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ABSTRACT. Rock art in the Jordanian Badia, particularly in the northeastern “Black Desert” (Harrah), represents
an essential aspect of the region’s cultural and archaeological heritage. These petroglyphs and inscriptions, which date
from the Neolithic through the Islamic periods, with most of the material being composed from the 2nd century BCE
to the 4th century CE, often appear in important adjacent rock art, healing, and environmental studies. As the rock art
correlates to the lifestyles, socio-economics, spirituality, and environments of the nomadic groups making them, it provides
us a new way to study all of these aspects. This paper examines the salient attributes of rock art in Jordan and potential
aspects of the rock art as a communication tool via symbols that imply a variety of interpretative contexts that involve
social religion, territory, and frequently memory. In examining developed issues arising from engaged social environments
and expressions via indigenous lifeways, anthropology, and astronomy, we can observe the development of languages
both in inscriptions and in the relationships that may be regional, social, or territorial. In addition to possible preservation
methods that are sustainable, we outline the importance of continuing campaigns for the digital capture, awareness
activities that engage communities, and the collaboration with universities and researchers on as much future
interdisciplinary research into the long-term conservation, preservation, protection, and study of this irreplaceable cultural
heritage (Al-Manaser 2008; Al-Jallad & Al-Manaser 2021).
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Introduction

Rock art is among humanity’s earliest and longest-last-
ing forms of expression (Al-Manaser & Alturki 2025;
Darvill & Fernandes 2014). The study of rock art can
provide a wealth of information on the cognitive, so-
cial, and environmental aspects of preliterate/early lit-
erate societies. In Jordan, areas of petroglyphs and in-
scriptions, especially in the northeastern Black Desert,
Harrah, and Wadi Rum, are part of the cultural heri-
tage of the region. Many of these engravings are from
the 2nd century BCE to the 4th century CE, particu-
larly regarding Thamudic and Safaitic scripts, represent-
ing the philosophies and lifeways of nomadic popula-

tions of antiquity. Most of the work to date has em-
phasized stylistic categorization, typological and epi-
graphic work (Al-Manaser 2023; Al-Manaser et al. 2021;
Brusgaard 2019).

Much has been learned about the emergence of lan-
guages and forms of iconography; however, the ways
to interpret the wider socio-ecological context, symbolic
meaning, and long-term conservation have tradition-
ally been lacking. In particular, very little has been done
to contextualize rock art in terms of the dynamic rela-
tionships between mobile communities and the arid
landscape that they occupy. This study seeks to fill that
gap by 1) exploring the iconographic and epigraphic
content of scenes to help reconstruct historical lifeways
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and ways of adapting to the environment; 2) examin-
ing the role of rock art in the processes of identity,
memory, and territoriality among nomadic groups; 3)
suggestions for sustainable ways to preserve rock art
using digital strategies and a community-based ap-
proach to heritage management. The study takes an
interdisciplinary perspective that includes archaeology,
anthropology, linguistics, and conservation science to
assess how Jordanian rock art is not only an archive of
the collective past but also a dynamic medium of cul-
tural continuity and agency (Al-Manaser & Macdonald
2024).

The Interrelatedness of Rock Art and

Different Sciences

The ongoing progress and advancement of research and
studies across a multitude of scientific arenas, both in
the humanities and in the various natural sciences, has
considerably facilitated the understanding of rock art
and the methodologies used in its study (Figure 1).
Many scientific disciplines have been especially critical
to understanding the processes of producing rock art,
along with the circumstances that have unfolded for
the creation of a rock art tradition in varied geographi-
cal locations.

All researchers that study rock art have deployed a
diverse set of modern scientific processes and analyti-
cal methods that have been used to study the composi-
tional, stylistic, and contextual aspects of rock art. These
methodologies have been applied to rock art ranging

from rock art situated in mountainous locations, to
caves and even in arid deserts.

What is particularly rambunctious about the rock art
in Jordan is that most of the rock art is composed of
rock engravings. Jordan has rock engravings situated
in the northeastern Jordanian desert and in Wadi Rum.
Rock art in Wadi Rum is situated mainly on sandstone
surfaces, while rock engravings in the Jordanian desert
are located primarily on basalt rocks.

In Jordanian rock art, engravings vary by inground
techniques, which include intaglio (incised/sunken) and
relief (raised) techniques. These various techniques in-
dicate that the artists possessed a level of agency, as well
as agency to communicate to be interpreted by the view-
ers (or by others in the future that discover the engrav-
ings).

Rock Art as a Multidimensional Cultural

Record

Jordanian rock art serves as a nested cultural archive
that preserves the socio-economic, environmental, lin-
guistic, and representational aspects of ancient desert
life. Seen as more than art, the engravings present a
range of material for reconstructing historical lifeways,
nomadic cognition, linguistic evolution, and identity
formation in drylands. Rock art in the Jordanian desert
serves as a valuable proxy for making inferences about
daily living, survival strategies, and environmental en-
tanglements of past communities.

Faunal Depictions. The extensive depictions of cam-
els in petroglyphs capture the socio-economic position
of camels as a means of transport, trade, and pastoral-
ism. Less frequent but equally interesting are depictions
of elephants, such as the ones described in Wadi Salma,
that might either summarize potential long-distance
trade relations or perhaps preserve the cultural memory
of a species no longer native to the region (Al-Manaser
et al. 2021).

Human Activity. Scenes depicting animals and hu-
mans engaged in hunting, herding, and combat illus-
trate many of the adaptive actions, attitudes, and be-
haviors traditionally exercised in desert environments
to manage arid and resource-deficient situations. These
scenes are often, but not exclusively, paired with Safaitic
inscriptions that documented first-hand experiences of
drought, survival, and inter-tribal raiding.

Paleoenvironmental Indicators. Depictions of extinct
animals or animals that formerly inhabited the region,
such as lions or ostriches, are substantially aligned with

Figure 1. Rock art and other sciences (Zerboni 2022).
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known Holocene climate change. These motifs act as
important nuggets of information for paleoenviron-
mental construction and allow scholars to understand
how the desert ecology has changed throughout time
(Figure 2).

Linguistic and Epigraphic Evidence

The rock art inscriptions in Jordan, composed in ar-
chaic North Arabian scripts such as Thamudic, Safaitic,
and Hismaic, provide evidence of meaningful literate,
textual activities by nomadic cultures.

1) Not only did the rock art provide evidence of
multiple script traditions in the region, confirming its
linguistic diversity, but these inscriptions also chal-
lenged previous assumptions that pre-Islamic nomads
operated strictly through oral culture. They emphasized
the importance of an active epigraphic culture that ex-
isted centuries earlier.

2) Genealogies and Social Standing. Many inscriptions
documented personal names, genealogical relationships,
and tribal affiliations. Others recorded specific inter-
personal relationships, grievances, and encounters with
settlers, especially Nabateans. This body of epigraphic
data provides rare evidence that we have for document-
ing the kinship systems, social relations, and intercom-
munity relations of desert-dwelling peoples.

3) Symbolic and Cognitive Aspects. While rock engrav-
ings may serve specific uses and refer to the past, rock
engravings also relate to the symbolic and cognitive
landscapes of their makers’ thoughts.

4) Geometric Designs. Multiple, recurrent, non-figu-
rative designs, often rows of seven dots, and linear pat-

terns may represent concepts of cosmology or organized
time. In terms of their formal characteristics, these sym-
bols may describe some of the same kinds of themes
that survived in later ethnographic traditions of Bedouin.

5) Territoriality and Navigation. The correlation be-
tween the positioning of rock art and water sources,
grazing places, and ancient trade routes indicates a re-
lationship to territoriality or navigational guides. The
lack of either iconoclastic destruction or overwriting
suggests, at some level, a common cultural recognition
of these markers, which implies a remarkable cultural
continuity across generations (Guagnin et al. 2015; Al-
Manaser 2017).

6) Rock Art, Cultural Continuity, and Community-
Based Preservation. Contemporary Bedouin communi-
ties frequently acknowledge aspects of ancient rock art,
their names, tribal symbolism, and traditional hunting
practices as part of their heritage (Figure 3). This cul-
tural continuity highlights the continuity and chal-
lenges an inherent disconnect between rock art and a
historic past. Rather than seeing rock art as a vestige of
an ossified past, this also reinforces rock art as an ac-
tively living cultural artifact that remains relevant to
the identity and memory of the local populations in
general.

Furthermore, the nomination of the Harrah volca-
nic field for UNESCO World Heritage status further
evinces the international significance of these areas of
rock art, as UNESCO values their worth to preserving
a heritage-related identity formation. What they honor
and recognize as significant becomes part of the cul-
tural self-notion or self-understanding of local commu-
nities, preserving a link to place and the past in con-
temporary cultural formation.

Interdisciplinary efforts are beginning to develop
education/outreach initiatives and community partici-
pation with regard to their cultural heritage. One area

Figure 2. Rock art contents.

Figure 3. Mother of Rain (Library of
Congress, https://www.loc.gov/).
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of significance is conservation with community partici-
pation. Surveys combining archaeology, epigraphy, and
geographical information systems (GIS) technology
have become the dominant archaeology and epigraphy
projects in documenting and condition assessing rock
art.

The Badia Epigraphic Survey is one strong example
of a new collaboration surveying the rock art as part of
its community engagement and outreach work. The
project involves geospatial mapping, photogrammetry,
and the development of a software app. As with else-
where, this has included the engagement of local
Bedouin community members known as “Rock Art
Rangers.” The Rock Art Rangers use their smartphones
or tablets to report damages, monitor vandalism, and
contribute over time to the maintenance, care, protec-
tion, and preservation of the site.

The “community-based” approach that supports a
community’s cultural landscape while protecting cul-
tural heritage also strengthens identity. The Rangers
were rewarded in their own right as local stakeholders,
rather than outsiders who prioritize keeping their heri-
tage without regard for the local population. Further-
more, by making their monitoring function as part of
the community’s normal life role, sustainable site stew-
ardship and stewardship of cultural identity can occur
through community interventions to reductions of
absence through outreach programming.

What can we learn from studying rock art

in Jordan? (Figure 4)

1. Identifying Historical Human Activity

• Date potential. Rock art can document human activ-
ity in various forms from the Neolithic through to
modern Islam. There are not many examples that can
provide such a chronology.

• Highlights cultural layers. Various styles, motifs, and
inscriptions provide evidence for a wide range of
peoples (e.g., Nabateans, Thamudic, and the early
Arab tribes), so an appreciation of the shifts in civili-
zation is possible.

2. Learning about Daily Lives and Belief
Systems

• Provides visual stories. Motifs as well as beasts, hunt-
ing scenes, and humans provide insight into daily
lives, rituals, and spiritual beliefs.

• Provide understanding of beliefs. Visual stories, motifs,
and symbols also offer insight into prehistoric cos-
mologies, mythologies, and value systems.

3. Early Language and Writing

• Our epigraphic evidence of Safaitic, Thamudic,
Nabatean, and early Arabic provides the original
sources for studies of these ancient languages and the
evolution of writing in this area.

• Connections to our linguistic heritage. This can pro-
vide students with insight into the original sources
of Modern Arabic and Jordan’s standing in the lin-
guistics of the Arab world.

4. Connecting with Syntax and Form through
Engaging Youth

• Engaging different learning styles. Rock art can be the
focus of school programs, visitor tourist heritage clubs,
and field trips and will engage students with archae-
ology, history, and identity through simple, engag-
ing educational activity.

• Practical activities. Through tracing rock carvings,
making replicas, and interpretations of rock inscrip-
tions.

5. Knowledge Creation, Supporting Indigenous
Peoples, and Identity

• Connect to Bedouin tribes/civilizations. Students could
also argue they study rock art through their relation-
ships with the sites to connect their traditional knowl-
edge and oral histories to place.

• Understanding the connection from then until present.
They convey a clear line of continuous activity from

Figure 4. Rock art topics.
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ancient peoples to the contemporaneous modern civi-
lizations.

The Social and Cultural Functions of Rock

Art

The strategic placement of rock engravings at high van-
tage points and along major travel routes implies that
they functioned as communicative markers. These lo-
cations provided extensive views of valleys and wadis,
making them ideal for signaling territorial claims or
guiding travelers. Furthermore, the presence of inscrip-
tions alongside some engravings suggests an intentional
effort to document names, prayers, or tribal affiliations.
Several scholars have proposed that rock art served a
religious or ritualistic function. The depiction of ani-
mals, particularly camels, may have been linked to sac-
rificial practices or symbolic offerings to deities.

The durability of rock as a medium implies an in-
tention to create enduring messages, potentially aimed
at divine audiences. Some compositions include pro-
tective inscriptions or curses, reinforcing the notion that
these carvings carried spiritual significance. Rock art
played a crucial role in reinforcing group identity
among nomadic communities. By inscribing their
names or representations on rock surfaces, individuals
left a lasting record of their presence in the landscape.
This practice may have contributed to the maintenance
of historical narratives and oral traditions, ensuring the
transmission of cultural memory across generations.

The Role of Rock Art in Preserving Ancient

Societies

The engravings provide a visual record of daily activi-
ties, including herding, hunting, and warfare. These
depictions offer insights into the adaptive strategies
employed by desert inhabitants to navigate their harsh
environment. Beyond their practical functions, rock
carvings reflect the worldview of their creators. The
selective representation of certain themes such as ani-
mals, combat, and abstract motifs suggests a codified
system of symbols that communicated specific cultural
values. The structured nature of these compositions in-
dicates that rock art followed established conventions
rather than being the product of spontaneous individual
creativity. Rock art may have also served as a means of
asserting territorial control. The clustering of engrav-
ings at strategic locations proposes that they marked
important routes, water sources, or pastures. However,

the absence of significant superimposition or destruc-
tion of previous carvings indicates a level of respect for
earlier inscriptions, pointing to a shared cultural heri-
tage rather than territorial disputes (see MacLeod 2000).

Educational and Cultural Benefits of Rock

Art for Children

1. Cultural Identity and Heritage Awareness

Jordanian children can learn about ancient Bedouin cul-
tures through petroglyphs and inscriptions that show
camels, hunting, and Safaitic texts, and learn narratives
that can unite past and present and reinforce their iden-
tities as inheritors of an invaluable desert heritage.

2. Historical Thinking and Place-Based
Learning

Tracing carvings, reconstructing ancient tools, and in-
terpreting symbolic motifs, archaeological communi-
ties, such as those at Jebel Qurma and Wadi Rum, can
bring the desert’s moral human history alive again.
Activities at place-based sites offer children the oppor-
tunity to learn about Nabataean, Thamudic, and early
Islamic periods while being in those contexts.

3. Creative Expression and Multi-Modal
Learning

Children can inspire learning about historical empa-
thy and creativity using a technique created from ich-
nography in rock motifs (e.g., ochre painting) in an arts
workshop or translating Bedouin stories (see Goldhahn
et al. 2020).

4. Language and Literacy Development

Children could be introduced to the ancient family of
Safaitic and Thamudic inscription script or even to an-
cient family histories of Arabic. Children could be in-
volved in deciphering simple texts, completing letter
forms, or creating modern messages on paper format
(using the grammar in ancient alphabets).

5. Environmental and Landscape Awareness
Applications in Jordan

Children could be involved in unpicking the realities
of ancient communities in the desert and thinking
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about how they lived sustainably and responsibly with
regard to water sources and seasonal migration. Chil-
dren could explore the desert as places of value.

Musical Representations in Rock Art

In the past fifty years, there have been many discover-
ies in the northeastern desert of Jordan that show en-
gravings on stone that carried themes of music (Figure
5). Some of these themes included dancers and people
making or playing particular types of musical instru-
ments.

The engravings may depict either religious rituals or
secular events that were associated with celebrations and

other occasions conducted with community members.
However, what is remarkable is that some musical in-
struments shown in the rock art still exist today in places
across the Levant and northern Saudi Arabia. This pre-
sents credible evidence that shows both the authentic-
ity and continuity of ancient musical traditions from
across generations in a given region. This also adds more
evidence to ancient cultural traditions in general that
have existed over the generations.

Rain Rituals & Dance Traditions

In many Levantine and Arabian communities, rain-
seeking rituals were practiced, especially in times of

Figure 5. Musical representations (Al-Manaser 2017; Harding 1953, 1969).
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drought. These rituals included singing, dancing, and
sometimes parading wooden figures dressed in women’s
clothes. The practices of these communities show the
extraordinary continuity of ancient practices: while the
exact forms might change with time, the essential be-
lief in music and dance as a means to engage and inter-
act with divine or natural powers remained intact. Some
dances, like those found in some rock art sites, depicted
war dances.

Other entities like ululation or vocal rhythms mim-
icking camels were part of the psychological tactics in-
tended to intimidate enemies and to boost the morale
of the followers. You can hear reflections of these types
of ideas in the violence of later Bedouin or Levantine
war dances such as the Dahiyya (known in Jordan, Syria,
and northern Saudi Arabia): a powerful dance laced
with chanting and drumming.

Women & Soft Instruments

Softer instruments, such as the flute or rebab (the for-
mal ancestor of the violin), are traditionally played by
women. This division of gender roles is seen histori-
cally across the region, and there is no reason to doubt
that such practices are present and still inform the
present.

Dabke & Dahiyya

The Dabke and Dahiyya are classic examples of collec-
tive dances that are still performed across Jordan, Syria,
Lebanon, Palestine, and parts of Saudi Arabia. They
have inherent communal and ritual significance, mark-
ing important occasions from weddings to shows of
community strength.

Conclusion

The rock art of the Jordanian desert is an important
archaeological and cultural resource to understand the
socio-economic systems, religious beliefs, and symbolic
expressions of ancient desert-dwelling cultures. Rock
engravings act as a conduit between past and present,
preserving historical narratives and affirming cultural
identity for present and future generations.

To fully release the intellectual potential of this heri-
tage, further work must be multidisciplinary, combin-
ing archaeometric dating, cognitive anthropology, spatial
analysis, and imaging technologies. Such methodolo-
gies can better reveal the ambiguous meanings and func-
tions these carvings contain, as well as elucidate the
historical dynamics of societies within the arid land of
Jordan. Although an archaeological and cultural trea-
sure, the study of Jordanian rock art notes ongoing as-
pects related to complexity. Many panels lack contextual
inscriptions, leaving their chronological placement and
functional understanding open to interpretation.

Environmental degradation, vandalism, and devel-
opment remain a real threat to the integrity of the sites.
Continued practices of documentation, conservation,
and community involvement are vital. Projects like
Ociana and digital surveillance platforms provide prom-
ising approaches for assessing decay and establishing
preservation works. Local communities play equally sig-
nificant roles as stewards, and the changes from seeing
rock art as a passive archaeological object to an active
educational and cultural resource. The rock art heri-
tage of Jordan is not just an object of ancient expres-
sion but rather a living repository for history, culture,
and sustainable heritage management.
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