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Fig. 1  Map of Jordan with the location (in red) of the Jebel Qurma 
research area. The Arabic term ‘harra’ refers to lava fields.
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Fig. 2  Jebel Qurma’s harsh desert, with its basalt-covered table 
mounds and rocky plains.

ROUGH, RUGGED, ROCKY: JEBEL QURMA

The Black Desert (or Harrat ash-Sham) in north-eastern Jordan 
is characterized by vast expanses of rough and rugged, dark lava 
fields with a forbidding appearance, covering many thousands of 
square kilometres. Jebel Qurma lies on the fringes of this huge 
volcanic belt, to the east of the small oasis town of Azraq and near 
the border between Jordan and Saudi Arabia (Fig. 1). The region 
consists of high plateaus and table mounds with a broken ba-
salt cover, alternating with stretches of limestone hillocks, gravel 
plains, and mud flats (Figs. 2-3). The rough, rocky, and dissected 
terrain is cut by numerous drainage channels or wadis, which are 
dry except after rains. This network of shallow wadis empties into 
extensive mud flats or converges with two much larger channels 
on either side of the Jebel Qurma range, i.e., Wadi Rajil to the 
west and Wadi al-Qattafi to the east. They serve as major natural 
corridors through the basaltic barrier, linking to the wide but flat 
depression of Wadi Sirhan to the south-west. Wadi Sirhan has 
historically served as a major caravan route connecting the Levant 
and Syria in the north with the Arabian Peninsula to the south.

Iraq
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Summers in the Jebel Qurma range are dry and hot, up to 
45 °C. Winters can be harsh, with strong, cold winds and av-
erage temperatures between 2 and 9 °C, occasionally dropping 
as low as –10 °C. It may come as no surprise that the region is 
highly arid, with an annual precipitation of around 50 mm. Most 
rainfall occurs intermittently as intense storms in winter, leading 
to substantial surface runoff that feeds into the wadis and mud 
flats. During periods of sufficient rainfall, shallow but extensive 
pools can form on these flats, persisting for weeks or months and 
attracting migratory birds and other wildlife. Permanent natural 
water sources are absent, with the exception of the wells at Hazim 
and ‘Umari and, at larger distance, the spring-fed seepages and 
marshes at Azraq.

Currently, the basaltic wasteland is primarily utilized by 
small, scattered Bedouin groups during the winter months, as 
water and grazing resources are scarce at other times. Large por-
tions of the region have become severely barren due to modern 

Fig. 3 The lonesome beauty of Jebel Qurma is captivating: sandy, 
dark, basalt-covered mounds rise amidst endless stretches of gravel 
and rock, carved by erosion gullies and winding wadis.
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overgrazing by sizable herds of sheep and goats. The availability 
of trucks for transporting water and, to a lesser extent, animal 
fodder has enabled herds to remain in areas that were previously 
out of reach (Lancaster and Lancaster 1999; Roe 2000). The cur-
rent barren landscape raises questions about past environmen-
tal circumstances in the region. Although evidence is sparse, it 
seems that conditions were not always as arid as they are today. 
Sediments from the Azraq oasis and the Dead Sea reveal episodic 
wet and dry phases over the past 3100 years (Woolfenden and 
Ababneh 2011; Migowski et al. 2006). Excavated prehistoric 
sites in the basalt expanse like Mesa-7, Wisad, and QUR-147 
yielded evidence of an arboreal vegetation requiring higher rain-
fall, including deciduous oak, pistachio, plane, and fig, alongside 
drought-resistant shrubs (Jones et al. 2022). These findings imply 
rainfall levels far exceeding today’s 50 mm annually, with wet-
ter conditions persisting into the third millennium BCE. Bronze 
Age settlements like Khirbet al-Umbashi and Jawa on the west-
ern boundary of the basalt belt indicate forest-steppe vegetation, 
depending upon at least 350 mm of rainfall annually. The forest-
steppe species at Umbashi declined in layers dated to 2000–1400 
BCE, replaced by drought-resistant chenopods and olive, with 
minimum requirements of 200–250 mm of annual rainfall (Will-
cox 1999). Evidence at Umbashi and Jawa indicates significant 
water management through dams, canals, and cisterns, suggest-
ing active efforts to sustain communities. These modifications in-
cluded the cultivation of crops like barley and emmer wheat, and 
the herding of caprines and cattle (Willcox 1981; Köhler 1981; 
Braemer et al. 2004). By the Roman period, evidence of charcoal 
from iron-working activities in Jebel Qurma highlights a transi-
tion to more arid conditions, though traces of hydrophilous trees 
(plane, fig, ash) suggest that localized wetter and greener environ-
ments persisted in some areas (Akkermans and Brüning 2020b).



8

AN EPITOME OF LONELINESS?

Archaeologists have long neglected the desert interiors of Syr-
ia and Jordan, which as a consequence remain largely unknown 
and underappreciated, even among specialists in the field. No-
tions of remoteness, harshness, marginality, and relevance only 
to wandering Bedouin have dominated since early twentieth-
century travelers portrayed the inland areas unfavourably in their 
accounts. The basaltic Jebel Qurma region is no exception. T.E. 
Lawrence (of Arabia), travelling with his men-at-arms through 
the Wadi Sirhan on their way to the fortress at Azraq in 1917, 
stated: “The landscape was of a hopelessness and sadness deeper 
than all the open deserts we had crossed… there was something 
sinister, something actively evil in this snake-devoted Sirhan 
waste” (Lawrence 1935, 271). RAF pilot Roderic Hill, writ-
ing in the 1920s, echoed this sentiment: “I once landed in this 
country for the night on a grey winter evening… That place was 
the epitome of loneliness. All around the hills rose like odious 
flat-topped slag-heaps, and filled me with a sinister foreboding” 
(Hill 1929, 9). Captain Lionel Rees, another British colonial of-
ficer, described the volcanic land as follows: “… the whole of this 
country looks like a dead fire — nothing but cold ashes” (Rees 
1929, 389). And Agnes Horsfield, travelling on the road to Kilwa 
(then in Transjordan, now in Saudi Arabia) in 1932, wrote: “On 
the way there we met neither man nor beast for the country was 
undulating harra, a black waste … with no sign of life” (Horsfield 
1943, 72). A more positive voice was that of Gertrude Bell, who 
in her account of her 1905 journey through Ottoman Syria not-
ed: “…the desert knows many a story that has not yet been told, 
and at Salkhad it is difficult to keep your feet from turning south, 
so invitingly mysterious are those great plains.” (Bell 1907, 84).

Significantly, the overall negative perceptions, coupled with 
the inherently uninviting appearance of the Black Desert, seem 



9

at odds with the region’s exceptional archaeological wealth, which 
includes an abundant assortment of stone-walled structures, 
ranging from enclosures and huts to hunting installations and 
burial cairns. In addition to these, there are tens of thousands 
of pieces of rock art and North Arabian inscriptions on stone, 
roughly dated between the first century BCE and third/fourth 
century CE (with a few inscriptions possibly dating to the mid-
dle of the first millennium BCE). These finds serve as lasting 
records of those who, nearly 100 years ago, were referred to as 
‘The Old Men of Arabia’ (Maitland 1927). Archaeological inter-
est in the basalt expanse and surrounding areas has only recently 
increased, although the focus is predominantly on the region’s 
prehistory (for a history of research, see Betts 2013; Müller-Neu-
hof 2014a). To mention just a few examples, all building on the 
groundbreaking work of Allison Betts in the basalt wasteland in 
the 1980s (e.g., Betts 1998, 2013 and references therein): surveys 
and excavations around Qa’ Shubayqa, near the Syrian border, 
have produced substantial evidence of Epipalaeolithic and Early 
Neolithic settlement, including superimposed circular buildings, 
dense concentrations of chipped stone and ground-stone arte-
facts, as well as faunal and floral remains, among other finds (e.g., 
Richter 2014a, 2017; Richter et al. 2017; Otaegui et al. 2018). 
The results of excavations at both Wisad Pools, on the south-east-
ern edge, and Maitland’s Mesa, on the south-western fringes of 
the basalt plateau, are also spectacular. Substantial round dwell-
ings, part of thriving Late Neolithic hamlets, ca. 7000–5000 
BCE, were uncovered (Rollefson et al. 2017; Rowan et al. 2015, 
2020; Wasse et al. 2024). Later prehistoric remains from the 
fourth and third millennia BCE, including hill forts and mines 
with evidence of the production of cortical scraper blanks, were 
identified in the Jawa hinterland and in the Wadi al-Ruwayshid 
(see, e.g., Müller-Neuhof 2014b, 2017, 2020). Equally relevant 
is the Western Harra Survey, which focuses on the numerous sites 
from the fifth to the third millennium BCE south of Jawa (Smith 
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2020; Smith and Chambrade 2018), as well as the pioneering, in-
sightful remote-sensing work of David Kennedy (2011, 2012a).

While these field projects compellingly highlight the archaeo-
logical importance of the interior desert in prehistory, challenging 
established assumptions about the region’s cultural insignificance, 
research on more recent historical periods continues to receive 
limited attention. The Jebel Qurma Archaeological Landscape 
Project, directed by the author, aims to address this gap through a 
longue durée perspective, utilizing extensive archaeological survey 
and excavation, complemented by remote sensing.1 The pioneer-
ing project explores continuities and changes in local, predomi-
nantly nomadic ways of life and death over time. It seeks to re-
construct the nomadic landscape and understand the adaptive 
strategies and social structures that underpinned it. Survey and 
excavation facilitate detailed site assessments and contribute to 
the development of previously absent local chronologies and re-
gional context.

JEBEL QURMA AS A CROSSROADS

The rocky, rough Black Desert, including Jebel Qurma, pres-
ents a formidable obstacle to cross, except along cleared camel 
tracks (e.g., Musil 1926, 190). It is unsurprising, therefore, that 
travelers in the region seek to bypass the basalt expanse by using 
routes through low-lying wadis and mud flats, one of the most 
significant of which is Wadi Sirhan, located to the west of Jebel 
Qurma (cf. Fig. 1). Wadi Sirhan (‘Valley of the Wolf ’) holds stra-
tegic importance because of its scattered watering places, extend-

1  It is emphasized that the project also includes research into the region’s 
prehistory; see, e.g., Akkermans et al. 2014; Huigens 2019.
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ing north-south for around 500 kilometers from Azraq in Jordan 
to Al-Jawf in Saudi Arabia. Through Wadi Sirhan marched the 
Assyrian army in the eighth century BCE to conquer Adum-
matu (modern Dumat al-Jandal), the historic capital of Al-Jawf. 
It also served as Rome’s gateway to eastern and central Arabia, 
as its caravan routes connected the Nabataean and Roman cities 
of Damascus and Bostra to the Persian Gulf. In 634, Khālid ibn 
al-Walīd led the Prophet Muhammad’s forces along this route 
to Syria, outmaneuvering Byzantine defenses in the Balqa’ and 
Hauran and hastening the fall of the Byzantine Empire in the 
Levant. Whenever trade or Hajj caravans on the more westerly 
Levantine roads into Arabia were disrupted, such as during the 
Crusader era, Wadi Sirhan provided a safer alternative path. In 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the Sirhan route was 
still a vital corridor for the Rwala and other Bedouin tribes, who 
used it for their seasonal migrations from Arabia to the Levant 
and central Syria and vice versa (e.g., Musil 1927; Glueck 1944; 
Speidel 1987; King 1987; Al-Sudairī 1995).

An important natural east-west corridor through the basalt 
barrier was located near Jebel Qurma (the ‘Qurma Gap’), where 
tracks branched eastward from Wadi Sirhan. This route bypassed 
the lava fields and continued either further east into the Syrian 
desert or northward toward Qasr Burqu’ and Qasr Jebel Usays, 
before turning west toward Damascus. Strong evidence exists of 
frequent use of this outlying desert route by traders, pilgrims and 
Bedouin tribes to and from Syria.

The use of Jebel Qurma as a natural, remote, desert crossroads 
through the ages is evident in the region’s archaeological record. 
For instance, third-millennium BCE ceramics, identical to those 
found near the Dead Sea, have been discovered in graves at Jebel 
Qurma. Silver and bronze coins from the late first millennium 
BCE originated in north-west Syria, while jewellery was import-

Khālid ibn al-Walīd
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ed from the Levant and Egypt. Marine shell beads came from the 
Mediterranean, Red Sea and Indian Ocean. In addition to the 
many thousands of native Safaitic inscriptions on basalt stones, 
there are also texts in Hismaic, produced by nomads from south-
ern Jordan, and in Thamudic, probably created by people origi-
nally from north-west Arabia. Certain tomb types, although rare 
at Jebel Qurma, have parallels as far south as Tayma and Khaybar 
in Saudi Arabia. These and other examples demonstrate that Jebel 
Qurma, along with the rest of the Black Desert, was far from the 
isolated backwater it has often been claimed to be.2 Along with 
the influx of material-culture items, the Jebel Qurma region was 
probably also home to nomadic, pastoralist groups from all direc-
tions, who either stayed temporarily or passed through the area in 
search of refuge and grazing grounds.3

THE LIVING AND THE DEAD: FUNERARY 
LANDSCAPES

Survey and excavation in Jebel Qurma revealed numerous in-
stallations for dwelling and domestic use, including stone-walled 
enclosures, huts, and clearings for camping (Huigens 2019, 
2020). These are primarily situated in relatively accessible, open 
areas such as low-lying valley floors, gravel plains, and near mud 

2  See Wasse et al. (2024) for a similar conclusion regarding prehistoric sites like 
Wisad Pools in the Black Desert, which show connections to distant 
settlements in the Levant and Mesopotamia.

3  An example of this is an inscription found in Wadi Salmā, north of Jebel 
Qurma, whose author identifies himself as “the Dumaean,” i.e., a citizen of the 
distant (ca. 500 km) town of Dumat at the southern end of Wadi Sirhan.The 
text reads: “By ’bn son of ‘nhlh the Dumaean and he kept watch so, O Slm, 
god of Dumat, let there be ease” (Al-Jallad 2015, 20). Several inscriptions from 
Jebel Qurma were produced by men who also left their inscriptions 35 to 70 
km away in other parts of the Black Desert (Della Puppa 2022, 133ff.). 



13

flats. Potential water sources usually occur within a few hundred 
metres of the sites, although they would have provided water only 
seasonally. The intermittent presence of water, as well as shallow 
interior deposits and limited artefact assemblages in the domes-
tic sites, suggests that they were short-lived and used temporar-
ily. Several larger, grouped enclosures show evidence of repeated 
use over an extended period, resulting in palimpsests of material 
culture. The small size of most domestic sites, ranging from 40 
to 100 m across, suggests that they were each occupied by small 
groups, likely numbering no more than a few dozen people.

The desert communities are regarded as nomadic pastoralists 
who relied primarily on raising camels, sheep, goats, and horses. 
Evidence supporting this perspective does not come from faunal 
remains – these are still largely missing from archaeological sur-
veys and excavations in the region, due to preservation challenges 
– but instead from the transient architectural features and, most 
notably, the roughly 2000-year-old Safaitic inscriptions found in 
the area, referring to camping, pasturing activities and seasonal, 
migratory travels (e.g., Macdonald 1992a, 1993; Della Puppa 
2022). Additionally, hunting wild animals may have been equally 
important to their way of life, as indicated by the many hunting 
scenes depicted in the local rock art (Brusgaard 2019; Akkermans 
2019).

It is natural to assume that wherever people once gathered in 
reasonable numbers over time, a corresponding number of deaths 
would have occurred. Unlike the places for living in low-lying 
areas, the sites for the disposal of the dead were preferentially 
situated on elevated terrain, such as high, difficult-to-access, ba-
salt-strewn plateaus and hilltops (Fig. 4). Strategically positioning 
the burial cairns on eye-catching elevations with panoramic views 
ensured maximum prominence and visibility for the tombs and, 
by extension, the deceased (Fig. 5). The commemoration of the 
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dead was public, enduring, and engaging, achieved through the 
tombs’ captivating presence in the landscape. The high plateaus 
and hilltops, with their dark, sombre basalt cover, were quintes-
sential funerary landscapes. Deliberately devoid of domestic fea-
tures, these landscapes served both to bury and honour the dead, 
in addition to being occasionally used as strategic vantage points 
or visited by herdsmen for leisure.4

The burial sites predominantly consisted of single, isolated 
tombs or at most small groups of three or four, with concentra-
tions of graves in cemeteries being rare. There is evidence for the 
presence of a small graveyard from the third millennium BCE 
along Wadi Rajil (Akkermans and Brüning 2017), as well as a 
larger cemetery dated to the early first millennium BCE near Qaf 
and Ithra’, located at the onset of the Wadi Sirhan, close to the 
Saudi–Jordanian border (Adams et al. 1977, 36). These cemeteries 
appear to have been relevant to groups who, over long periods, 

4 The latter activities can be inferred from the many local inscriptions in Safaitic 
and Arabic (see below). 

Fig. 4 A high, steep basalt mound with the remains of a conical 
ring cairn on top (arrow). Our field team is on its way.
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intentionally brought their dead to shared grounds imbued with 
ritual, social memory, and a sense of community. In contrast, the 
numerous solitary tombs suggest a significant degree of individu-
ality and ad hoc grave construction, occurring whenever death 
struck. While existing graves were sometimes reused, many new 
tombs were added, causing the number of tombs on the hilltops 
to steadily increase, with the funerary landscape evolving con-
tinuously as each new interment took place.

Several hundred cairns for burial are found in the Jebel Qurma 
region, with many thousands more scattered across the broader 
basalt landscape of Jordan and Syria. The tombs, as they appear 
today, are typically in a highly dilapidated state due to weather-
ing, reuse, or looting. As a result, dating them is notoriously dif-
ficult without excavation. Currently, several dozen burial cairns 
have been systematically excavated in the Jebel Qurma region, in 
stark contrast to the very few tombs investigated in other parts of 
the Black Desert (see Harding 1953, 1978; Clark 1981; Kennedy 
2012b; Richter 2014b; Rowan et al. 2015). The earliest securely 
dated tumuli in Jebel Qurma are from the fifth millennium BCE, 

Fig. 5  A small tumulus sits atop a basalt-strewn hill, offering a 
wide vista of the surrounding gravel plains.
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and their construction continued for several millennia thereafter.5 
A significant rise in both the number and variety of burial cairns 
occurred between approximately 1000 BCE and 500 CE. The 
tombs of this era – spanning from the Iron Age into the Roman-
Byzantine period – are the primary focus of current research in 
Jebel Qurma. They provide exceptional, up-to-date insights into 
the mortuary practices of local nomadic communities.

DIVERSITY OF TOMB TYPES

All cairns for burial in the Jebel Qurma region are above-
ground structures composed of undressed basalt blocks sourced 
locally. An exception to this, are the relatively recent Islamic 
tombs, most of which are subterranean. Based on our excavations 
of several dozen tombs in Jebel Qurma, supported by local survey 
evidence, a variety of cairns of different shapes and sizes can be 
distinguished.

A common burial type is the ring cairn, comprising a tumulus 
with an outer ring of large basalt boulders and an oval or some-
times rectangular burial chamber in the centre. The area between 
the burial chamber and the outer ring is filled with stones of vary-
ing sizes, imparting to these cairns their characteristic conical shape 
(Fig. 6). These cairns typically range from 5 to 7 m in diameter at 
their base and are about 1–1.5 m in height. Occasionally, larger 
ring cairns occur, measuring up to 10–12 m in diameter and up 
to 2 m in height. However, these appear to consist of two cairns 
stacked one on top of the other, with the horizontal extent of the 
lower cairn expanded to serve as a foundation for the upper tomb. 

5  The chronology of the tombs at Jebel Qurma is primarily based on 
radiocarbon dates, Optically Stimulated Luminescence (OSL) dates, and 
comparative studies of the tomb types and their grave inventories.
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The central burial chambers, measuring approximately 0.7–1 m 
in diameter and 0.4–0.7 m in height, are either fully corbelled or 
have relatively straight walls capped with large, flat stones. The 
floors in the chambers are either paved with flat, unworked stones 
or simply left unpaved. Skeletal evidence suggests that individuals 
were interred in a crouched position on their side, a pattern also 
indicated by the compact dimensions of the burial chambers. The 
ring cairns appear to be a rather generic type of cairn in the Jebel 
Qurma uplands, with the earliest securely dated tombs dating 
from the fifth to the late third millennium BCE (Chalcolithic to 
Early Bronze Age; (Akkermans and Brüning 2017, 2020a; Hui-
gens 2019). The ring cairns continued to be constructed in later 
periods, up until the early centuries CE.

Another very common type of cairn is the tower tomb, found 
in the dozens throughout the Jebel Qurma area. They come in 
two shapes: round and apsidal. The round cairns can measure 
from 2 to 6 m in diameter and up to 1.5 m in height (Figs. 7-8). 

Fig. 6  A large ring cairn in Jebel Qurma, featuring its characteristic 
conical cover made of basalt blocks.
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Fig. 8 These are the same two tower tombs as in Figure 7, but 
after excavation. The characteristic tower-like shape of both tombs is 
now clearly recognizable.

Fig. 7  Two tower tombs stand high atop a basalt-strewn hill, before 
excavation. The tombs, as they appear today, are partly collapsed and 
in a state of disrepair.
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They have a distinctive tower-like appearance, with a slightly 
tapering façade constructed from large unworked basalt slabs. 
Some of these basalt blocks weigh over 300 to 400 kg, indicating 
that multiple people must have been involved in handling them 
during construction. As is the case with the tumuli, each tower 
tomb has an oval or square burial chamber at its centre, up to 1.7 
m across, often with a flat stone pavement. The space between 
the central burial chamber and the outer wall is entirely filled 
with basalt boulders. One tower tomb featured a small doorway 
in its wall, giving access to the burial chamber, but this was a 
later modification and not part of the original structure. Notably, 
another tower tomb with a passage was reported in the 1920s in 
Wadi al-Qattafi, about 15 km to the north-east of Jebel Qurma 
(Rees 1929, 392). All other cairns, however, were accessible only 
through the roof by removing their stone cover. Typically, the 
tower tombs are single, isolated occurrences in high locations, 
although they can sometimes be found in groups of two to four. 
A single burial field is known so far, consisting of around 30 small 
and low cairns, up to 3 m across and 1 m in height, dated to 2300–
2000 BCE (Akkermans and Brüning 2017, 2020a). Several tombs 
yielded pottery vessels closely reminiscent of the amphoriskoi 
found in the Early Bronze Age IV cemeteries at Bab edh-Dhra 
and Fifa near the Dead Sea, and Tiwal esh-Sharqi in the central 
Jordan Valley (e.g., Schaub and Rast 1989; Chesson and Schaub 
2007; Tubb et al. 1990; Kennedy 2015). The round tower tombs 
began to appear in Jebel Qurma slightly later than the ring cairns. 
So far, the earliest tower tomb dates to the fourth millennium, 
ca. 3980–3140 BCE (based on an OSL date). The tower tombs 
continued alongside the ring cairns into later periods, until they 
disappeared in the early first millennium CE. A very small type 
of tower tomb, barely 2 m across, became common toward the 
end of the first millennium BCE and into the early centuries CE.
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The apsidal tower tombs are a relatively rare variant of tow-
er tomb, with only eight examples found thus far, all located at 
five sites in the eastern half of the Jebel Qurma region. They are 
hemispherical to squarish in plan, typically featuring one straight 
façade, which is usually oriented towards the east. These cairns 
measure approximately 4 m across and stand about 1.2 m high. 
The interior burial chamber is oval or, more frequently, square in 
shape, with a flat stone-paved floor. Remarkably, the chamber is 
sometimes entirely filled with small pebbles, intermingled with 
human bone fragments and jewellery (beads, pendants, etc.), 
a characteristic not observed in any other type of cairn. There 
is good reason to date the first appearance of the apsidal tower 
tombs to the very end of the second millennium or the begin-
ning of the first millennium BCE (early Iron Age). One tomb 
yielded an Egyptianizing scarab dated to between the eleventh 
and ninth centuries BCE, while another tomb contained a car-
nelian axe-shaped pendant, which has parallels at many early Iron 
Age sites as far apart as Wadi Fidan in Jordan and Saruq al-Hadid 
in Dubai (Boschloos and Akkermans 2019; Beherec 2011; Weeks 
et al. 2017). The apsidal tombs continued to be used throughout 
the first millennium BCE.

A fourth type of burial is the cist grave, which exclusively oc-
curs in association with the circular tower tombs. The rectangular 
cist graves are positioned with one of their short sides attached to 
the tower tombs. They are all oriented east–west and found either 
singly or in pairs on either side of the tower tombs (Fig. 9). The 
graves are built with dry-stone walls and straight outer façades, 
usually capped with large flat stones. They measure up to 2.7 m 
in length, 1.5 m in width, and 1 m in height. Notably, the inte-
rior is partly filled with basalt stones of various sizes, with a sand 
deposit underneath, comprising one or two deceased individuals 
placed in a crouched position. The stone infill is interlocked with 
the tombs’ outer walls, suggesting that once the deceased was laid 
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down and covered with sand, both the walls and the fill were 
constructed simultaneously. Cist graves are commonly found in 
the Jebel Qurma region, as well as in other parts of the basalt-
strewn landscape, such as at Wisad Pools, approximately 80 km 
east of Jebel Qurma (see Rollefson 2013, 222, who mistakenly 
interpreted the cists as ‘entrance chambers’ to tower tombs). They 
represent a late type of cairn, dating from the second century 
BCE to the mid-third century CE. One cist grave contained four 
Hellenistic (Seleucid) bronze coins, one of which could be secure-
ly dated to the reign of Antiochus IX Cyzicenus (114–95 BCE).

Remarkable is the secondary burial found next to one of the 
cist graves of the late first millennium BCE. Most likely, the skel-
etal remains in this secondary deposit were originally placed in 
the cist grave but were removed to make space for a new burial. 

Fig. 9 Aerial photograph of a tower tomb and associated cist 
graves. A: tower tomb with a looted interior. B and C: two east-west 
oriented rectangular cist graves flanking the tower tomb.
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The deposit consisted of the wholly disarticulated long bones 
and crania (without their mandibles) of two adult individuals, a 
male and a female, with the bones of the latter stacked on top of 
those of the male. The remains were found in a natural hollow 
in a basalt outcrop, measuring approximately 1 by 0.6 m. Some 
rocks were used to seal the hollow. Since the secondary grave was 
entirely unmarked, its discovery was purely by chance. More sec-
ondary burials of this kind may be found in the Jebel Qurma.

Yet another type of cairn is a tumulus associated with the re-
use of tower tombs: when the towers were abandoned and in a di-
lapidated state but still considered suitable for burial, they were, 
after the new burial, sometimes covered with an extensive layer 
of stones. This gave the cairns a distinct conical shape, making 
them indistinguishable at first glance from the ring tumuli. Only 
excavation revealed the tower tomb buried inside the tumulus, as 
well as the absence of the peripheral stone wall typically found in 
ring cairns. This type of tumulus dates roughly from the first to 
the third centuries CE.

Drum-shaped cairns are large and low, flat tombs, ranging 
from 8.5 to 10 m in diameter. They feature a stacked, vertically 
constructed outer façade made of (very) large basalt boulders and, 
occasionally, large upstanding stones. The outer façade resembles 
that of a tower tomb at first glance; however, the cairns are too 
large and too low to be classified as true towers. The tombs’ fa-
çade is about 0.8 m high, with the height gradually increasing 
to about 1.2 m at the centre of the cairn. The burial chamber 
(highly off-centre in one case) is oval or rectangular in shape, 
measuring approximately 0.8 by 1.2 m and preserved to a height 
of about 1 m. Found only twice (possibly three times) so far, 
drum-shaped cairns are a rare type of tomb in the Jebel Qurma 
region. They provided proof of burial in the late first millennium 
BCE, with no evidence of earlier use.
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Finally, attention is drawn to the platform cairns (or infilled 
ringed cairns), another rare type in Jebel Qurma that was likely 
brought to the region by herdsmen from the Hijaz in Saudi Ara-
bia, several hundred kilometers to the south, where this type is 
common (cf. M. Kennedy et al. 2021). These large cairns consist 
of a round platform made of basalt boulders, up to 14 m in diam-
eter and 0.8 m high, with a continuous, raised ring of irregularly 
piled heaps of stones along its edge and a typical tower tomb at 
the centre (Fig. 10). At one platform cairn, the tomb was clearly 
a later addition, positioned not in the centre but on the outer 
ring. Instead, a set of upright cult stones stood next to each other 
in the centre. Each of the platform cairns at Jebel Qurma shows 
evidence of use from the late first millennium BCE and beyond.

Fig. 10  A large platform cairn in Jebel Qurma, with a tower tomb 
at its centre. The platform, approximately 14 m in diameter and  
0.8 m high, consists of large, irregularly piled basalt boulders.
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ISLAMIC CAIRNS

Remarkably, the above-mentioned Iron Age burial cairns of-
ten have one or two other tombs adjacent to them, which appear 
to be of a much more recent, Islamic date. It seems that these 
earlier structures attracted the newer Islamic graves, possibly due 
to their high visibility and prominent locations. A typical Islamic 
tomb form is the low, square cairn, measuring approximately 4 
by 4 m and 0.6 m in height (Fig. 11). These cairns feature taper-
ing, straight façades, constructed from piled basalt stones that 
interlock with the rest of the tomb cover. Inside the cairn is a 
roughly rectangular burial pit, measuring up to about 1.8 m in 
length and 0.5 m in width, dug into the bedrock to a depth of 
approximately 1 m. In accordance with Islamic custom in Jordan, 
the grave is invariably oriented east-west and is capped with large 
flat basalt stones. Significantly, nearly all of these Islamic cairns in 
Jebel Qurma appear to have had their stone covers and capstones 
removed, with the burials opened and any human skeletal re-
mains missing. While looting and vandalism may seem to be the 
obvious explanation6, the complete absence of human bones in or 
around the opened burial pit suggests an alternative possibility: 
the tombs may have been intentionally emptied by the deceased’s 
relatives, with any remaining bones taken and reburied elsewhere. 
However, it should be noted that exhumation is permitted un-
der Islamic sharia law only in very limited circumstances, one of 
which is death in battle (e.g., Al-Dawoody et al. 2021). In this 
context, it is noteworthy that Harding (1953, 8) reports, based 
on a local informant, that building cairns over graves was still 
practiced by Bedouin in the early twentieth century, but exclu-
sively for “those who are killed, never over those who die a natural 
death”.

6 Tomb robbing, including of Islamic graves, was – and still is – an unfortunate 
practice in the Jebel Qurma area and beyond. It often results in significant 
scattering and fragmentation of the buried human remains.



25

Islamic tombs were constructed not only adjacent to ancient 
pre-Islamic cairns but were also often sunk into these earlier 
cairns, thereby frequently disturbing previous interments. The 
east-west oriented graves consist of rectangular cists made from 
upright slabs, topped with flat stones. Recent looting of the cairns 
has typically also disturbed the Islamic graves. When skeletal re-
mains were left intact, they indicated that the deceased were bur-
ied on their right side, with their feet to the east, head to the west, 
and facing south towards Mecca (as customary in Jordan; see, 
e.g., Lash and Haron 2018). These cists in cairns began to appear 
in the Jebel Qurma region in the thirteenth century and contin-
ued to be built until the early twentieth century (Akkermans et 
al., in press).

Other clearly Islamic graves in the Jebel Qurma area consist 
of simple oval or rectangular burial pits, the size of which corre-
sponds to the age and length of the deceased. The pits are about 

Fig. 11 A low, rectangular Islamic cairn during excavation. The 
tomb appears to have been reopened some time ago and emptied of 
all skeletal remains for reasons unknown.
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1-1.5 m deep and are all oriented east-west, either lined with 
stones or completely covered with them. Occasionally, vertical 
basalt slabs are placed at the head and/or the foot of the graves. 
While these graves may occur singly, they are usually found in 
groups, ranging from several dozen to, occasionally, several 
hundred graves. The earliest examples in the Jebel Qurma area, 
known so far, date to the tenth century (Akkermans et al., in 
press); however, the majority are probably much younger, dating 
to the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

HOUSES FOR THE DEAD

The many highly visible burials granted the dead a sense of 
permanence in the landscape. They preserved memories and 
continuities across generations and served as landmarks that not 
only commemorated those who came before but also reflected 
on identities, histories, values, and other social narratives. From 
a more mundane perspective, the tombs may also have been used 
to mark tribal territories or trace migration routes.

The permanence of a burial site could also reinforce ideas 
about life after death, although the evidence for this remains 
sparse. The numerous nomadic inscriptions on desert stones, 
dating from the first century BCE to the third or fourth century 
CE, do not explicitly elaborate on an afterlife. However, the texts 
often express a concern for ensuring that the burials remain intact 
(i.e., undisturbed by looting). Al-Jallad (2022, 78) notes that this 
could simply reflect a matter of respect for the dead but adds that 
it “may also suggest that there were consequences in the afterlife 
if a grave were disturbed.” Another indication of a belief in an 
afterlife may be the so-called balīya – the sacrifice of a camel for 
the deceased to use as a mount in the next life (King 2009). The 
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balīya may be represented by the dromedary remains found in a 
significant number of cairns at Jebel Qurma (see below).

There is another hint for belief in a life in the hereafter, in the 
form of the tomb-as-a-house metaphor which was so widespread 
around the Mediterranean and West Asia in antiquity (see, e.g., 
Wallace-Hadrill 2008 on the Roman world). Links between the 
dead and houses are apparent in Mesopotamian hymns, incanta-
tions, and other texts. For example, the epic of Gilgamesh elab-
orates that the dead are on their way “to the house of darkness, 
seat of Irkalla, to the house which none who enters ever leaves” 
(George 1999, 61; see also Katz 2005). Bravmann (1972) draws 
attention to early Arab poetry which emphasizes the radical change 
that death imposed on the wandering nomad, who, through death, 
became permanently sedentary, with the grave serving as his house 
for good. He quotes, among others, the sixth-century poet Alqama 
bin ‘Ubada, who made a direct reference to the tomb as a house: 
“…when fate will send death to me, when a house on a hill will 
harbor me…” (ibid., 294). Also Ibn Hishām in the ninth century 
was explicit about the house for the dead in his praise of the war-
rior Zayd al-Hayl: “…and when he arrived at one of the water-
places of the land of Nagd named Fardah, the fever befell him there 
and he died; and when Zayd felt death approaching, he said: ‘Will 
my people travel in the morning towards the East, while I shall 
be abandoned in a house on a hill at Fardah?’” (ibid., 295). Sig-
nificantly, the ‘houses for the dead’ in these and other examples all 
appear to be situated on hilltops, as is the enduring, preferred loca-
tion of not only the Islamic but also the earlier (Iron Age) tombs 
in Jebel Qurma. The connection between tombs and houses is also 
evident in the small, roofed burial chambers where the dead were 
laid, some of which even featured a low doorway. Whenever the 
position of the corpse could be reconstructed, it appears that the 
deceased rested in a highly flexed position on their side, as if they 
were sleeping. The latter recalls the Babylonian myth of Erra and 
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Ishum: “These are my living quarters: I have personally made them 
and will have my peace within them; and when fate has carried 
me off, I will sleep therein.” (Van der Toorn 2000, 145). It is for 
good reason that burials have regularly been found in excavation 
underneath house floors in second-millennium BCE Babylonia. 
The conceptual distinction between a house and a grave appears 
to have been minimal in urban, settled Babylonia, where the dead 
were given a permanent home in which they were reunited with 
their living relatives. In contrast, the nomads of Arabia, including 
those at Jebel Qurma, viewed the house-as-grave both as the seden-
tary end point, marking the loss of their pastoral lifestyle, and as a 
place of abandonment, left behind as their companions continued 
their wanderings.

TAILED TOMBS

The burial cairns in Jebel Qurma, as we see them today, often 
have low, dry-stone shelters on them, crescent-shaped enclosures 
beside them, or single walls extending from them. Nearly all of 
these simple installations appear to be relatively modern features, 
constructed by Bedouin herdsmen during brief, intermittent 
stays. While it is easy to mistake these structures for funerary 
monuments, none of them served a burial purpose or had any 
association with the nearby graves. At the time of their construc-
tion, the Iron Age tombs appear to have been prominent stand-
alone monuments, devoid of any additional features. However, 
there are a few exceptions, the most notable of which are the 
so-called ‘pendants’ or chains of small cairns extending from the 
head of a main burial cairn (Fig. 12).7 With the exclusion of the 

7 The term ‘pendant’ to describe these tombs and their associated chain of cairns 
was coined about 15 years ago by David Kennedy (2011).
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Fig. 12 An aerial photo of a ‘pendant tomb’ in the Jebel Qurma range. 
The straight chain, consisting of several dozen small, individual cairns, 
leads to the large platform cairn at the head (centre). 
(Photo: courtesy of Aerial Photographic Archive for Archaeology in the Middle 
East, APAAME_20081102_DLK-0146).

Fig. 13 A typical ‘pendant tomb’ high atop a basalt mound in Jebel 
Qurma, with a large cairn on the right and a tail of smaller cairns 
extending to the left.
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Islamic graves, each of the above-mentioned types of cairns may 
or may not have such a prominent tail of small cairns.

The chains are all linear, straight features, which range in 
length from approximately 10 to 135 m, with most measuring 
between 30 and 80 m. Each chain consisted between 4 and 48 
oval or roughly rectangular cairns, varying from low, inconspicu-
ous piles of rocks to more prominent installations, the largest 
reaching up to 2 m in length, 1 m in width, and 1 m in height 
(Fig. 13). The small tail heaps are not merely randomly piled 
stones; each typically features a dry-stacked outer wall of two or 
three layers of basalt boulders, with the interior filled with smaller 
stones in a conical shape. Based on biblical and other sources, 
it has been suggested that these tombs and their associated tail 
heaps were gradually enlarged by passers-by who honoured the 
dead by adding stones to their graves (Conder 1883; Harding 
1953, 8; Al-Jallad 2015, 206-7; Kennedy 2011, 3190). However, 
contrary to this interpretation, our fieldwork demonstrated that 
nearly all tails were constructed in a single phase, with only a 
small number being altered or expanded in later periods.

The tailed tombs are often assumed to date to the third mil-
lennium BCE or even earlier (e.g., Parr et al. 1978, 40; Hashim 
1997, 108-10; Hausleiter and Zur 2016, 165; Rollefson et al. 
2016, 941; D. Kennedy 2011, 3195; M. Kennedy et al. 2021) 
but this assumption is inaccurate.8 Optically stimulated lumi-

8 The evidence supporting a third-millennium BCE or earlier date for the tailed 
tombs remains sparse and largely speculative. A single date obtained from human 
bone in a looted tomb at Khaybar, Saudi Arabia, suggested a time around 2500 
BCE, interpreted as a terminus post quem for the tails (M. Kennedy et al. 2021, 
184, 189-190). However, the precise context of this sample is highly uncertain, 
as it was recovered from a surveyed rather than excavated cairn, which had 
evidently been looted earlier. While the date itself is undoubtedly accurate, the 
sample may well correspond to a third-millennium BCE burial within the cairn, 
but it does not conclusively demonstrate that the tail was a contemporary 
feature. After all, reuse of tombs was a very common practice in antiquity, also in 
Khaybar. 
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nescence (OSL) dates from seven cairn chains at Jebel Qurma, 
supported by radiocarbon dates and artefact assemblages from 
the associated main tombs, indicate that these features were con-
structed in the first millennium BCE and afterwards, probably 
up to around 300 CE (see Akkermans and Brüning 2020, Tables 
1–2, for a list of radiocarbon and OSL dates). Some tails appear 
to be constructed from stones bearing Safaitic inscriptions, which 
likewise suggest a date around the beginning of the Common 
Era. Further evidence supporting the dating of the tailed tombs 
to the first millennium BCE and later comes from surveyed 
tombs in Saudi Arabia (M. Kennedy et al. 2021) and excavated 
burials in Yemen (De Maigret and Antonini 2005). While further 
confirmation is highly desirable, I have little doubt that the tailed 
tombs in the desert interiors are typically Iron Age features.

However, much less clear is the meaning of the tails. Given 
their strong association with cairns, their funerary role is unmis-
takable, although there are several solitary tails that seem unre-
lated to tombs – an observation also noted elsewhere, such as 
in north-west Saudi Arabia (Dalton et al. 2022, 186). Our ex-
cavations of cairns from twelve different chains at various sites 
revealed no evidence of human remains or artefacts within or be-
neath them, thus ruling out their function as tombs (see Rowan 
et al. 2015, 180 for a similar conclusion regarding a tailed tomb 
in Wadi al-Qattafi, some 15 km north-east of Jebel Qurma). The 
chains extend from site to site in all directions, with no preferen-
tial orientation. However, it seems that visibility was a crucial fac-
tor in the construction of these tails. The chains often run parallel 
to the slopes of the hills on which they are located, making them 
stand out against the horizon when viewed from the surrounding 
lowlands. While it seems reasonable to assume that these cairn 
chains served to commemorate the dead (e.g., Kennedy 2011, 
3190; Rowan et al. 2015, 180; Dalton et al. 2022, 186), their 
exact significance remains unknown.
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The tailed tombs have an enormous geographical distribu-
tion, spanning from Syria in the north, across Jordan and Saudi 
Arabia, to Yemen, over 2500 km to the south. Despite considerable 
regional variation in pendant typology, the similarities suggest a 
shared understanding of the tails’ role among numerous groups 
across an exceptionally vast geographical area (a common un-
derstanding that, unfortunately, eludes the modern-day archae-
ologist…). The prominent visibility of the tombs and their tails 
in the landscape was undoubtedly a key element in conveying 
this shared perspective. The desert communities were far from 
isolated; they were bound together by diverse cultural practices, 
including funerary rites, in addition to, for example, temporary 
settlement, mobility, and pastoral subsistence.

Other funerary installations that occasionally occur together 
with burial cairns are the upright cult stones (Fig. 14). They 
stood on, in, or next to cairns, sometimes in groups of three. 

Fig. 14  A set of three upright cult stones in Jebel Qurma, with a 
cleared area in front of them. The large stone on the left is broken into 
two parts, one of which has fallen.
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Associated inscriptions are sometimes found beside the standing 
stones and state, for example, ‘By Ls1d son of {’bht} son of ‘tk…
of the {people} of…and he erected a cult stone and he made a 
sacrifice and may w‘l and ’rms1 and…be remembered…’ (Della 
Puppa 2022, 22). Standing stones are found throughout the Je-
bel Qurma area, although in small numbers. In contrast, they 
appear by the hundreds in the Sinai and Negev, where they are 
often interpreted as aniconic representations of deities or as their 
residences (e.g., Avner 1999-2000, 2001). A variant of the stand-
ing stones is the explicitly funerary nefesh, with an inscription 
typically stating: ‘For Bkr son of S2hr is this funerary monument’ 
(ibid., 24; Macdonald 2006; Al-Jallad 2022; Hayajneh 2017). 
The act of erecting cult stones and making sacrifices implies ritual 
practices associated with burials and the memorialization of the 
dead. The nefesh explicitly preserves the deceased’s identity for 
posterity.

FOR DUST THOU ART, AND UNTO DUST SHALT 
THOU RETURN 

It must be emphasized that analysis of tomb construction and 
the composition of burial assemblages at Jebel Qurma is often 
complicated, primarily due to preservation issues, which vary 
significantly between tombs. Skeletal remains in medieval to pre-
modern Islamic graves are often remarkably well-preserved, due 
to their careful inhumation and protective sand cover. In con-
trast, remains in earlier, pre-Islamic tombs are invariably poorly 
preserved, friable, and highly fragmented. This deterioration is 
due to interments in above-ground sepulchers, which are vulner-
able to extreme, fluctuating climate conditions, rodent gnawing, 
and insect infestation. In many cases, little to no human bone 
remains. Indeed, the biblical passage “for dust thou art, and unto 
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dust shalt thou return” (Genesis 3:19) takes on a literal signifi-
cance in the basalt desert.

Other factors contributed to the inadequate preservation of 
tomb remains. Earlier types of tombs may have been complete-
ly concealed beneath later forms of graves. For example, tower 
tombs were regularly constructed on top of ring cairns, and cist 
graves were sometimes covered by much later Islamic tombs. 
Therefore, typological classification must remain highly tentative 
and, in many cases, relies entirely on excavation. Nearly every 
cairn in Jebel Qurma shows evidence of repeated reuse over the 
centuries, often involving a disturbance or even obliteration of 
older burials. Reopening and reusing tombs were common prac-
tices between approximately 1000 BCE and 500 CE, but it also 
regularly occurred in more recent periods. The reuse may imply 
simply adding another burial to the original one, with the lat-
ter usually remaining intact. This form of entanglement, through 
connecting bodies, suggests an intimate relationship between the 
deceased, supported by the fact that hardly any structural changes 
were made to the tomb architecture itself.9 However, reuse may 
also involve the complete emptying of the burial chamber, with 
the remains of the original interment removed and scattered on 
and around the cairn.10 This practice of incorporating another 
burial shows little regard for the integrity of the previous burial, 
which is perhaps unsurprising given evidence that these graves 
often differed by centuries in time. Memorialization of the long-

9 In the words of Liana Brent (2017, 47): “Various interpretations of the 
relationship between these individuals are possible. They may have been 
related biologically as siblings, cousins, or as a parent and child; they could 
have been associated as kin, peers, age-mates, or by marriage, so the act of 
interring them together and creating corporeal connections was intended to 
signify the continuity of relationships in death (…).”

10 This practice should not be confused with looting, as not only the bones but 
also any remaining grave goods (jewellery and other personal belongings) were 
discarded.
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deceased, unrelated individual seems to have held little signifi-
cance for Iron Age communities in the desert.11 Undoubtedly, 
this also applies to the fairly recent (medieval and pre-modern) 
Islamic graves sunk into the much earlier cairns, where any social 
link to previous interments is absent, and where the reuse may 
simply have been easier and more pragmatic than creating a new 
tomb (see, e.g., Brent 2017; Hoernes et al. 2018; Döpper 2023).

Another highly destructive factor is the widespread looting 
of tombs, which involves opening and plundering them, leav-
ing the graves’ surfaces marked by pits, commingled spoil heaps, 
and displaced human remains (Fig. 15). The illicit undertakings 

11 However, this may be different in the case of relatives, as contemporaneous 
inscriptions from Jebel Qurma and the wider basalt desert emphasize extended 
genealogies, tracing up to sixteen generations and reaching back to the 
eponymous ancestor of the scribe’s social group (Al-Jallad 2015, 57, 201; Della 
Puppa 2022, 15).

Fig. 15 A large, recently looted ring cairn in Jebel Qurma. The inte-
rior burial chamber of the cairn has been entirely destroyed by a deep 
robber’s pit, with sand and stones scattered around it.
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usually aim to collect artefacts for the antiquities market or to 
uncover gold treasures hidden in the graves, which, according to 
local lore, were left behind when the Ottoman Empire retreated 
from the Levant in 1918 (e.g., Kersel and Chesson 2013; Kersel 
and Hill 2019; Al-Mansir and Al-Till 2020). Tomb pillaging at 
Jebel Qurma has a long history, with many graves disturbed in 
antiquity, sometimes shortly after their construction. The walls of 
tower tombs were often breached, granting plunderers access to 
the interior burial chambers, although the tombs were sometimes 
soon restored and reused for burials. In one cist grave dating to 
approximately the first century CE, the partially intact skeletal 
remains of a young adult male were found, with the arrangement 
of the bones proving that the corpse had been significantly tam-
pered with while still decomposing.12 It is not without reason that 
Safaitic and other inscriptions on stone from around 100 BCE to 
300 CE often included curses to discourage vandalism, calling 
upon the deities to blind or otherwise harm those who plunder or 
disturb the tombs (Maraqten 1998; Al-Jallad 2015).13

12 The looting targeted body parts that might have carried valuables, such as the 
cranium and pelvis, both of which were missing. The upper part of the corpse 
had been turned upside down, with ligaments still intact at the time. Skeletal 
remains belonging to the young male were also discovered on natural soil 
outside the cist.

13 Curses against the desecration of tombs occur throughout the Middle East and 
across all ages. A notable example is the spell written on the grave of a woman 
buried in 267 CE at the Nabataean city of Hegra (modern Mada’in Saleh in 
Saudi Arabia): “And may the Lord of the World curse anyone who desecrates 
this grave and anyone who opens it, … and may he curse anyone who buries 
[a body] or removes [a body] from it.” (Fiema et al. 2015, 403).
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TOMB TREASURES

While it is obvious that preservation challenges and the often-
alarming amount of damage frequently impede efforts to gain 
detailed insights into tomb use, it is worth emphasizing that well-
conceived and systematic salvage work can still yield significant 
scientific insight and value. Jebel Qurma is one such example, 
with numerous others in the Levant and beyond (see, e.g., Webb 
and Frankel 2008; Gerdau-Radonic and Herrera 2010; Al-Hou-
dalieh et al. 2017; McCreery 1996).14

Our excavations revealed that the Iron Age tombs contained 
individuals of both sexes and a range of ages, from as young as 1 
year to over 50 years old, suggesting that burials within the cairns 
were not restricted by sex or age but were inclusive of all members 
of the local community. Each cairn was primarily intended for a 
single interment, with the deceased in a crouched, side-lying po-
sition. Supine burials appear to be limited to more recent Islamic 
tombs. In cases where multiple individuals are found in a single 
grave, they typically consist of an adult over 20 years old and a 
child less than 5 years old. One apsidal tower tomb dating to the 
late first millennium BCE contained three individuals positioned 
together: an adult, an adolescent, and a child aged approximately 
10 years.

Due to the deteriorated condition of most bones, detailed os-
teological description, such as pathologies and metric analysis, 
was only possible to a limited extent. Some common ailments ob-
served included inflammatory joint disorders such as osteochon-

14 Webb and Frankel (2008, 67) correctly point out that: “The recognition that 
damage to sites does not mean the total loss of value, combined with the 
development and further refinement of appropriate research strategies, is 
critical if we are to exploit the remaining potential of diminishing 
archaeological resources.”



38

dritis dissecans, osteoarthritis, osteophytosis, Schmorl’s nodes (a 
type of hernia), and dental issues such as tooth loss and caries.

In addition to the skeletal remains, grave inventories primar-
ily consist of jewellery, with beads and pendants being particular-
ly abundant, manufactured in various shapes and materials (Fig. 
16). Some items were produced locally, while others were trans-
ported to Jebel Qurma from distant regions. The exotic products 
may have been acquired through exchange networks or brought 
directly by people from those distant regions. The crossroads that 
was Jebel Qurma attracted highly mobile people from all direc-
tions, many of whom died and were interred locally, along with 
their personal belongings from far away.

Glass and, to a lesser extent, faience beads of Levantine prov-
enance are very common. Colourful eye beads may have been 
used to ward off the evil eye, a fear also mentioned in contempo-
raneous inscriptions on basalt rocks (cf. Al-Jallad 2022, 71-72). 
A notable find is a faience Pataikos amulet of Egyptian origin, 
which may have been worn to protect from snakebites or during 
childbirth (see Boschloos and Akkermans 2021 for details). Small 
disc beads crafted from locally sourced ostrich eggshell are plenti-
ful, as are beads made from a variety of marine gastropod shells 
from the Red Sea, Mediterranean, and Indian Ocean, which like-
ly reached Jebel Qurma through trade.

Also prevalent are beads fashioned from a variety of stone, 
including chalcedony and local calcites, limestone, and sandstone 
in an array of colours. Carnelian is the most frequently used stone 
for bead production, displaying wide variation in shapes and 
craftsmanship quality. One carnelian axe-shaped pendant closely 
parallels finds from Early Iron Age sites as distant as Wadi Fidan 
in Jordan and Saruq al-Hadid in Dubai (Beherec 2011; Weeks 
et al. 2017). The majority of important carnelian sources are lo-
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Fig. 16  Selection of beads and pendants made from shell, coral and pearl 
(nos. 1-14), ostrich eggshell (no. 15), variety of different stone types (nos. 16-
48), vitreous materials (nos. 49-68), metal (nos. 69-72), carnelian and (uni-
dentified) black stone pendants (nos. 73-74), faience Pataikos pendant and 
blue-glazed, steatite scarab pendant (nos. 75-76).
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cated in India, with lesser deposits found in the Arabian Penin-
sula, Egypt, and the Negev (Then-Obłuska 2013; Milevski 2011; 
Bloxman 2006). Significantly, evidence of local carnelian bead 
production in the Jebel Qurma region includes two bead blanks 
and several unworked pieces found at two sites for temporary set-
tlement.15 Other stone types include a range of metamorphic and 
igneous stones such as marble, quartzite, banded agate, gabbro, 
and peridotite, alongside rare examples of amethyst, jasper, and 
malachite from Egypt or Arabia.

Bronze and iron items were relatively common in the graves. 
While the bronze items likely were imports, local ironwork-
ing is documented in the basalt desert during the third century 
CE, with earlier production possible (Akkermans and Brüning 
2020b). The finds consisted primarily of personal ornaments like 
(ear)rings, pins, and bracelets, while rarer items include buckles, 
nails, and what appear to be clasps and fittings. Metal beads are 
scarce, with only a few small, granulated gold beads and some 
bronze examples recorded. At least two tombs each had a bronze 
bowl. Several tombs yielded weaponry in the form of iron arrow-
heads, along with an iron javelin and a possible spearhead (Fig. 
17, nos. 1-8). A unique find in the debris of a small tower tomb 
was the socketed, trilobate, ‘Scythian’ arrowhead made of bronze, 
securely dated to the beginning of the sixth century BCE. Other 
graves contained small bronze armour scales, with the rivets used 
to attach these scales to corselets often still intact (Fig. 17, nos. 
9-12). These scales were consistently found either as single pieces 
or in small groups of two or three, likely indicating their apo-
tropaic role, where each scale, as a pars pro toto, symbolized the 
protective essence of an entire armour corselet (Maran 2004, 23).

15 Evidence of local bead working has been reported previously at the nearby 
prehistoric sites of Jebel Naja, Azraq, and Wadi Jilat (Wright and Garrard 
2003; Betts et al. 2013).
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Fig. 17  Selective weaponry from the Jebel Qurma tombs. Spearhead (no. 1), 
javelin (no. 2) and arrowheads (nos. 3-8), all made of iron. Bronze armour 
scales (nos. 9-12).
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Apotropaic significance should probably also be attributed to 
the feet and legs of griffon vultures (Gyps fulvus) in two, possible 
three, Iron Age tower tombs – the first known examples of vul-
ture body parts in mortuary contexts in the Middle East. François 
Viré (2012) highlights the many medicinal properties ascribed 
to vulture parts in the Eastern Mediterranean and Arabia during 
Classical Antiquity, as well as the bird’s reputed ability to ward off 
evil. The presence of the bird of prey in the tombs at Jebel Qurma 
evokes the hāmah from pre-Islamic lore: the owl (not the vulture) 
as the bird of death, thought to embody the soul of the dead man, 
crying out over the grave in lamentation for its separation from 
the body (see Homerin 1985).

There are other animal parts that may have had ritual mean-
ing in a funerary setting: dromedary (Camelus dromedarius) teeth 
and bones were found on the floor of at least ten Iron Age burial 
chambers, alongside human remains. These camel parts may have 
represented food for the deceased, or the remnants of funerary 
meals consumed by the mourners. Alternatively, the dromedary 
parts might have served as a pars pro toto representation of the 
whole animal accompanying the deceased in the grave. If so, they 
could signify a balīya sacrifice – an offering of an animal (usually 
a camel) for the deceased to use in the afterlife (King 2009). Exca-
vations across the Arabian Peninsula have shown that the practice 
of balīya was widespread in pre-Islamic Arabia and persisted into 
the early Islamic period, continuing as late as the tenth century 
(King 2009, 83; Nehmé 2020; Macdonald 1992, 304; Hayajneh 
2006; Akkermans and Brüning 2020b, 217-219).

Although the tombs and their inventories vary from site to 
site, there is an overwhelming sense of uniformity in both the 
quality and quantity of the grave assemblages. No tomb stands 
out in this respect. This may suggest that the deceased were re-
garded as equals in death, but it could also reflect a strong egali-
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tarian ethos during life, with no individuals explicitly ranked 
above others. Any form of leadership among the small desert 
groups may have been temporary, situational, and entrusted in 
individuals who adapted routinely to different roles as circum-
stances demanded (Akkermans 2019, 425).

PUZZLING POTTERY

One category of material conspicuously absent from the Iron 
Age tombs in Jebel Qurma is pottery. The earliest known ceram-
ics from Jebel Qurma date to the late third and early second mil-
lennium, ca. 2300–1900 BCE.16 After this period, pottery entire-
ly disappears from the region, only to reemerge 2000 years later 
during the late Roman period. The absence of pottery for several 
thousand years remains an intriguing and unexplained phenom-
enon, especially given the lengthy, complex ceramic sequences 
and the widespread use of pots by contemporaneous, settled 
communities in Palestine and Transjordan, extending as far east 
as the foothills of Jebel al-‘Arab, only a few dozen kilometers from 
the basalt expanse. Pottery in these Levantine regions is found in 
great abundance not only in domestic contexts but also in burials, 
making its lack in the relatively nearby tombs at Jebel Qurma all 
the more remarkable.

Pottery was likely familiar to the nomadic population of 
Jebel Qurma, given its geographical proximity to regions with 
widespread ceramic use and the existence of exchange networks. 

16 However, work elsewhere in the basalt desert in Jordan has revealed the 
presence of much earlier ceramics, such as at Wisad Pools, dated to the sixth 
millennium (Rollefson et al. 2013, 18-19)), and at Tell al-Hibr and Tulul 
al-Ghusayn, both dated to the fourth millennium BCE (Betts 2013; 
Müller-Neuhof and Abu-Azizeh 2016).
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Although pottery is often deemed incompatible with nomadic 
lifestyles, this view is overly simplistic, as many mobile groups 
have historically produced or traded ceramics for their own use 
(e.g., Cribb 1991; Beck 2009; Jordan and Zvelebil 2010; Gibbs 
2012; Grillo 2014; Heitz and Stapfer 2017). Therefore, the long-
term absence of ceramics in the Black Desert reflects cultural 
constraints rather than functional necessity. The stark contrast 
between the lack of pottery in one area and its widespread use 
in neighbouring regions probably was intentional and mean-
ingful – a deliberate choice to abstain from the manufacture, 
exchange, or use of pottery in Jebel Qurma (Akkermans and 
Brüning 2020a). Desert groups in the second and first millennia 
BCE appear to have strongly valued autonomy and intentionally 
distanced themselves from the urban polities of the Levant and 
Syria. This perspective recalls the frequently cited ‘desert-versus-
the-sown’ dichotomy, which, despite being rightly criticized for 
its often-weak, oversimplified evidence, may have held significant 
relevance during this period (Akkermans 2019). Pottery is just 
one of many contrasts; another is the tomb types of Jebel Qurma 
and the broader basalt desert, which have little to no parallels in 
the neighbouring settled regions to the west.

PETROGLYPHS, INSCRIPTIONS, AND TOMBS

Across the Jebel Qurma highlands, there are numerous places 
with substantial numbers of both petroglyphs and short inscrip-
tions in Safaitic, generally dated between the first century BCE 
and the third/fourth century CE. To date, more than 12,000 
pieces of rock art have been documented in Jebel Qurma, with 
each fieldwork season adding to the total. The inscriptions typi-
cally contain names of individuals, list their genealogies and tribal 
affiliations, or refer to their activities, such as pasturing, hunting, 
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Fig. 18  A beautiful carving of a male dromedary camel. The Safaitic 
inscription reads: “By Bs’ son of Sddt is the camel”. 
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raiding, or simply waiting for the winter rains during droughts. 
The texts sometimes commemorate offerings, sacrifices, or the 
erection of cult stones. They may invoke deities, such as Allāt 
and Rudaw, together with requests for spoil, security, justice, or 
protection against illness (Della Puppa 2022).

The inscriptions may also attribute authorship to accompa-
nying representational carvings (Fig. 18). The local rock art re-
volves around three main themes that seem to form the core of 
desert life: pastoralism, wildlife and hunting, and warfare (Fig. 
19). About three-quarters of the images include animals, such as 
the gazelle, ibex, oryx, lion, and ostrich. While most of the shown 
animals are wild, domestic animals, mainly the dromedary and 
the horse, are also represented. Anthropomorphic figures also ap-
pear, although they constitute less than ten percent of all figures. 
They are usually depicted as small stick figures with little or no 

Fig. 19  A hunting scene, featuring three archers (on the left) and 
two dogs (on the right) hunting a herd of what appear to be ibexes. 
The inscription above the animals reads: “By Fhrn son of B’sh son of 
‘My are the animals”.
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bodily detail (Fig. 20). The more elaborate human images may 
display clothing, armour, and weaponry, such as swords, shields, 
spears, and bows-and-arrows (Brusgaard 2019; K. Akkermans 
2020). Special attention is drawn to the carvings of naked women 
with wide, curved hips, raised hands, and wild hairstyles, which, 
according to the associated inscriptions, appear to represent slave 
girls for singing and dancing (Macdonald 2012; Brusgaard 2019, 
42) (Fig. 21).

Fig. 20  Rock art detail: a horseman with a spear in his raised right 
hand.
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Fig. 21  A battle scene with a horseman and bowmen attacking 
each other. Most prominent, however, is the large female figure who 
dominates the scene and is referred to as ‘the musician’ in the accom-
panying Safaitic inscription. The latter reads: “[By] … son of ‘Bd 
is the image of …n-h the musician from the raiding party. And, O 
Rdw, blind whosoever would efface.” The author calls upon the deity 
Rdw (Rudaw) to punish those who might harm the panel.
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The find spots with rock art are widely diverse, from high 
hilltops and basalt-strewn plains to man-made shelters and burial 
cairns. In the case of the latter, a relationship of explicitly funer-
ary significance between the tombs and the rock art is often read-
ily assumed (e.g., Oxtoby 1968; Winnett 1978; Lipinski 1997; 
Eksell 2002). However, concrete evidence supporting this asso-
ciation remains sparse, though it is not entirely absent (see Mac-
donald 1992b for a lengthy discussion). Among the thousands of 
inscriptions discovered at Jebel Qurma, only a handful refer to a 
burial, such as: “By Mhlm son of Thr and he grieved for Nkr …
and this cairn was made by him” (Della Puppa 2022, 22).

Significantly, our excavations in Jebel Qurma have unambig-
uously demonstrated that many tombs were constructed using 
basalt blocks previously carved with Safaitic petroglyphs and in-
scriptions, proving that these tombs were built after the creation 
of the rock art. Locales already rich in rock art may very well have 
attracted tomb building, while the latter, in a reciprocal relation-
ship, may have amplified the social significance of these existing 
rock-art sites for the local population (cf. Brusgaard 2019, 244). 
However, the reuse of inscribed stones for construction also sug-
gests that the social value of many inscriptions and representa-
tions might have been relatively short-lived or relevant only to 
specific individuals – perhaps unsurprising given the high mobil-
ity of people that shaped the desert lifestyle.

THE END

There is strong evidence to suggest that the indigenous, no-
madic, pastoralist way of life (and death) typical of the basalt 
belt during the Iron Age came to an end by the third century 
CE or, at the latest, the fourth century CE. The change at this 
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time included the dissolution of local rock-art production and 
the Safaitic writing tradition, both of which had been in use for 
some 500 years. The change also disrupted traditional cairn con-
struction for burial. Ring cairns, tower tombs, cist graves, etc., 
ceased to be built, as did the characteristic tails of small cairns 
attached to these tombs. What types of burials emerged in their 
place remains uncertain. Although there is abundant evidence of 
human presence in Jebel Qurma throughout the first millennium 
CE (Huigens 2019), associated graves have yet to be discovered, 
except for some inhumations in much older, still extant tombs 
that were reused during the fifth and sixth centuries CE. Another 
change in the third to fourth century CE was the reintroduction 
of pottery in Jebel Qurma, following its absence for several thou-
sand years. The new wares found at domestic campsites in the re-
gion were not locally manufactured but were clearly imports from 
Roman-Byzantine and, later, Umayyad (Early Islamic) centres to 
the west of the basalt fields.

It is significant that the radical change in Jebel Qurma co-
incided with the construction of a line of Roman fortresses for 
garrisons, as well as roads for supplies and intervention along the 
fringes of the lava belt. There is a widespread opinion, not only 
that there was a significant Roman military buildup on the Ara-
bian frontier during the third and early fourth centuries, but also 
that the fortifications primarily served to confront the so-called 
‘nomadic threat of the east’ of that period. It has been argued that 
there was an urgent need to restrain the desert tribes to prevent 
widespread raiding and pillaging of the urbanized territories of 
the Levant and Syria (see, e.g., Graf 1978; Parker 1986, 2006; 
Kennedy 2008). This notion of endemic conflict with local no-
mads along the eastern frontier has been rightly challenged due to 
its lack of solid evidence and its oversimplified ‘desert-versus-the-
sown’ dichotomy (Banning 1986, 1987; Graf 1989; Macdonald 
1993). In the case of Jebel Qurma, the evidence of small, scat-
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tered, local desert populations – and the minimal threat they may 
have posed, if any – stands in sharp contrast to the significant 
expenditure of labour and resources invested in Roman military 
installations in the region. It is more probable, I believe, that the 
military works were part of a broader colonization effort aimed 
at settling the Transjordan interior steppe and safeguarding its 
resources (cf. Kennedy 2007). The steppe region had plenty of 
water reserves and enormous potential for livestock raising and 
grazing, along with a substantial supply of high-quality salt at 
Azraq and, further to the south, at Kaf and Ithra’ (Akkermans 
2019). We should also remember that the fortifications likely 
played a key role in controlling the crucial trade routes to and 
from Arabia, passing through Wadi Sirhan. Recent research on 
Rome’s eastern frontier has indeed questioned the use of the 
forts as a border wall for defense, suggesting instead that these 
structures primarily facilitated safe caravan-based trade across the 
steppe (Casane et al. 2023).

The opening up of the desert on an unprecedented scale from 
the third century onward seems to have attracted newcomers to 
the region, who, in the wake of the Roman military, sought to 
exploit its grazing grounds and other resources. Colonist settle-
ments emerged at strategic locations along the edges of the basalt 
expanse, such as at Azraq, Hallabat and ‘Umari, and new imple-
ments – such as pottery – made their debut. Unsurprisingly, com-
petition and conflict with the native nomads over local resources 
may have escalated unchecked. Given the inherently uneven 
balance of power – between the Roman Empire on one hand 
and desert tribes on the other – the outcome of this struggle was 
predictable, with the desert communities becoming increasingly 
socially marginalized and their culture on the verge of disintegra-
tion (Akkermans 2019).
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