Rjoob, Khirbet el-Kôm: A Re-Assessment

Ostraca with Arabic writing are rare, and any publication of such 

objects is viewed as a significant addition to a tradition going back 

in Jordan and Palestine to the Iron Age. Naghawi presents an 

ostracon from Petra dated to the Omayyad period. It bears verses 

from the Koran written in Kufic script. Naghawi demonstrates that 

the ostracon represented a school text.

Under Khirbet el-Kôm, a Palestinian village located 20 km 

west of Hebron, is buried a city dated to the Bronze and 

Iron Ages. The site attracted exaggerated attention due to 

the discovery of some unique Canaanite inscriptions from 

the 8th century BC. Also hundreds, possible thousands of 

ostraca from the 4th century BC were unearthed by the 

inhabitants of the village and sold to antiquity dealers. 

Rjoob throws light on the present archaeological remains 

in the village and reveals unknown features such as 

underground tunnels and structures. In an appendix to 

Rjoob’s article Kahled Nashef comments on Khirbet el-Kôm 

ostraca still awaiting to be brought back to their original 

home in Palestine.



Studies

Talafha presents a new interpretation to the Safaitic 
terms  r,  r t and  r y t by connecting them with 
words from modern Bedouin dialects. The approach 
reflected in this article is indicative of what could be 
undertaken in Safaitic and other ancient Northern 
Arabian dialects. 

Ziyad Abdallah Talafha,   r,  r t and  r y t : A comparative linguistic Study

Khaked Nashef, What was the name 
of ancient Irbid?

Irbid in northern Jordan goes 
back to the chalcolithic period. 
It is also one of the cities which 
witnessed an expansion in the 
Late Bronze and Early Iron 
periods. Nevertheless, the name 
of this ancient city could not 
be determined with certainty 
till now. Modern studies 
confuses between Irbid and 
another site bearing the same 
name in northern Palestine. 
The latter was called Arbela in 
antiquity. This article collects 
the evidence for both Jordanian 
and Palestinian Irbid and shows 
that both developed from an 
ancient Arbela, however, but the 
case for equating Jordanian Irbid 
with Arbela still lacks supportive 
evidence.

Non-Arabic Section
Robert Schick, An Overlooked Ottoman Inscription in Jerusalem’s Haram al-Sharif

The inscription published by Schick escaped the 
attention of Max van Berchem, whereas subsequent 
researchers did not go beyond mentioning the 
inscription. It is located in the western bay and 
commemorates the renewal of some bays at the end 
of Dhu al-Hijjah 1037/30 August 1628 by Bayram 
Pasha and Muhammad Pasha, the governors of 
Egypt and Jerusalem. Bayram Basha is a well-known 
Ottoman official who donated funds for charitable 
purposes. Some of those went toward restoring the 
main entrance of the Masjid al-Aqsa. 

Modern Irbid

Roman Sarcophagus from ancient 
Irbid



The hand as a symbolic element recurs 
repeatedly in rock art. Farès-Drappeau treats 
this topic based on evidence from the region of 
Wadi Rum. The material is published in Journal 
of Epigraphy and Rock Drawings for the first 
time. Different hand representations require 
typological treatment comparing the material 
with evidence from other regions. The hands or 
arms are depicted near or facing animals, thus, 
invoking the gesture of the orant. Single hands 
had special significance and are connected with 
north Arabian inscriptions, one having a prayer 
to the solar deity c t r s m s.

Ulrich Hübner, A Greek Inscription and a Rock Drawing from Naqa III in the 
Vicinity of Petra

Greek and Latin inscriptions are indicators of cultural interaction 
between the Hellenistic and Arabic cultures (see the MA Thesis 
of Rihab Al-Khatib presented on pp.55-56 of the Arabic Section). 
Hübner publishes a Greek inscription in the vicinity of Petra 
bearing a common Arabic name in a new Greek form.

Gary O. Rollefson,  Alexander Wasse and Yorke Rowan, Images of the Environment: 
Rock Art and the Exploitation of the Jordanian Badiah

In the Jordanian Badiah rocks 
engraved with drawings are 
wide-spread, a phenomenon 

expressing a significant aspect 

of the interaction of the ancient 

Bedouin with his world. 

In the years 2002, 2005 and 2007, the 

authors conducted comprehensive 

surveys in the Eastern Badiah, a 

region known as the “Black Desert”. 

In their contribution they focus on 

rock art of animals, domestic and 

non-domestic. For the first time 

examples of a variety of animals 

such as ibex, oryx and others are 

presented and discussed. The artistic 

drawings grant life to an otherwise 

harsh environment. 

Saba Farès-Drappeau, Representation of the hand in Rock Art of Southern 
Jordan



Who would have thought that Dr. Khaled Nashef, whom I met in Germany in 1981, would become 
my colleague in Jordan some 25 years later? When I first met him, Dr. Nashef worked as a full time 
lecturer of Assyriology and Cuneiform at the University of Tubingen, he had received his PhD in 
1976 at the University of Vienna and was taking the first steps for what would be a fruitful and 
admirable career in archeology. During his years at Tubingen he participated in the production of 
three volumes of the famous Tubingen Atlas, he left in 1989 to King Saud’s University in Riyad 
where he worked as a professor until 1991; focusing his work on Arabia’s archeology. At the end 
of that year he was to return to Germany and stay there until 1994 before going back to Palestine 
to head the Institute for Archeology at Birzeit University. To him, the return to Palestine was a 
dream come true, and that period marked the summit of his academic activity. While in Birzeit, he 
established the institute’s library and headed five excavation seasons in the ancient site of Khirbet 
Birzeit.  The results of these excavations are published in Journal for Palestinian Archeology, which 
Dr. Nashef had launched and directed; three issues appeared between the years 2000 and 2002, the 
fourth issue was underway when, to his great dismay, the joy of being in Palestine was brought to 
an end by the occupying forces who denied him any further entry to the land, this prompted him to 
move to his second home Jordan, and begin the last leg of his journey.

After settling in Amman, he took the time to document the recent invasion of Iraq and its dire 
consequences on the country’s archeological heritage.  His work resulted in two manuscripts: The 
Destruction of Iraq’s Cultural Heritage and The Zionist Infiltration of Iraq, he also supervised 
a number of doctoral theses in the University of Aleppo at the time and published a number of 
academic studies in Jordanian and Arab journals.

In 2005 Dr. Nashef joined our team of researchers at the Department of Antiquities, where he worked 
until his untimely death in February 2009.  That period presented me with the valuable opportunity 
of knowing him better; he was a dedicated scientist, a voracious reader and a remarkable debate 
partner who was quite able to settle even the thorniest of disputes with decisive clarity and admirable 
modesty. Yet apart form Dr. Nashef’s scientific merits, he possessed all the excellences of virtue a 
person could wish for, and his sheer kindness, honesty and truthfulness are uncontested among his 
colleagues and those who knew him.

During his years at the institute, Dr. Nashef established Dar As-Saraya Museum in the city of Irbid; 
as well as the publication of the accompanying Museum’s Guide.  He was also editor in chief of 
Majallet an-Nuqoush, and together we co-authored Dubai: Three Thousand Years of Civilization 
and Achievement.

Dr. Nashef was a man of strong determination and high commitment; even on his sick bed and despite 
his arduous battle with cancer he was adamant about overseeing the publication of the second issue 
of Majallet an-Nuqoush.  He took great pains in supervising the journal, sparing no effort to that 
end; even beginning work on the third issue despite his health condition.  With Khaled’s departure 
we lost a dear friend, a sober scholar of the best variety and an excellent man.
May god have mercy on his soul and bring peace upon him.

Dr. Fawwaz Khreisha

With the Departure of 
Dr. Khaled Nashef

“Nor does any soul know what it will earn on the morrow: 
Nor does any soul know in what land it is to die.” 

The Quran 31:34
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Robert Schick

An Overlooked Ottoman 
Inscription in Jerusalem’s 

Haram al-Sharif

1. Burgoyne and Abul-Hajj 1979.
2. Auld and Hillenbrand 2000.
3. Burgoyne and Abul-Hajj 1979, p. 121.
4. Burgoyne 1987, p. 152, fn. 29.
5. Walls and Abul-Hajj 1980, p. 30, no. LIX.
6. Tütüncü 2007.
7. Natsheh in Auld and Hillenbrand 2000, pp. 927-933, 1081, no. 36/3.

The text (Fig. 2) refers to the renovation 
of some bays in the western portico of the 
Haram al-Sharif at the end of Dhu al-Hijjah 
1037/30 August 1628 by Bayram Pasha and 
Muhammad Pasha, the governors of Egypt 
and Jerusalem. The text at first glance may 

Along the west arcade of the Haram al-Sharif (Fig. 1) in Jerusalem is a 11th/17th century 
Ottoman inscription that curiously has been overlooked. The inscription has been in 
plain view, but somehow has escaped the attention of previous scholars, such as Max van 
Berchem in his Corpus 1927), Michael Burgoyne and Amal Abul-Hajj1, Yusuf Natsheh 
and the other authors of the Ottoman Jerusalem book2. Michael Burgoyne and Amal 
Abul-Hajj3 noted the unpublished inscription that “commemorates the refacing of the 
east side of the west wall of the Haram al-Sharif in 1037/1628”, information repeated 
by Michael Burgoyne4, while Archibald Walls and Amal Abul-Hajj5 also noted the 
existence of the inscription as “restoration text 1067/1656-57”. Mehmet Tütüncü did 
not include the inscription in his corpus 2006)*, although he subsequently published 
the inscription in an article in Turkish in 20076.

look difficult to decipher, but it is in fact 
easy to read because the text parallels so 
closely the inscription on the nearby Sabil 
al-Sha‘lan that commemorates its restoration 
by the same two people in the same month 
and year7.

* See Review this issue, Arabic section, pp 71-72.
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Fig. 1. Haram al-Sharif: Bay 16 with the Bayram Pasha inscription from the east

Fig. 2. Haram al-Sharif: The inscription of Bayram Pasha 
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Fig. 3. Haram al-Sharif: The inscription of Bayram Pasha in the Sabil Sha‘lan

Fig. 4. Haram al-Sharif: Bay 16 with the Bayram Pasha inscription left (to Bay 13 with the inscription of Salah 
al-Din right) along the west portico of the Haram from the east
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 ”جدد هذه اللواوين المباركة بعد انهدامها �صاحب الخيرات والمبرات الوزير
الاكرم والم�صير الافخم ح�صرة بيرام با�صا محافظ  م�صر المحرو�صة بمبا�صرة ح�صرة

محمد با�صا محافظ القد�س ال�صريف في ختام ذي الحجة الحرام �صنة �صبع وثلثين والف«

“Renewed these blessed bays after their collapse 
the one of charitable deeds and good deeds, 
the wazir 2the most noble and the most grand 
counselor, his excellency Bayram Pasha the 
governor of Egypt, the protected, under the 
direction of his excellency 3Muhammad Pasha, 
the governor of Jerusalem the noble, at the end of 
Dhu al-Hijjah, the inviolate, year seven and thirty 
and one thousand”.

The inscription closely parallels the four-line 
inscription on the nearby Sabil Sha‘lan8 (Fig. 3), 
although the two inscriptions 
vary in the flowery titles they 
use. But it is remarkable how 
different the two inscriptions 
appear. The three lines of the 
portico inscription are written 
within cartouches, and the date is 
spelled out in words, rather than 
with numerals, as is the case in 
the Sabil al-Sha‘lan inscription. 
It is difficult to imagine that the 
two inscriptions were produced 
by the same craftsman.

Bayram Pasha and Muhammad Pasha, the two 
people mentioned in the inscription, are well-
known figures. Bayram Pasha, the governor of 
Egypt, was involved in a number of building 
projects in Jerusalem and the Haram9. According 
to the Ottoman Islamic Law Court records (sijill 
113:248) in November 1627 he donated funds 
to the qadi of Jerusalem for charitable purposes. 
Some of those funds went toward restoring the 
main entrance of the Masjid al-Aqsa, restoring 
the Sabil Sha‘lan, and rebuilding seven derelict 
bays in the portico located close to Bab al-Nazir 

at a cost of 600 qirsh asadi (sijill 113:448). 
Those seven derelict bays must clearly be the 
bays mentioned in the inscription. Muhammad 
Pasha, the governor of Jerusalem between 
1036/1626 and 1043/1633, was also involved in 
numerous building projects in Jerusalem10.

The inscription refers to the renovation of bays 
law w n, singular l w n). The inscription seems to 
be in its original location along the interior face of 
the west enclosure wall of the Haram compound, 
exactly half way between Bab al-Nazir to the north 

and Bab al-Hadid to the south, 
facing the Sabil Sha‘lan and 
the northwest arcade and steps 
leading up to the Dome of the 
Rock platform, as well as the 
adjacent Mihrab and Mastabat 
Sabil Mustafa Agha11, and 
so the renovated bays that 
the inscription refers to must 
surely be bays along the north 
part of the west portico.

   But the architecture of the 
bays today does not readily 

reveal which bays were renovated in 1628. Our 
inscription is located below bay 1612, right where 
Michael Burgoyne noted the meeting of two 
separate sections of the portico – bays 11 to 16 
(Fig. 4) to the north and bays 17 to 44 to the south 
– both of which he attributed to the 14th century. 
It might be tempting to assign bays 11 to 16, 
along with the dismantling of at least one further 
matching bay to the south that he noted evidence 
for, to the renovations that the inscription records, 
but that conclusion does not obviously follow 
from his architectural description.

The three-line inscription reads:

8. Natsheh in Auld and Hillenbrand 2000, pp. 927-933, 1081, no. 36/3.
9. See Natsheh in Auld and Hillenbrand 2000, pp. 913-914.
10. Natsheh in Auld and Hillenbrand 2000, pp. 807, 917-918.
11. Natsheh in Auld and Hillenbrand 2000, p. 1003, no. 55/13.
12. Using the numbering of Burgoyne 1987, pp. 192-194.

“Bayram Pasha and Muhammad 
Pasha, the two people 
mentioned in the inscription, 
are well-known figures. Bayram 
Pasha, the governor of Egypt, 
was involved in a number of 
building projects in Jerusalem 
and the Haram. … Muhammad 
Pasha, the governor of 
Jerusalem was also involved in 
numerous building projects in 
Jerusalem”
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Eine griechische Inschrift und ein 
Felsbild aus Naqa III bei Baidh  nahe 

Petra
Ulrich Hübner, Universität Kiel (Deutschland)

1. Die griechische Inschrift von 
Naqa III

Die Inschrift (Abb.1) befindet sich ca. 150 m 
südwestlich der Siedlung Naqa II, die eventuell 
mit Hormuz, einer in arabisch-muslimischen 
Quellen genannten Siedlung der Kreuzfahrerzeit, 
identifiziert werden kann2. Sie ist in den 
waagerechten Felsboden gepickt und liegt an dem 
Weg, der von Naqa II über Naqa III  in das Tal von 
al-Lam  bei Baidh  führt.

Die zweizeilige Inschrift, neben der ein Quadrat 
in den Fels geritzt ist, in dem sich die Diagonalen 
kreuzen, lautet:  

MNHC HCAB
ΔDOMA XOC

- ” G e d e n k e  d e s 
A b d m a g c h o s ! ”

Die	Verbalform	müsste	korrekt	μ  lauten. 
Der übliche Imperativ Aorist ist stattdessen 

mit der Endung der zweiten Person Singular 
versehen. Auf die Verbalform folgt ein 
Personennamen anstatt im zu erwartenden 
Genetiv im Nominativ, was auch sonst 
hin und wieder epigraphisch belegt ist. In 
griechischen Inschriften Palästinas und 
Syriens ist die griechische Gedächtnisformel 
- in verschiedenen Varianten - während der 
römischen und byzantinischen Zeit häufig 
belegt3. Die Formel geht, wie Bilinguen zeigen, 
auf eine semitischsprachige Formel dkyr/zkyr 
... zurück.

Dem gräzisierten Personennamen 
 liegt ein arabisches Äquivalent 

*cAbdmaliku/*cAbdman(i)ku bzw. cAbd al-M
lik zugrunde4. Die Auslassung des l oder n 

bzw. der Wechsel des l zu n ist in nabatäischen 
und  griechischen Inschriften gut belegt: In 
griechischen Inschriften Palästinas und Syriens 
u.a. taucht der Personennamen in den Varianten  

  u.ä. 

1. Lindner 1999a, p. 61, fig. 7
2. Lindner 1999b.
3. Z. B. IGLS 2, 1939, Nos. 278. 315. 359. 376 u. ö.; IGLS 3,2, 1953, No. 1234; 

IGLS 4, Nos. 1569. 1897; IGLS 5, No. 2514 u.ö.; IGLS 5, 1967, Nos. 2824. 
2825. 2939. 2740. 2742; IGLS 13,1, 1982, No. 9146.

4. Healey 1993, p. 96; Sartre 1985, p. 167.

1999 hatte Manfred Lindner (1918-2007) im Zuge des von der Naturhistorischen Gesellschaft 
Nürnberg und der Universität Kiel durchgeführten Petra-Regional-Surveys auf eine kurze 
griechische Felsinschrift aufmerksam gemacht, allerdings ohne Transkription und Kommentar1 
Hier soll erstens diese Inschrift mit Text, Übersetzung und Kommentar, anschließend zweitens 
ein in der Nähe befindliches Felsbild vorgestellt werden. Zum Schluss soll drittens kurz auf die 
griechische Zisterneninschrift auf al- ab s/Petra eingegangen werden.
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auf5. in nabatäischen und safaitischen als cbdmlk, 
cbdmlkw und cbdmnkw6. Die Namensform 

 ist hier meines Wissens erstmalig 
belegt. 

Der Schreiber dürfte kaum jemand gewesen sein, 
der Griechisch als Muttersprache gesprochen hat. 
Vielmehr dürfte er ein des Griechischen einigermaßen 
mächtiger Einheimischer semitischer Herkunft 
gewesen sein, wohl ein Nabatäer bzw. ein Araber.

Die Datierung der Inschrift bleibt schwierig. 
Die Majuskeln erlauben eine Bandbreite von der 
spätnabatäischen über die römische bis in die 
byzantinische Zeit, also vom 1./2. -6./7. Jh. n. Chr. 
Am ehestens kommt meines Erachtens eine Datierung 
in die (römisch-)  byzantinische Zeit in Frage.

2. Ein Felsbild in der Nähe von 
Naqa III

Im näheren und weiteren Umkreis der 
griechischen Inschrift befindet sich eine Reihe 
von Felsgraffiti. Die meisten von ihnen zeigen 

Ibex-Darstellungen, wie sie im Umfeld von Petra 
weit verbreitet sind. Etwa 300 m südsüdwestlich 
der Inschrift, östlich oberhalb von al-Lamã , 
finden sich ebenfalls mehrere Felsbilder, die an 
senkrechten Wänden in den Fels graviert sind. 
Eines davon zeigt eine Jagdszene auf einer Fläche 
von ca. 60 x 40 cm (Abb.2): Drei Jäger jagen 
einen Strauß. Einer der Jäger schreitet mit Pfeil 
und Bogen bewaffnet und einem Hund vor sich 
in Richtung Strauß, während die beiden anderen 
Jäger den Laufvogel zu Pferd mittels Lanzen 
attackieren. Der Quadruped (Hund?) links, heute 
durch einen Riss im Felsen von der Jagdszene 
getrennt, dürfte später hinzugefügt worden sein. 
Die Jagdszene hält bildlich Erfahrungen fest, wie 
sie in unmittelbarer Umgebung von Naqa nicht, 
aber auf dem östlichen Hochplateau und der 
Araba gemacht werden konnten, denn nur hier 
war der Strauß - bis in die Neuzeit - endemisch.

Die Datierung der Szene ist ungewiss. Da 
Naqa III und seine Umgebung vor allem in 
nabatäisch-römischer und mittelalterlicher Zeit 
besiedelt waren, dürfte die Jagdszene aus einer 

5. Z. B. IGLS 4, 1955, No. 1739; IGLS 6, 1967, No. 2883; IGLS 13,1, 1982, Nos. 9239. 9265; IGLS 21,4, 1993, No. 54; Gatier 1998, 
No. 15; Meimaris/Kritikakou-Nikolaropoulou 2005, Nos. 152. 279. 280.

6. al-Khraysheh 1986, 130; Hazim 1986, 80. 82; Negev 1991, Nos. 808. 811.

Abb. 1: Griechische Inschrift auf Naqa III (Photo U. Hübner 1998)



J. of Epigraphy and Rock Drowings 2 (2008) 15

7. Lindner 2000,pp. 276-7,  Abb. 21.
8. Dalman 1908, p. 229-30; 1912, pp.14. 109.
9. Sartre 1993, No. 56.
10. Merkelbach and Stauber 2002, p. 448.
11. Vgl. Sharp Joukowsky 2006, p. 364, fig. 1.

der beiden Epochen stammen. Vergleiche mit 
den Felsbildern und den Inschriften unten im 
Tal von al-Lamã  an dessen Westseite deuten 
auf die erste Möglichkeit7.

3. Kommentar zu der metrischen 
griechischen Inschrift von al-Hab s / 
Petra

Unterhalb des Gipfels von al- ab s in Petra 
befindet sich eine etwa 9 m hohe Staumauer 
mit einer dahinter liegenden Zisterne. Vier 
etwa gleich große Steine aus gelblich-
hellbraunem Muschelkalk sind sekundär in 
die Staumauer verbaut sind. Die Steine gehören 

zweifelsfrei zu einer einzigen, allerdings 
unvollständig erhaltenen griechischen Inschrift. 
Zwei der Steine sind mit einem Band von Efeu-
Blättern verziert. Die Inschrift, auf die Gustaf 
Dalman8 erstmalig hingewiesen hatte, wurde 
von M. Sartre9 und Merkelbach10 erneut ediert. 
Eine Übersetzung der Inschrift war und ist 
dennoch nach wie vor nicht möglich. Immerhin 
ist meines Erachtens klar, dass es sich um eine 
metrische Inschrift im Versmaß des Hexameter 
handelt, wie das Fragment 
... hinlänglich zeigt11. Möglicherweise handelt 
es sich bei der Inschrift um ein (orphisches?) 
Zitat.

Abb. 2: Felsbild bei Naqa III (Photo U. Hübner 1999)
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basalt-covered landscapes ranging from much 
of eastern Syria through the panhandle of Jordan 

and to a more limited degree 
down into Saudi Arabia. The 
topography includes large 
areas of essentially flat plains, 
although there are significant 
regions where there are rolling, 
boulder-strewn hills and shallow 
wadis; occasionally wadis can 
also be deeply incised into some 
parts of the terrain. The research 
area 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 basalt desert (Fig. 1; cf. description in Wasse, 
Rollefson and Rowan n. d.).

In 2002, 2007, and 2008 our surveys in the eastern 
badiah of Jordan (Rollefson and Wasse 2009; Rowan 
et al. 2009; Wasse and Rollefson 
2005; Wasse et al. n.d.) located 
considerable numbers of examples 
of rock art and inscriptions, and 
it is our intent in this report to 
present representative instances 
of rock art depictions of animals 
and “devices” recorded during 
our field research. The images 
reflect not only the elements of the 
environment that hunting groups 
or herding peoples considered to 
be worthy of portrayal, they also 
provide important information on 
what elements were not deemed important enough 
to be preserved on stone.

The area of our research is part of the so-called 
“Black Desert” that includes a broad field of 

Images of the

Gary O. Rollefson,  Alexander Wasse and Yorke Rowan

“The images reflect not 

only the elements of the 

environment that hunting 

groups or herding peoples 

considered to be worthy of 

portrayal, they also provide 

important information on 

what elements were not 

deemed important enough 

to be preserved on stone”

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 l’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.

Rock Art and the Exploitation of the 
Jordanian Badiah

Environment:
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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 

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)
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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)

Fig. 4
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Fig.6. A Nubian ibex (Capra ibex nubiana), 
whose range extends from mountainous areas 
of Egypt and Sudan through Jordan and the 

Saudi peninsula 
(Source: www.photo.com)
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 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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Fig. 10a. Arabian oryx (O. leucoryx) 
Source: www.google.com

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).
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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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Other Antelope
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. 13. Twisted-horned animal (kudu?) from Gallery 1, Wisad 

Pools (Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 14. Another twisted-horn animal (kudu?) from Gallery 1, Wisad Pools. 

(Photo: Y. Rowan)

(Fig. 17); the latter species is more 
arid-adapted and thus is perhaps a more 
likely candidate for these particular 
depictions. 
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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)
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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 
Levant was a relatively 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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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.
 

Fig. 20. Horse with what appears to be a bridle running from the mouth to the mane 

(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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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 (Köhler-Rollefson 1993:182-184). 
As a consequence, images of camels 

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).
 

Fig. 23. A camel and spearman from atop the 
northernmost crag at Shmaysaniyat, southwest of 

Wisad Pools. 

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 24. Simple camel style, partly open outline, 
partly filled-in, from near Wisad Pools. 

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 25. A camel “on steroids” with detailed 
depiction of hair on the hump and tail 

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 26. A simply designed filled-in camel; on the 
basis of the relatively bright patina, this might be 

rather young in terms of its date of execution 

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

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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“Exotic”
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. 33. Unidentified, possibly immature animal; the bent horns could indicate a bovid calf (cf. Nayeem 2000, p. 246) 

(Photo: G. Rollefson)

Fig. 32. A ferocious beast with prominent claws, possibly representing a 

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

Fig. 34. A trio of animals, possibly young oryx? 

(Photo: G. Rollefson)
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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). 

Fig. 35. A member of the Bos family, with enhancement effected using Photoshop below

 (Photo: G. Rollefson)
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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
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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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.

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)
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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 

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.

Discussion
Dating. Determining the chronology of archaeological phenomena is inherent to the discipline, 
but dating rock art is fraught with often insurmountable problems (Betts 2001a), although 
sometimes directly associated linguistic inscriptions can provide general ages if the degree of 
patination of the figures and letters are comparable.
 
Stylistic dissimilarity in the rendering of animal images varies considerably, and it is likely this 
is a reflection of cultural/temporal variability to some extent (e.g. Anati 1968a-b; 1972; 1974; 
Nayeem 2000: Table 2). Even so, there is probably a great deal of variability from individual 
artist to individual artist during the same period, so that seriation of rock art examples is a very 
tentative process. Certainly, dates based on style alone can be very misleading, as examples of 
ibex/oryx renditions on Nabataean walls at Petra (Rollefson, personal observation) and Qusayr 
Amra testify (Betts 2001b).  In fact, Betts notes that the same “styles” can be independently re-
invented thousands of years after an earlier expression disappeared (Betts 2001b: 100).

Based on fundamental archaeological principles, Betts has been able to demonstrate that rock art 
in Jordan goes back to the 8th millennium BC Betts 1987), but it is a rare case that stratigraphy 
plays a role in assigning ages to rock art. As mentioned earlier, the appearance of certain 
domesticated animals can result in a terminus post quem, but even for camels and horses this 
leaves a long period of uncertainty, spanning several millennia. The correlation of Pre-Pottery 
Neolithic hunting camps at Abu Masiyad al-Gharbi and ash-Sharqi (Betts 1998a: 37) and the 
longer-term settlement at nearby Dhuweila (Betts 1998b: 205) with kite construction in the 
desert east of Azraq indicates that kite rock art could be as early as the 8th millennium BC, but 
there is no way at present of determining if any kite images are that old.
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While lions, hyenas, and wolves may have 
been drawn to express awe at the dangers 
these animals posed, it is interesting to note 
that other dangerous creatures are missing 
from the artistic inventory: scorpions and 
snakes, for example. Reptiles – especially 
lizards, including the enormous desert 
monitor (Varanus griseus) and the hefty dabb 
(the latter, Uromastyx aegyptia microlepis, 
reportedly used for food by modern Bedouin) 
– seem conspicuously absent. 

Popular impressions of the desert – particularly 
for those people who live in urban, agricultural, 
and mesic habitats – often entail endless 
vistas of sandy and rocky terrain, where life 
is brutal, under constant threat, and often 
short for humans unfortunate enough to wind 
up in such inhospitable surroundings. While 
conditions in steppes and deserts certainly do 
present challenges that are exclusive to these 
environments, it is through the evidence left 
behind by artists and scribes that we can see 
what opportunities were also available in such 
arid regions.

While the inventory of animal species is not 
impoverished in the eastern badiah, there 
remains the question of why other species 
were ignored by the artists. Birds, for 
example, were probably important to both 
hunters and pastoralists from prehistoric 
through recent times, yet ducks, geese, 
owls, and other migrating species are not 
present, even at Wisad Pools, where seasonal 
migrations may have been impressive. 

Gazelle bones dominate archaeological 
hunting camps throughout the badiah, and 
while some of the gazelle rock art may have 
been mistakenly identified as ibex, there is 
little reason to think that artists would not 
have been able to make sufficient distinctions 
in their work; instead, the rarity of gazelle in 
the eastern badiah rock art may be due to the 
same reason that goats and sheep were rarely 
the subject of figurine production in Neolithic 
times: “familiarity breeds contempt” might 
be a universal human characteristic when it 
comes to portraying animals (cf. Rollefson  
et al. 1992: 465). Notably, domestic sheep 
and goats appear to be almost taboo objects 
for rock art in the post-Neolithic period too.

Presence/Absence of species

Whether the images and writing involve symbolic meaning, or if they simply represent 
the idle expressions of individuals who had a lot of time on their hands, rock art and 
inscriptions provide some narrative to the otherwise silent past of hunting and pastoral 
peoples who left little else in the way of material culture for us archaeologists to ponder. 
Details (or the lack of them), skills (or their absence), humor (or not) included in the 
rock art provides the broad spectrum of human individuality in the reportage of what 
people experienced. Rock art, especially, helps to animate and populate that “lifeless 
land” so many urban societies fear. 
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La main, qui apparaît seule ou bien associée à des scènes de chasse 
(pour les périodes préhistoriques), ou à des inscriptions (pour la période 
préislamique), a une valeur symbolique très riche. L’étude de ce thème 
peut nous éclairer sur le sens de la gravure même ou sur l’intention de 
l’auteur du texte qui souvent ne nous laisse que son nom et patronyme.

La représentation de la main 
dans les gravures rupestres

en
Jordanie du Sud

Saba Farès-Drappeau
Maison de l’Orient et de la Méditerranée, Lyon; France

La région de notre étude se trouve en Jordanie 
du Sud, dans une zone désertique limitée au 
Nord par Râs al-Naqab, au Sud par les frontières 
saoudiennes, à l’Est par Sahl 
al-Sawwân et à l’Ouest par 
Wadî Ramân, soit une zone 
de 50 km sur 40 km environ, 
portant le nom régional 
administratif de Wadi Ramm 
(Fig. 1 et carte). Cette 
région est caractérisée par 
une formation géologique 
dominante, le grès.

Ces mains apparaissent dans 
un certain nombre de scènes, 
gravées sur les parois rocheuses. La main seule 
apparaît souvent, contemporaine des inscriptions 
nordarabiques (du 6e s. av. l’ère ch. jusqu’au 
l’époque islamique environ)1. Le nombre des 
gravures de mains enregistrées est assez restreint, 

ce qui m’empêche d’établir une étude typologique 
de la main, comme celle de Sourdive menée sur 
la main dans l’Égypte pharaonique, dont les 500 

objets représentant des mains, 
lui ont permis de dégager une 
vingtaine de types2.

Ces mains sont gravées sur 
la couche protectrice, de 
surface, d’un effleurement de 
grès dominant dans la région. 
Comme partout où ces mains ont 
été attestées, il est difficile de 
connaître leur fonction exacte. 
Il faut avoir recours à des études 
comparatives sur l’histoire des 

religions et des symboles chez tous les peuples où 
ces gravures sont connues pour pouvoir élucider 
la question. Cette étude étant longue, je me 
contenterai ici d’effectuer une comparaison avec 
quelques représentations chez d’autres peuples.

1-Cette dénomination renvoie à un groupe d’inscriptions non officielles, laissées par les anciens Arabes sur les parois de montagne 
et sur les blocs de pierres. Ce mot fait référence à la Péninsule arabique où ces inscriptions sont généralement diffusées. Les 
inscriptions arabiques se répartissent en deux groupes: nordarabiques et sudarabiques. Chaque groupe englobe différents 
types de variantes graphiques dénommées d’après soit le nom d’une tribu citée dans les textes (comme le thamoudéen en 
Jordanie du Sud et en Arabie Saoudite et le lihyânite en Arabie Saoudite), soit d’après la région où les textes sont concentrés 
(le safaïtique en Jordanie du Nord et en Syrie du Sud, le haséen, en Arabie du Nors-Est). J’adopte la dénomination généraliste 
nordarabique au lieu de thamoudéen qui est un terme conventionnel, appliqué d’après la mention d’un nom tribal TMD dans 
trois textes de ce type graphique. Ce terme ne reflète pas la réalité (cf. Farès-Drappeau 2003, pp. 279-280).

2- Sourdive 1984.

«La région de notre étude se 
trouve en Jordanie du Sud, 
dans une zone désertique 
limitée au Nord par Râs 
al-Naqab, au Sud par les 
frontières saoudiennes, à 
l’Est par Sahl al-Sawwân et à 
l’Ouest par Wadî Ramân, soit 
une zone de 50 km sur 40 
km environ, portant le nom 
régional administratif de Wadi 
Ramm»
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Fig. 1. Carte de la Jordanie et de la région étudiée
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La difficulté d’entreprendre une étude des 
gravures de mains dans la région de Wadi Ramm 
m’incite à dépasser la seule représentation de 
la main isolée. Donc pour aborder la question 
des mains gravées, je suis obligée d’évoquer les 
gravures de personnages aux bras levés. Ceci 
n’est pas sans rapport: il est toujours question 
de la main. Ainsi cette analyse aura deux 
thèmes: d’abord celui de l’orant, puis la main à 
proprement parler: isolée ou non. À cette dernière 
j’ajouterai la représentation du pied, qui est 
assez abondante dans le secteur et accompagne 
souvent soit des personnages soit des animaux. 
Les exemples que je cite appartiennent à des 
époques très différente : de la préhistoire à nos 
jours. Quand c’est possible, je donnerai une 
fourchette de date ou de période.

Les orants

Avant de détailler l’occurrence des gravures en 
position d’orant, il est important d’éclaircir ce 
qu’on désigne par ce terme.

Le terme «orant» est surtout utilisé dans l’art 
chrétien pour les personnages représentés en 
prière. Il a été utilisé ensuite dans les études 
relatives à l’art rupestre d’Afrique du Nord, 
dans les scènes où les personnages lèvent les 
bras vers des animaux appartenant au répertoire 
naturaliste régional. Ce terme s’est vu appliqué, 
par extension, à tout personnage, les bras levés, 
avec ou sans rapport avec l’animal. Antoniewicz 
applique le terme d’orant, dans les gravures sud-
oranaises, à toute « figure humaine aux bras levés, 
le plus souvent présentée de front (de face), mais 
quelques fois aussi de profil », mais sans pour 
autant avoir une connotation religieuse3.

D’autres chercheurs distinguent la position 
des personnages face à un animal pour lui 
attribuer une valeur religieuse. Verbrugge4 et 
Cominardi5 considèrent comme de véritables 
orants les personnages en liaison avec les 
béliers Sphéroïdes, des scènes mystiques, des 
scènes de chasse et la grande faune (bovins, 
girafes…). Quant à Le Quellec, il différencie 
les personnages face à l’animal, de ceux qui lui 
tournent le dos. Selon le cas, la position peut 
indiquer l’effroi ou bien l’adoration6. Pour J. 
Leclant et P. Huard les «orants» « est un trait 
culturel des Chasseurs »7.

Aujourd’hui, ce terme est appliqué, 
imprudemment, par certains chercheurs, à la 
simple présence d’un personnage en position de 
bras levés8.

Le type de gravures des personnages avec les bras 
levés, les jambes écartées et l’organe sexuel bien 
mis en valeur, avec ou sans les détails de la main, 
sont assez nombreux dans la zone prospectée.

La figure n° 2, trouvée près d’al-Dîsseh, représente 
deux personnages, les contours schématiques, les 
mains et les bras ne sont pas détaillés, ils encadrent 
une horde de bovins. Ces gravures semblent 
préhistoriques car à l’époque des inscriptions 
nordarabiques, ce type de représentation avait 
disparu.

Dans la gorge d’al-Khaz‘alî, des personnages, 
soit entiers, soit uniquement sous forme de 
bustes gravés près d’une gazelle, ont les bras 
levés (Fig. 3).

3- Antoniewicz 1968, p. 3
4- Verbrugge 1976, p. 382.
5- Cominardi 1980.
6- Le Quellec 1993, p. 61.
7-  Leclant et Huard 1980, vol. 2, p. 475.
8- Pour Anati 2000, pp. 160-161 et Lhote 1979, p. 432.
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Fig. 3. Al-Khaz‘alî: Gravure des bustes et personnages au bras levés 

Fig. 2. Al-Dîsseh: Deux personnages et une harde de bovin 
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Des personnages aux bras levés accompagnent 
des inscriptions nordarabiques, ils sont gravés sur 
un gros rocher près de la source d’al-Qattâr, dans 
le Wadi Hafîr (au Nord d’al-Dîsseh). À droite du 
bloc sont gravés des pieds, par paires (Fig. 4a).

Ce type de prosternation est connu partout dans 
le monde, Khan, dans son ouvrage sur l’art 
rupestre en Arabie Saoudite, a recensé quelques 
gravures des personnages au bras levés, associés 
parfois à des bovins9. Une figure de ce type a 
été enregistrée par Jaussen et Savignac lors de 
leur expédition en Arabie, en 1909. La figure 
représente trois personnages (Fig. 4b) au bras 
levé que les deux auteurs leurs attribuent une 
valeur religieuse ou « une valeur superstitieuse 
quelconque »10. Je signale que une gravure 
mentionné par Bahn, découvert dans Arizona’s 
Petrified Forest, aux Etas Unies, est semblable à 
celle de Jaussen et Savignac. D’après Bahn, cette 

figure a été interprété par les chercheurs comme 
une représentation de la « Mère de jeu  »11. 

On trouve ce type de représentation aussi bien en 
Arabie, en Sibérie et dans les pays scandinaves, 
mais il faut se garder d’y voir des liens, surtout que 
souvent il existe des variations chronologiques 
très grandes. Ces gravures ne diffèrent en rien des 
peintures rupestres préhistoriques représentant 
des adorants, que je cite à titre d’exemple, dans 
la région de Huashan (Montagne des fleures, 
Chine) (Fig. 5)12 ou bien des gravures rupestres 
sur le Rocher de Naquane (Valcanonica, Italie) 
représentant une série d’orants (Fig. 6)13.

9-    Khan 1993, pl. 89 ; 91A et B.
10- Jaussen et Savignac 1909, p. 122. (see also in this journal supra: Rollefson, Wasse and Rowan, fig. 38. – K. Nashef].
11- Bahn 1998, p. 238.
12- Bahn 1998, pp. 142-143 ; Spineto, 2003, p. 38, fig. 17.
13- Spineto 2003, p. 38, fig. 18.

Fig. 4a. Al-Qattâr (Wadi Hafîr): Inscriptions nordarabiques et personnages au bras levés

Fig. 4b. Trois personnages au bras levé, d’après 

Jaussen Savignac, 1909
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En effet, ce geste est universel et encore connu aujourd’hui. 
A titre d’exemple, lorsqu’un musulman prie ou invoque 
dieu, il plie les coudes et tend les paumes vers le ciel. Ce 
même geste a donné naissance à la lettre kâ du hiéroglyphe 
égyptien (deux bras dressés vers le ciel en forme de U et relié 
par un trait horizontal) (Fig. 7). Chez les anciens égyptiens, 
le kâ représente le pouvoir vital et il est donc le propre des 
dieux. Ceux-ci peuvent transmettre le kâ à l’homme. Ainsi 
chaque homme possède un kâ qui se transmet de père en fils. 
On le considère ainsi comme le pouvoir masculin, symbolisé 
aussi par le taureau, dont les égyptiens écrivent le nom par 
le même signe.

Mais peut-on attribuer à toutes ces gravures la signification 
d’orant? L’interprétation de ce geste doit prendre en compte 
le type et le contexte de la gravure. Chercher un sens religieux 
à des gravures de personnages associés à des animaux serait 
une aberration. Que ces personnages, souvent dans des 
position assez diverses, offrent plusieurs significations, ceci 
est plus que probable, surtout sachant que les peuples de 
l’antiquité possédaient un sens du symbolisme gestuel très 
développé. Il faut nuancer les sens à apporter à ces figures.

La main et avant bras  isolés

On dénombre assez peu de mains en Jordanie du Sud. Ces 
mains ou avant-bras accompagnent souvent des inscriptions 
du type nordarabique, ce qui indique une utilisation à une 
période assez récente contrairement à d’autres régions telles 
que le Sahara ou bien la France (Gorge de Gargas). En 
Jordanie du Sud, il s’agit toujours de la main droite, qui est 
la main de la miséricorde dans les civilisations anciennes du 
Proche-Orient14. Ces mains sont schématiques, elles ne sont 
pas une reproduction exacte de la main de son auteur.

14- Chevalier et Gheerbrant 1982, p. 599.

Fig. 5. Huashan (Montagne des fleures, 

chine): Peintures rupestres préhistoriques 

représentant des adorants.

Fig. 6. Gravures rupestres sur le Rocher de 

Naquane (Valcanonica, Italie) représentant 

une série d’orants.

Fig. 7. Statuette 

égyptienne 

représentant le ka
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15-   Dans le Wadi Salâdih, à la limite des frontières saoudiennes.
16-   Divinité d’origine sudarabique mentionnée dans les annales du roi d’Assyrie, Esarhaddon (680-669) parmi les statues 

rendues à Adummatu (actuel al-Jawf en Arabie Saoudite), capturé par son père Sennachérib (Farès-Drappeau et Zayadine 
2001, pp. 211-212). 

17-  Grimal 1988, pp. 270-277.
18-   Sourdive 1984, p. 584.

Une découverte inédite de son genre qui consiste 
des quatre avant-bras, gravés sur un gros bloc 
rocheux à al-Muwashshama (voir Fig. 1)15. Ces 
avant-bras sont accompagnés d’inscriptions 
nordarabiques (Fig. 8). L’un des textes est une 
prière à la divinité‘trsms16 qui est le dieu du soliel 

chez les anciens Sémites. La forme même de 
la main évoque les rayons du soleil. Il rappelle 
les mains des rayons d’Aton, le dieu dynastique 
durant le règne de Amenhotep III (1378/1352)17. 
Pour Sourdive “La main du soleil” d’Aton, est un 
“moyen de piété”18.

Fig. 8. al-Muwashshama (Wadi Sâbit): Avant-bras avec des inscriptions nordarabiques.
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Dans le Wadi Sâbit, dans la gorge d’Umm al-Bârid 
nous avons relevé une inscription nordarabique 
archaïque (6e s. av. l’ère ch. environ) avec une 
gravure d’un ibex, un bovin, une gravure de main 
et des pieds (Fig. 9), le tout semble contemporain 
d’après la patine de la paroi.

Jaussen et Savignac signalent un avant bras 
accompagnant une inscription nordarabique, 
trouvée près de Taymâ’ (Arabie du Bord-Ouest). 
Le texte, quoique, parle d’ailleurs de cette même 
main19. 

On trouve la main en Arabie du Sud, dans 
l’encadrement de quelques inscriptions ou 
gravée sur les rochers. Comme dans le Nord, il 
s’agit aussi toujours de la main droite. La main, 
est l’objet d’une inscription sudarabique, datée 
du Ier siècle après l’ère chrétienne, dont l’auteur 
demande au dieu Almaqah, de “protéger sa main 
et sa langue” (Fig. 10)20.

19- Jaussen et Savignac 1909, p. 279, inscription n° 50, pl. XXXII.
20- Robin 1991, p. 143, fig. 36.

Fig. 10. Inscription 

sudarabique

Fig. 11. Ex-voto 

d’une main gravée 

d’une inscription 

sudarabique

Fig. 9. Umm al-Bârd (Wadi Sâbit): Gravures de main, des pieds, de bovin et une inscription nordarabique
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Toujours en Arabie du Sud on connaît l’existence 
d’un ex-voto, datée du Ier siècle après l’ère 
chrétienne21, trouvé près de Sanaa (conservé 
aujourd’hui au British Museum de Londres) (Fig. 11). 
Il s’agit d’un texte où l’auteur dédie sa main droite à 
un dieu local22.

Au Liban, dans le temple de Nîha (dans le 
Bekaa), on connaît une main divine votive 
(époque romaine, Ier-IIe siècle) dont le poignet 
porte une inscription grecque23 dédiée à Mercure 
Héliopolitanus qui figure dans la paume de la 
main (Fig. 12)24.

La représentation de la main est très répandue 
dans le monde, je me limiterai à quelques 
exemples, cité par Bahn : dans la région de Laura, 
dans le Queensland, dont la date est inconnue25 ; 
une centaine de mains dans la grotte de Gargas 

21- D’après Ch. Robin.
22- Robin 1991, pp. 143-144, fig. 137 ; 1997, p. 62.
23- Cette main est conservée au musée du Louvre, département des Antiquités orientales, sous le n° d’inventaires AO 4409. La

dédicace sur la poignet est la suivante : Menikos, pour lui-même, pour sa fille, pour sa femme et pour les esclaves dans   
sa maison, suivant leur vœu (à tous). (Sartre 1998, p. 305).

24- Sartre 1998, p. 185. Pour plus des détails sur cette main, voir : Seyrig, 1954, p. 83, pl. XII.
25- Bahn 1998, p. xxvi.
26- Ibid., pp. 114-115.
27- Ibid. 1998, p. 153.
28- Khan 1993, pl. 76A et B.

(Pyrénées, France) ; des mains dans la grotte 
de las Manos (Cueva de las Manos, Argentine), 
datées de 7300 av. J.-C.26 ; des mains en Espagne, 
dans la grotte de Zubialde27. J’ajoute enfin une 
gravure des mains et pieds en Arabie Saoudite28.

Fig. 12. Main votive 

dédié à Mercure 

Héliopolitanus 

(temple du Nîha-Liban)

Fig. 13. Al-Muwashshama (Wadi Sâbit): Gravure schématique d’une paire de pied.
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Fig. 14. Umm al-Bârd (Wadi Sâbit): Pieds creusés .

Fig. 15. Al-Qattâr (Wadi Hafîr): Gravure récente d’une paire de pied.
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Les pied seuls ou accompagnés des mains

Il existe de nombreuses gravures de pied dans 
la région du Wadi Ramm. Ces pieds sont gravés 
souvent par une paire de deux, au contour très 
schématique (Fig. 13). Parfois ces contour laisse 
la place à une représentation plus précise où les 
pieds sont complètement creusés avec le détail des 
orteils (Fig. 14). Certains pieds sont récents (XXème 
siècle), d’après la patine du rocher (Fig. 15).

Un panneau rocheux, à al-Kharaza (au Nord-
ouest d’al-Dîsseh), très bien gravé montre trois 
personnages, deux de grande taille et un plus 
petit, les bras levés, les trois portent une épée. 
Les personnages de grande taille sont séparés 
du troisième personnage par une série de trois 
paires de pieds superposés, la paire la plus haute 

est gravée avec les détails des doigts, les deux 
autres sont schématiques (Fig. 16).

À ‘Urayq as-Sîgeh (au sud du Wadi Ramm), 
sur un sol rocheux, nous avons relevé une série 
d’inscriptions nordarabiques accompagnées de 
nombreuses gravures de pieds, de grande et petite 
taille, parmi ces pieds se trouvent une gravure de 
sandale (Fig. 17).

Les gravures de pieds sont connues dans la vallée 
du Nil29 et dans le Sahara Tchadien30. Pour Leclant 
et Huard, il s’agit d’une pratique magico-religieuse 
liée à la chasse, une pratique qui trouve son 
origine dans la vallée du Nil31. En l’absence d’une 
quantité suffisante de matériel, il est difficile, dans 
notre cas, d’adopter une telle affirmation.

29- Leclant et Huard 1980, vol. 2, p. 447.
30- Staewen et Schonberg 1969, pl. 69, n° 8.
31- Leclant et Huard 1980, vol. 2, p. 449.

Fig. 16. Al-Kharaza (al-Dîsseh): Trois personnages au bras levés, avec des gravures des pieds
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Essai d’interprétation

Le nombre d’exemples de représentation de la 
main que je viens de citer est assez limité, mais les 
quelques exemples permettent de saisir le recours 
au symbolisme de la main chez les anciens peuples 
au Proche-Orient. Son sens peut être varié, cette 
différence réside dans le type de gravure, schématique 
ou une reproduction exacte de la main (moulage). 
On peut supposer que lorsqu’il s’agissait d’une 
gravure schématique, il est question probablement 
d’une prière ou un sens religieux quelconque, quant 
à au moulage le sens est plutôt identitaire.

Les attestations assez diverses mentionnées 
appuient une probable valeur religieuse de certaines 
gravures. Cette valeur religieuse se vérifie dans le 
Wadi Ramm, dans certains cas, où on remarque 
la constante présence des personnages en position 
d’adorant près des points d’eau, accompagnant 
parfois des prières à la divinité locale al-Lât. 
Quant à la main seule, accompagnant ou pas 
les textes, il est plus difficile de lui attribuer 
une valeur religieuse. Seraient-elles là, selon le 
contexte, pour indiquer une prière ou simplement 

une reconnaissance d’identité, une signature, une 
trace de présence ou de passage?

Aujourd’hui, la main continue à avoir une valeur 
innombrables «mains de Fatma» présentes sur les 
bijoux et autres supports. La tradition chez les Arabes 
veut, lorsque l’on construit une maison, que l’on 
sacrifie un animal, tremper sa main dans son sang 
et laisser son empreinte sur le porche de l’entrée32. 
Le sang est remplacé parfois par la peinture, dans 
laquelle on plonge la main et on laisse les traces 
sur les murs ou sur le réservoir d’eau (Fig. 18). Un 
exemple très éloquent se trouve dans une citerne à 
Baïda, au Nord e Pétra (Bîr al-‘Arâysse). 

32- à ce propos, voir JAUSSEN, 1948, p. 287-389.

Fig. 17. ‘Urayq as-Sîgeh (Wadi Ramm): Gravures de pieds et de sandale

Fig. 18. Al-Dîsseh: Empreinte des mains sur un 
réservoir d’eau.
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33- Hachid 2000, p. 283, figs. 445-447

Cette idée de la main divine persiste dans le 
temps et dans l’espace, depuis la préhistoire à 
nos jours : les premières mosquées de l’Islam à 
Takoudématine (Tassili) sont représentée avec 

Quoiqu’il en soit, la diversité et la richesse de ces gravures que les ancêtres des 
Arabes nous ont laissées, nous livrent de précieuses informations sur le rapport 
qu’avait l’homme avec le monde qui l’entoure. Par sa main, il exprimait sa 
peur, sa joie. C’est sa main qui chasse, qui implore, qui prie et qui demande la 
protection du divin.

des personnages en position de prière (Fig. 19)33 

leur positions « bénissante », on la trouve dans les 
rappellent fortement les gravures des personnages 
au bras levé.  

Fig. 19. Tassili: Peinture d’une mosquée et des personnages en position de prière
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