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                   ABSTRACT                                                          

Camel Imagery in Pre-Islamic Wadi-Rum Rock Art: Translating Social Identity Through 

Material Traces  
 

Yasmeen Kanaan 
 

My research employs ancient literary sources to help investigate carved she-camel imagery 

appearing on thirty-three rock faces located within the Jordanian desert of Wadi-Rum. Using 

excerpts from pre-Islamic poetry as an historical source, this thesis focuses on ancient north 

Arabian beliefs and practices that were shaped by the she-camel's symbolic and physical 

presence. The thesis draws on key lines drawn from the ancient rahil-journey, the Maysir, and 

the Baliyah. The first section introduces how the she-camel may have helped shape ancient 

Arabian perceptions of individuality. The second section draws on the desert journey of the 

prominent pre-Islamic poet, Labid, to investigate the spiritual nature and structure of his poem 

The Mu'allaqah of Labid. Exploring the she-camel as an ancient Arabian metaphor, the third 

section addresses the animal as a medium connecting the known and "unknown" realms within 

ancient north Arabian folkloric narratives. Referencing Mieke Bal's inter-disciplinary approach 

and guided by Erwin Panofsky's iconographic framework, this thesis suggests that she-camel 

carvings contributed in some way to the conceptualization and materialization of aspects of the 

north Arabian perception of the self as evidenced, in part, by the ubiquitous and extraordinary 

visual traces left behind in Wadi Rum. 
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Introduction 

It was the summer of 2009 when I was a 15-year old folkloric performer visiting Germany to 

promote traditional Jordanian culture. I recall sitting in the back of the van of my host family, 

enjoying a road trip from Karlsruhe to Strasbourg, and impatiently anticipating the French-

German border. That day, I discovered that borders do not exist within countries of the European 

Union in the same way they existed in my homeland of Jordan. It shocked me to learn that 

national borders are artificial dividing lines and are not immutable human realities. This 

discovery reshaped my own understanding of identity as territorial existence which had, up until 

that moment, been a key element in defining my perception of personal "identity." My 

adolescent brain could not fathom how one could live without attributing oneself to a nation or a 

community. The concept of nomadism was yet strange to me. Still, the possibility of living 

without belonging to any country—being nationless—led me constantly to ask: how could the 

notion of identity be separated from society? And what makes a border so existentially and 

philosophically critical? To pursue an answer to this question, I developed an academic 

eagerness to learn about the history of nomadism in pre-Islamic northern Arabia as a way to 

understand alternative conceptions of "borders" and "freedom." 

As an emerging art historian, I began my academic journey by exploring material traces 

of north Arabian desert nomads. Nevertheless, I soon learned that I would also need to travel 

across a "landscape of disciplines" to pursue such subject matter. Upon investigating material 

and oral historical records of north Arabian nomads, I came to focus upon one particular 

Jordanian desert animated with thousands of rock carvings known as Wadi Rum. The Wadi Rum 

desert is an Arabian treasure for Jordanian archeologists as it contains one of the largest rock art 

collections in the world. The magnificent human history that could be revealed through a single 
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human carving has pushed me to explore how personal "agency" can be manifested through rock 

art. This thesis explores how the Wadi Rum carvings may have acted as individual expressions of 

presence engraved by desert  

travelers marking an itinerant identity. 

Each traveler was assured that others had 

passed through and survived — even 

thrived. These expressions were also 

communicated through writings that 

accompanied some of the drawings, such 

as in figure 1, which depicts a camel 

carving and an inscription that translates 

as: "zdmnt son of rm." 1 The carver chose                                            Fig. 1 

 to mark his identity by indicating his family lineage. The inscription reveals the carver’s 

perception of "identity" as part of a whole. The notion of belonging is evidently essential to the 

carver’s mark-making practices. Addressing these expressions as material traces, this thesis 

explores Wadi Rum as an ancient keeper of images and inscriptions that tell us something about 

its semi-nomadic inhabitants. 

Classified as part of the southern Jordanian al-Hisma desert, Wadi Rum is recognized as 

a UNESCO World Heritage site. This desert expanse operates as the southern path to Petra, the 

capital of the Nabatean Kingdom, which was founded in the early 4th Century BCE when 

 
1 Glenn J. Corbett, "Preliminary Report on the Wadi Hafir Petroglyph Survey, 

2005-2006, with Special Comment on the Distribution of Selected Thamudic E/Hismaic Inscriptions and 

Rock Drawings." Annual of the Department of Antiquities of Jordan 55 (2011): 238.  
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northern Arabian nomads populated southern Jordan.2 My thesis examines carvings from thirty-

three rock art panels in Wadi Rum that are spread throughout al-Hisma desert. Although the 

landscape appears physically motionless, Wadi Rum is still allegorically "alive" with thousands 

of Hismaic rock drawings and inscriptions. According to archeologist Glenn J. Corbett, two of 

the most commonly signed carvings on the rocks are hunting depictions and the illustration of 

camels.3  For this research, I will focus on the camel scenes. Although a study of the Hismaic 

inscriptions would surely aid my examination of the camel carvings, I have chosen to direct my 

attention towards the iconography and the "agency" embedded in the camel imagery. As I will 

further discuss in my methodology section, the criticality of my case study lies in the absence of 

any in-depth art historical analysis of the rock art panels, especially of the camel depictions. As a 

Jordanian art historian, my positionality is important to me. I feel the need to deepen and expand 

an understanding and interpretation of Hismaic mark-making practices not only for myself but 

also for local citizens, and others of my generation in Jordan. 

Previous studies by Corbett and members of the Chicago School of Near Eastern 

Languages and Civilizations4 suggest that "at least some of” the Hismaic carvings were made 

 
2 Mati Milstein, "Lost City Petra," accessed January 13, 2021, https://www.national 

geographic, com/history/article/lost-city-petra. Petra, located within the southwestern desert region of 

what is known today as Jordan, was recognized as the booming trading metropolis of the Nabataean 

Kingdom throughout 400 B.C. until A.D. 106.  
3 Glenn J. Corbett, "The Signs That Bind: Identifying Individuals, Families and Friends in Hismaic 

Inscriptions,"Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 23 (2012):175-176. In addition to camel and hunting 

scenes, the desert is home to 2000-year-old hismaic inscriptions. Some inscriptions may depict a 

signature (such as a name or an ancestral lineage) or the carved animal's title (for example, bkr for a male 

camel or bkrt for a female camel). Other carvings depict personal names that indicate service to pre-

Islamic Arabian gods, such as "bdds2ry," indicating the servant of Dushara, and "bdmnt," meaning the 

servant of Manat. 
4 M.C.A.Macdonald, "Ancient North Arabian," in The Cambridge Encylopedia of the World's Ancient 

Languages, ed. Roger D. Woodard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 490. Hismaic 

inscriptions fall under the category of Ancient North Arabian dialects (ANA). ANA was utilized in 

northern and central regions of the Arabian peninsula from the 8th century BCE to the 4th century CE. 
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during the time of the Nabatean Kingdom.5 These studies have investigated societal and 

theological beliefs, and practices shared among the Nabateans and desert clans within the Hisma 

desert since the first century BCE. The Nabateans of Petra, originally Arabian desert semi-

nomads,  oversaw much of the spice trade—which connected the Syrian desert, the Arabian 

peninsula, and southern Arabia with major eastern Mediterranean cities.6 Ancient north Arabians 

put their mark on this desert route through their trading practices that operated continuously for 

an astonishing 1500 years.7 As semi-nomadic tribes handled camel breeding, the desert caravan 

fell under the authority of camel-breeding tribes, particularly because horses could not adapt to 

the deep desert.8 Hence, the semi-nomadic camel riding tribes were in charge of transporting  

goods. For this study, I will observe the north Arabian societal and spiritual traditions 

surrounding the camel motif throughout the pre-Islamic (Jahilite) era while utilizing particular 

past north Arabian practices to highlight some aspects of their traditional belief systems, 

specifically relating to the camel imagery. Throughout this research, I refer to verses from 

various pre-Islamic anthologies to examine the cultural and spiritual relationships pre-Islamic 

Arabs developed with the camel, particularly the she-camel.  

Theoretical framework and methodology 

I dedicate my thesis to answering the following question: in what ways do certain camel 

 
5 For a key analysis of the mutual socio-cultural, political, and historical setting of the Hismaic-speaking 

people and the Nabataeans, see Corbett's journal article "Desert Traces: Tracking the Nabataeans in 

Jordan's Wādī Rum," Near Eastern Archaeology (nea) 75, no. 4 (2012): 208–19. 
6 Ibid., 209. 
7 Corbett,"Mapping the Mute Immortals: a Locational and Contextual Analysis of Thamudic E/Hismaic 

Inscriptions and Rock Drawings from the Wādī Hafīr of Southern Jordan." (Ph.D. diss., University of 

Chicago, 2010), xviii. 
8 See Ralph W. Brauer, "The Camel and Its Role in Shaping Mideastern Nomad Societies," Comparative 

Civilizations Review, no. 28 (1993): 130 and Thomas J. Barfield, "The Camel Nomads: The Desert 

Bedouin," in The Nomadic Alternative (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1993), 64. 
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carvings embody both an ancient north Arabian quest for spiritual transition and a pledge for 

economic, political, and existential autonomy? To comprehend the relationship between 

individuality, spirituality, and the camel motif in ancient north Arabian culture, I investigate this 

imagery from a transdisciplinary approach that traverses cultural, literal, and visual resources to 

understand the she-camel "on its […] own terms."9 According to Dutch theorist, Mieke Bal, an 

image is a concept that travels across the visual and literary disciplines as "the word 'metaphor' 

imposes itself in that in-between space where image is the meeting-place between language and 

vision."10  In building upon Bal's analysis of an "image," this thesis approaches the she-camel 

image as a very particular kind of "metaphor" in Wadi Rum material culture that shuttles 

between language and vision, myth and reality. I understand the carvings as material traces of an 

ancient north Arabian vision for redemption and eternal heroism and will endeavor to flesh this 

out in the following pages. As I aim to build a path that bridges the visual, literal, cultural, and 

archeological disciplines, I am eager to embrace a transdisciplinary approach. Erwin Panofsky 

aptly notes the value of a transdisciplinary method stating that: 

"… Archaeological research is blind and empty without aesthetic re-

creation, and aesthetic re-creation is irrational and often misguided without 

archaeological research. But, ‘leaning against one another,’ these two can 

support the 'system that makes sense' that is, an historical synopsis."11 

I hope that my research will allow existing visual and literary material to "lean against 

one another." My primary source evidence consists of two critical components: the Wadi Rum 

rock art imagery, and the appearance of the camel in pre-Islamic Jahilite poetry (prior to 610 

 
9 Mieke Bal, "Introduction," in Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide (Toronto, Ont.: 

University of Toronto Press, 2002), 8-11. 
10 Bal, "Image," 58.   
11 Erwin Panofsky, "Introduction" in Meaning in the Visual Arts (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

1982), 19.   
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CE). This thesis relies on pre-Islamic poetry to provide oral traces of the early interactions 

between Arabs and their camels. Likewise, the Wadi Rum carvings offer visual clues to the 

animal-human relationships that the desert engendered. 

Animal descriptions in pre-Islamic poetry expressed advantageous qualities sought after 

by humans, such as beauty, persistence, and swift movement.12  Pre-Islamic anthologies are 

believed to have been produced between the sixth and seventh centuries A.D and recorded in the 

early eighth century. This thesis engages with verses from various collections credited to 

individual poets (Diwans) and anthologies such as The Suspended Odes (al- Mu'allaqat). As a 

critical aid to my research, I have consulted Corbett's comprehensive 2020 Ph.D. dissertation, 

Mapping the Mute Immortals: a Locational and Contextual Analysis of Thamudic E/Hismaic 

Inscriptions and Rock Drawings from the Wādī Hafīr of Southern Jordan, focusing mainly on his 

contextual analysis of camel imagery and animal husbandry. Corbett's thesis addresses the 

Hismaic carvings as "individual human material creations—or artifacts—born of specific 

authorial intentions."13 Corbett's thesis utilizes pre-Islamic poetry to investigate how the ancient 

north Arabians appropriated the camel as a totem to mediate one's relationship with the known,  

the unknown, and the supernatural.
 
Corbett's research proposes that not only was the she-camel 

an embodiment of tribal virtues, she was also the ancient north Arabian's "lone shield" in the face 

of misery, death, and hence, human fate.14 This text will utilize Corbett's examinations of the 

camel's political, tribal, and spiritual connotations in ancient north Arabia to understand and 

 
12 Kerstin Eksell, "Image and Myth," in Meaning in Ancient North Arabian Carvings (Stockholm: 

Almqvist & Wiksell Intl, 2002), 143. 
13 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 12. 
14 Ibid., 148. 
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probe the "existential" role of the she-camel in supporting an individual's desire to pursue and 

master an "autonomous" life. 

Both pre-Islamic poetry and Hismaic rock carvings appeared within the Arabic-speaking 

peninsula. Nevertheless, it is critical to note that these practices thrived some 500 years apart.15  

Although not lyrically or historically correlated, both of the carvings and poems I will focus on 

stem from parallel cultural and spiritual traditions.16  Pre-Islamic poetry and camel carvings are 

communicative mediums that manifest experiences and values conditioned and shaped by the 

desert's ecology. Desert passengers had to adopt and adapt to certain traditional practices to 

survive the wilderness. Therefore, the poetry and the carvings are produced by the same desert 

experiences and seasonal traditions that shaped the identity of the ancient north Arabian person.17  

Throughout this research, I remain inspired by Bal and attempt to employ my own 

"nomadic" methodological approach drawn from a set of responsive research methods informed 

by her 2002 publication Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: A Rough Guide. Bal's approach, 

which "assesses the nature of cultural analysis as a traveling discipline that cannot settle down," 

mirrors the social lives of nomadic groups, which are the core of my examination.18 Bal's 

framework fruitfully promotes the cross-disciplinary reading of given concepts such as the term 

"tradition." She theorizes traditions as "inventions, fictions of continuity necessary for a 

 
15 Ibid., 32. 
16 Ibid. The classical Arabic ode—qasida—exhibits deeply rooted aspects of ancient Arabian social and 

spiritual ideologies. As discussed further in this thesis, the qasida structure has been shaped by the 

"spiritual affection" existing between the poet (desert passenger) and the she-camel. The impact of the 

she-camel on the classical Arabian ode has intrigued several scholars such as Corbett and Suzanne P. 

Stetkevych. Inspired by these scholars, in an upcoming section, I explore the ritual aspect of the qasida 

and its relation to the she-camel.  
17 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 32. 
18 Bal, "Intention," 254.   
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conception of history as development or progress."19 Her interpretation of key concepts such as 

"tradition," "image," and "intention" has helped to guide my interpretation of the possible 

motives behind the ancient Arabian practice of carving camel imagery. Her work also critiques 

rigid theoretical methods and highlights issues emerging from elitist, divisive, and hierarchical 

structures that traditional academic research approaches often construct. Bal's "rough guide" 

encourages me first to question the object — the she-camel carvings— secondly, to investigate 

the fields— art history, archeology, literature, and epigraphy—and lastly, to explore cultural and 

visual analysis frameworks. This tripartite "traveling" analytical process allows me to act as a 

kind of "passenger" myself, following the object of my research. Hence, I will try not to fix my 

understanding of the camel carvings within one distinct field or framework; instead, I aim to 

greet the she-camel carvings on their "own terms."20 Bal's proposition suggests that cultural 

analysis must address the "exclusionary methods of the separate disciplines."21 The absence of 

boundaries and labels consequently creates a fertile environment for meaningful concepts: 

"meaningful" concepts carry analytical value, while "correct" or "precise" concepts remain 

limited by the tradition of categorization according to disciplines or academic partisanship.22   

This research employs the concept of an image as both a visual and literal source of 

knowledge to highlight the collaborative agencies within pictorial works that help merge 

philosophical and art historical perspectives. My understanding of the relationship between pre-

Islamic ideologies, literary works, and the history of rock carvings embodies the relationship that 

 
19 Bal, "Tradition," 218. 
20 Bal, "Introduction," 8.   
21 Ibid., 7. 
22 Ibid., 17.  
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I see existing between history and theory, between an object and its analysis.23 Bal argues that a 

text cannot speak for itself, suggesting that "we frame the meaning of a text before we allow the 

text to speak for itself."24 This is why I endeavor to situate the reading of the camel within a 

larger cultural, specifically, poetic context. It is not the maker of the carving but the carving itself 

that will be the "speaker" within my analytical pursuit. In Bal's sense, the significance of these 

carvings cannot be accredited to either makers or viewers. Instead, the agency of a work belongs 

to the process occurring between the maker and the viewer.25 Ultimately, my research explores 

the content of the camel imagery by delving into the idea behind the camel motif and the form 

that was chosen to embody those ideas. However, I am not attempting to discern or project the 

intentions of the carver. As Panofsky posited, intentions are "incapable of being defined with 

scientific precision" since an era and a setting always condition them.26  

Previous scholarship has aptly noted that ancient north Arabian inscriptions reveal critical 

societal, tribal, economic, and religious values and practices. The contributions of archeological 

scholars such as Michael C. A McDonald, Hani Hayajneh, and Saba Farès reveal that thus far, 

Ancient North Arabian scholarship has been focused on utilizing the inscriptions as a tool to 

investigate ancient north Arabian everyday encounters.27 Previous traditional epigraphic research 

 
23 Bal, "Image," 61. In this regard, by examining the relationship between the she-camel (my object) and 

ancient north Arabian beliefs and practices, I am, in a sense, translating the meaning of the camel 

carvings. I am aware that this analytical process is subject to a loss of original meaning; thus, I address 

this study as a philosophical pursuit of the possible motives behind the carved camel imagery. I believe 

that the act of interpreting is, in itself, inherently subjective. My interest in translating the meaning behind 

the camel carvings is informed by Panofksy’s Iconographic analysis which adopts a semiotic framework. 

Panofsky’s iconographic methods and Bal’s cultural theory have helped me to understand the "image" as 

a metaphor. This is a necessary step that will later enable me to theorize camel imagery and investigate 

how it operates within a system of signs.  
24 Bal, "Introduction," 9.   
25 Bal, "Intention," 256. 
26 Panofksy, 12. 
27 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 44. 
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such as McDonald's highlights that the carvings exhibit common honorary ancient Arabian 

motifs; nevertheless, McDonald affiliates the drawings surrounding the inscriptions with 

meaningless graffiti. In a manner, the drawings are perceived as the product of the desert 

dwellers' "idle" experiences.28 Based on previous work by scholars such as McDonald and 

Hayajneh, inscriptions accompanying the drawings have illustrated in some cases the names of 

the carver and their genealogies, and in other cases, names of deities. As these studies prioritized 

epigraphic and archeological frameworks, I wish to fill a gap in our knowledge regarding the 

iconographic and symbolic elements of the carvings, particularly the she-camel motif. That said, 

this thesis will not perform an analysis of inscriptions appearing amongst some of the selected 

camel imagery; rather, it will build upon and complement existing archeological and epigraphic 

findings by initiating an art-historical reading. 

Section I 

Aribi: An Identity shaped by the "Beast of Burden" 

In 853 BCE, Sheikh Gindibu, an Arab king who owned 1000 camels, utilized his dromedary as a 

source of military defense to aid the king of Damascus Ben-Hadad II against the Assyrian king 

Shalmaneser III at the Qarqar Battle.29 This record is the first historically documented 

association of an Arab (originally 'Aribi') with a camel.30 In a manner, the image of the Arab has 

been historically re-occurring in relation to the camel motif, suggesting that the ancient north 

Arabian's identity was tied early on to this desert beast. The intensity of this passionate 

 
28 See Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," p.117 and p.88. 
29 Ilse Köhler-Rollefson, "Camels and Camel Pastoralism in Arabia," The Biblical Archaeologist 56, no. 4 

(1993): 184, https://doi.org/10.2307/3210371. 
30 Ibid. 
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relationship between the camel and its master is emphasized in a common Arabic proverb that 

states: "an Arab does not succeed until he masters the camel."31   

As a beast of burden, the camel—particularly the she-camel—enabled ancient Arabians 

to reach regions that would otherwise be inaccessible to humans. First, unlike a sheep or a goat, a 

she-camel can consume coarse, barbed, and salty plants and still produce milk to sustain both the 

tribe and their livestock.32 Second, camel milk, a product that was more valuable to desert 

dwellers than water, was a drink that would quench herders' and horses' thirst while also 

providing sustenance. Milk from a mother 

camel was even more valuable than male 

calves themselves; in fact, tribespeople 

worried about preserving this precious 

resource. They would either kill several male 

calves or sell surplus calves to neighboring 

caravaneers so as not to  be in "competition"  

with the offspring of a she-camel for a limited                                      Fig. 2                                                                              

 
31 Hanna Nasr al-Hitti, "Asbab Ihtimam al-Jahili bil-naka wa mathahirah," in Al-naqah fi al-Asir al-Jahili 

(Beirut: Dar Al kutob Al-Ilmiyah,2007), 38. For a thorough examination of the relationship between the 

camel and its herder, see Fi athar akhfaf al-Ibil, directed by Abdalla H. al-Mkhyal (1999; Kuwait: 

Mu'assasat al-Mkhyal lil-Intaj al-Fanni). To herd a camel, the herder must adopt certain leadership 

qualities. Camel herding is not a simple task, which accounts for why the success of an Arab was widely 

believed to be determined by his ability to master his camel. Once a camel has reached its fourth year, the 

handler must train his camel to be submissive to him. A camel is an emotionally intelligent animal with 

fluctuating moods that must be understood. Therefore, a camel herder cannot doubt himself; otherwise, 

the camel will recognize itself as superior to its handler. To establish dominance, the herder must adopt a 

firm mindset. Nevertheless, the herder must be attentive and express resilience towards his camel. The 

camel might reject a herder in the absence of mutual trust. An Arab capable of gaining his camels’ trust is 

perceived as very patient and intelligent. Hence, an Arab capable of directing his camels is undoubtedly 

capable of leading his people through any challenge. 
32 Köhler-Rollefson, "Camels and Camel Pastoralism in Arabia," 185. 



12 
 

 
 
 

milk supply.33
 The significance of the gender of the camel can be seen through the careful 

distinction made by the carvers between female 

and male camel. The she-camel motif can be 

differentiated from the latter sex through the tail.  

In figures 2 to 4, notice how the tail of the she-

camel is depicted as a curved line and directed 

upwards. Contrary to the she-camel, an extended 

straight tail, pointing downwards or outwards, is a 

feature that was affiliated with the male camel.34                                      Fig.3       

 

                                            

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.4 

 
33  See Ralph W. Brauer, "The Camel and Its Role in Shaping Mideastern Nomad Societies," Comparative 

Civilizations Review, no. 28 (1993): 150. In this regard, desert tribes sold male calves for caravaneers as 

"burden carriers." Also see Köhler-Rollefson, "Camels and Camel Pastoralism in Arabia": 186 who 

describes how desert tribes generated income to buy vegetables from surrounding sedentary communities, 

particularly vegetables unavailable in the desert by selling male calves. Ilse Köhler-Rollefson is a scholar 

who specialized in camel domestication and the history of human-camel companionship. Köhler-

Rollefson studied multiple camel postoral groups in Jordan, Sudan, and India. Her referenced text has 

enriched my academic exploration of camel husbandry in ancient Arabia. 
34 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 120. 
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The she-camel is lighter than the camel bull and is faster and more agile. During battle, 

the she-camel was utilized to transport baggage, ammunition, and warriors. By transporting 

ammunition this way, warriors could preserve the stamina of their horses, who would then be 

utilized on the battlefield.35 In ancient Arabian societies, the ability to nourish, transport, and 

reproduce allowed the she-camel to assume an exalted role.36  Even at the end of life, all that was 

affiliated with the camel's body, whether a female or a male, was regarded as a source of usable 

material. Indeed, the camel's body was a practical material extension of all that was needed to 

protect the ancient Arabian nomad's own body. The skin was used to produce containers; the 

wool was converted into attire and furniture; the camel dung was utilized as fuel; its urine was 

used as medicine for scabies; and, in cases of extreme dearth, the camel's blood was consumed as 

a last resort.37  

For the ancient north Arabians, the geographical location of the desert made Wadi Rum a 

connecting route for commercial caravans passing from Damascus through Mecca, including 

Petra, the ancient crossroads connecting the Arabian, Assyrian, Egyptian, Greek, and Roman 

 
35 Nasr al-Hitti, "Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-Jahili," 25. 
36 Brauer, "The Camel and Its Role in Shaping Mideastern Nomad Societies,"112-114. Following the 

birth of a calf, the mother camel continues to produce milk for 11 months, even in times of exhaustion 

and weakness. This milk can last for long periods, in comparison to milk produced by other mammals. 

Brauer highlights that the breeding of she-camels was never commercialized. Instead, she-camels were 

exclusively owned by the desert breeders; one acquired a she-camel upon birth as a gift or through camel 

raids (114). I believe the mother camel manifested the notion of fertility; by doing so, the she-camel 

might have functioned as the nomads' symbolic antidote to the possible genealogical demise imposed by 

the harsh and unmerciful desert conditions. 
37 See Nasr al-Hitti, "Asbab ihtimam al-Jahili bil-naka wa mathahirah," 34. Al-Hitti further explores how 

the she-camel was portrayed as a solution to hunger, thirst, and  misery by pre-Islamic poets such as Imruʾ 

al-Qais. For an examination of the ways ancient Arabians utilized the camel’s body, See Suzanne 

Pinckney Stetkevych, "Voicing the Mute Immortals: The Mucallaqah of Labid and the Rite of Passage," 

in The Mute Immortals Speak: Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics of Ritual ( London: Cornell University 

Press, 1993), 27. The use of the camel’s blood emphasizes the role of the she-camel as a sacrificial beast. 
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civilizations.38
 Although city merchants regulated the caravans, this route would be a path to 

wilderness and death without hired protection services.39 The camel gave desert dwellers a 

chance to use the landscape's inaccessible topography as an economic and military strategy to 

create an invincible and formidable force able to withstand any incursions from neighboring 

societies. It is critical to note that ancient north Arabian desert dwellers were not completely 

nomadic; rather, they lived within semi-interdependent communities accommodating both 

sedentary and nomadic tribes. Comparative Civilizations scholar Ralph W. Brauer points out that 

this symbiotic social structure seemed to have some fluidity; an exchange of commodities and 

services commonly took place between nomadic and urbanized societies as nomads were 

"inherently incomplete," as they were reliant on exchanging their goods with agricultural 

products.40 Although living in separate societies, some semi-nomads lived in agrarian societies. 

When in political or economic tension with the agricultural communities, agro-pastoralists could 

voluntarily go back to their semi-nomadic mode of life, riding camels across their desert to retain 

and maintain a sense of independence if ever they felt threatened by the constraints of 

increasingly urbanizing societies.41  

Anthropologist Thomas Barfield argues that since horses could not adapt to the deep 

desert, the camel paved the way for semi-nomads to resist submission to surrounding sedentary 

societies and survive the inhospitable conditions of the desert climate. The semi-nomad's 

independence relied on the movement of the she-camel; the mount enabled desert dwellers to 

 
38 "His Nabateans," King Hussein, accessed May, 2021. http://www.kinghussein.gov.jo/his_nabateans. 

Html. 
39 Köhler-Rollefson, "Camels and Camel Pastoralism in Arabia," 188.  
40 See Ralph W. Brauer, "The Camel and Its Role in Shaping Mideastern Nomad Societies," Comparative 

Civilizations Review, no. 28 (1993): 150. In this regard, desert tribes sold male calves for caravaneers as 

"burden carriers."  
41 Brauer, 129. 
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remain "invulnerable to outside attacks" as agrarian communities could not follow them into the 

wilderness.42 This is key to understanding why the desert dwellers clung so fiercely to their 

mobility and autonomy as a sign of resistance to societal pressures. Within this complex 

relationship of individuals, societies, cultures, and economies, the she-camel played a central role 

in guaranteeing survival if and when the semi-nomad chose the desert life.  The she-camel was 

not only a means to travel across the desert landscape physically but also a vehicle to emotional 

salvation. The role of the she-camel as a symbolic vehicle can be probed through the manner in 

which the she-camels are carved in figure 5. Notice how the rectangular and linear shape of the 

she-camel motif exhibits a strong resemblance to the form of a wagon. The close proximity 

between the shape of a wagon and that of the depicted she-camel motif encourages me to 

investigate the relationship between ancient north Arabians and their dromedary, which framed 

the camel as a vehicle rather than a mere domesticated animal. 

  

Fig.5 

 
42 Barfield, "Introduction," 11.   
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Camel as a pre-Islamic currency for human life 

In his thesis, Corbett poses the following question: "how are we to understand the real-world 

context of a given message?"43 What was the "real-world" context for the north Arabian semi-

nomad? The camel was valuable because it allowed the semi-nomad to project and imagine an 

alternative reality within his mind. I believe that the camel's contribution to the semi-nomad's 

economic and political status stemmed primarily from enabling the individual to experience a 

symbolic superiority distinctly connected to the camel's perceived economic and political value. 

Pre-Islamic era scholar Henna Nasr al-Hitti suggests that the male camel shared the status of a 

man, and the she-camel, that of a woman.44 Beyond being the medium that facilitated the trade 

route through the desert, the body of the camel was the currency by which to measure one's 

wealth and one's dignity. A hundred camels, for example, could be used as blood money between 

enemies or as a dowry for a bride.45 The use of the camel as blood money in the battles of Dahis 

and Al- Ghabra' has been documented thus in the anthology of Zuhair Bin Abi Salma: 

The wounds heal through the she-camel 

 It was inspected by that who is not the offender. 

From one tribe to another, the penalty is calculated 

Although the bloodshed does not fill a small cup.46 

In light of the above verse, the role of the she-camel as a mediator of peace is defined in 

relation to the counter possibility of using the animal to provoke another tribe. Another example 

 
43 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 149. 
44 Nasr al-Hitti, "Asbab Ihtimam al-Jahili bil-naka wa mathahirah," 37. 
45 Suzanne Pinckney Stetkevych, "Voicing the Mute Immortals: The Mucallaqah of Labid and the Rite of 

Passage," in The Mute Immortals Speak: Pre-Islamic Poetry and the Poetics of Ritual ( London: Cornell 

University Press, 1993), 27.   
46 Hala Abudabbeh, "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry: Unpublished translations" (private notes, in the 

author’s possession, 2021). This is an unofficial and unpublished translation of the following Arabic 

verses. Source of original verses: al-Hitti, "Asbab ihtimam al-Jahili bil-naka," 35. 

بمجـرم فيها ليس من ينجمهـا      فاصبحـت بالميين الكلوم تعفـى   

محجـم ملء بينهم يهريقوا ولـم      غرامـة  لقـوم قـوم ينجمهـا  



17 
 

 
 
 

would be the Battle of Basus, which lasted 40 years (circa 494-534 BC) between the related 

tribes of Bin Taghlib and Bin Bakr following the murder of a she-camel that belonged to Saad 

Bin Shams. The name of the battle is traced back to al-Basus Bin Munkith, a woman who, while 

visiting her nephew Jasas Bin Murra, unknowingly enraged the chief of the Taghlib and Bakr 

tribe Kulaib bin Rabi'a Al-Tha'labi. The tension began as soon as Basus rode Saad's she-camel to 

her nephew's house and left the she-camel to wander into the neighboring land of Kulaib, a man 

known for his aggressive territoriality. As a result of recognizing the presence of a foreign she-

camel, Kulaib shot an arrow into the animal. The death of the she-camel outraged Al-Basus and 

caused her to vocalize her grief in a poem that incentivized Jasas to avenge his aunt and kill 

Kulaib. This action, in return, triggered a war between the two tribes that lasted for four 

generations. Al-Bassus's rage can be heard in a grieving poem as she says: ي             

By your life where I in the house of Munkith 

Saad would not have been wronged by a neighbor to my abodes. 

But I am in a house among strangers 

where when the wolf attacks, it attacks my sheep. 

Saad, do not be deceived but leave 

for you are amongst the people who are as good as dead to their neighbors47 

The story of the she-camel of Basus is critical for my understanding of the she-camel's 

value in pre-Islamic Arabia. While losing a she-camel triggered the battle, I believe underneath 

al-Basus's grief lies a suffering ego, a vulnerable sense of pride, and status. The image of al-

Basus riding the she-camel of Sa'ad is a scene of a woman elevated by a beast, a beast known as 

 
47 Arabic Fluency, Why they fought for 40 years over a camel - The Basus War, The Fluent Arabic 

Project, August 5, 2020. Video, 9:10.This is a translation of the following Arabic verses:  

البياتي  جار وهو  سعد ضيم لما                       منقذ دار في اصبحت لو لعمري  

شاتي على يعد الذيب فيها يعد متى                         غربة دار في اصبحت ولكنني  

اموات  الجار عن قوم في فانك                       تحلوار بنفسك تغرر ال سعد فيا  

ببنياتي تغدروا ال لراحلة                           وانني فخذها اذوادي  ودونك  
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an embodiment of pride and superiority. Hence, the presence of a beast resembling the authority 

of al-Basus, on a territory belonging to Kulaib, a senior chief of both tribes, presents a threat to 

Kulaib's status. The camel symbolically embodied one's territorial borders, and to allow a camel 

to trespass one's territory is to extend one's boundaries at the expense of another. In a manner, the 

camel's body was a mobile territory that marked a man's immobile territory. Thus the she-camel 

is an ambassador of its owner, and any harm done to it signifies an act of hostility or a breach of 

the symbolic boundaries agreed upon between the neighbors. An attack on the she-camel is an 

attack on the mutual respect between tribes. The killing of Basus' she-camel was an attempt to 

reclaim dominance and maintain what Kulaib might have perceived as an invincible image of 

permanent superiority. This notion, I believe, has shaped the pre-Islamic interpretation of a 

dignified identity.  

An ancient Arabian pursuit of persistence and longevity 

The dry and harsh desert conditions are environmental factors that have helped mold an Arabian 

passion for ideas around endurance and fertility. Al-Hitti proposes that pre-Islamic Arabs 

developed a symbolic interest in the idea of motherhood connected, as it was, to fertility and 

persistence. It is not surprising, then, that she-camels were affiliated with a reverence for 

motherhood.48 But this ancient Arabian passion for motherhood may also point to an interest in 

something greater than fertility. To my mind, there is a deeper desire to represent and thus claim 

an uninterrupted eternal status. Would it be reasonable to suggest that the she-camel was the 

material embodiment of this pursuit of longevity, as it was the only vehicle capable of not only 

physically transporting an Arab throughout the desert but also of symbolically elevating the Arab 

above his mundane reality? In the end, the camel paved the path for her owner to navigate  

 
48 Nasr al-Hitti, "Asbab ihtimam al-Jahili bil-naka wa mathahirah," 31. 
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through the wilderness. The desert passenger needed to follow the previous camels' traces to 

avoid getting lost in the harsh and unmerciful desert.49 Hence, the paths and traces created by 

generations of camels are the passenger's life-saving route that must be followed to survive death 

in the wilderness. Looking closely at figure 6, notice how the camel caravan appears to be led by 

the camel figures and not the riders. The route can only be paved by the camel, whether into or 

out of the desert. The camel riders illustrated standing in the middle of the panel exhibit no sense 

of visual dominance over the large-sized camel figures. Furthermore, the camels are carved more 

frequently than the riders, who appear outnumbered within this panel. The frequent utilization of 

the camel motif highlights that it is the camel that matters during a desert caravan and not 

necessarily the rider. 

                                                                                                                      Fig.6  

 
49 al-Hitti, "Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-Jahili," 23. 
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The presence of the camel, particularly the she-camel, in the life of the ancient north 

Arabian meant the presence of a loyal companion who is ready to suffer for the sake of achieving 

its owner's wishes. The she-camel is a superior creature whose superiority is used by humans — 

who are physically inferior. The ancient Arabian's conflicting expression of entitlement and 

appreciation towards the service of the she-camel can be seen through al-Asha's response to 

witnessing his she-camel depleted: 

You see her complaining to me as  

she came back exhausted in her iron hooves 

Do not complain to me about the pain of the pulling ropes 

 and neither from the fatigue nor the weariness 

Do not complain to me, retrieve to the lion's den 

 the people of benevolence and the people of action50 

Al-A'sha's she-camel was a strong-willed creature that was generous enough to give up her own 

comfort and withstand the pain of navigating the desert to save her owner from experiencing 

what she had gone through. The sacrifice (literally and figuratively) that the she-camel makes for 

her owner is also evident in the anthology of Umru'u al-Qais's, who slaughtered his beloved and 

loyal she-camel to feed his hungry lover, and her friends: 

And on the day I slew my mount for the virgins,  

in the wonder of her heavy body 

The virgins kept throwing around her meat   

and fat that is like the threads of white silk51 

 

The camel's body has satisfied the people's hunger and brought celebration to those it fed. 

 
50 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti, "Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-

Jahili," 24. 

النعال  صدور تحذى طليحا آلت   وقـد إلي تـشـكـو وتـراهـا  

كـالل  من وال حفا من وال    النسـع ألم من إلي تشكي ال  

الفعال  وأهل الندى أهل   األسود  وانتجعي إلي تشكي ال  
51 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti, "Asbab Ihtimam al-Jahili bil-

naka wa mathahirah," 34. 

الُمتحمَّل كوِرها من عَجبا   فيا   مطيتي للعذارى عقرت ويوم  

المفتل  الدمقس كهداب وشحم   بلحمها يرتمين العذارى فظلَ   



21 
 

 
 
 

Fundamentally, the she-camel's body remains adorned and praised as silk threads even when 

sacrificed. A camel, particularly when the desert passenger is faced with a crisis, often seems to 

be the answer. This is also the case when the crises involve sentimental suffering, as expressed in 

the verses of al-A'sha:  

She elevates a person from his worries 

 and heals the sick heart52 

The emotional imprint of the she-camel is also expressed in the following verse by Bishr Bin 

Abi-Khazim: 

I did not leave the house until  

my resting camel removed my sorrows with her cheer53 
 

The perception of the she-camel as a source of physical strength is further emphasized in al-

Shammakh's verse: 

So forget your misery with your sturdy she-camel 

  a she-camel firm as an iron hammer54 

 

Moreover, the intent behind caring for the she-camel is expressed by Almara bin-Munkith. Bin-

Munkith nurtured his she-camel in return for her to comfort him when faced with misery. This 

mutual interdependence is brought to light as he boastingly describes the trust he developed in 

his she-camel: 

The trainer has taken care of her until her strength is restored 

 the suffering is my guest if it shows up55 

 
52 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti, "Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-

Jahili," 30. 

ج للمرء من هّمه    ويشفى عليها  الفؤاد الّسقم   تفّرِ
53 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti, "Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-

Jahili," 29. 

مروح  حرج علَّتي أَزاحت     الداِرحتّى رسوم أَبرح ولم  
54 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti,"Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-

Jahili," 30. 

القيون  كمطرقة ُعذافرة      لوث   بذات عنك الهمّ  فسلّ   
55 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti, "Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-

Jahili," 29. 
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The verses of al-A'sha, Abi-Khazim, and Al-Shammakh reveal how the ancient Arabian 

desert passenger perceived the she-camel as an invincible guardian who never fails to elevate her 

master. Al-Hitti calls attention to the portrayal of the she-camel as an incorruptible woman in pre-

Islamic poetry. In a sense, the she-camel filled her male owner’s emotional and existential void with 

a semblance of female companionship in times of heartbreak. Yet, the she-camel remains different 

from a woman; she is neither a human lover nor just an animal. She is in between those two entities. 

The she-camel was an antidote to her owner's emotional and physical pain, as she is the only entity 

that simultaneously witnesses and experiences all of her owner's struggles. The she-camel is always 

present when the passenger's societal relations cease to exist; hence, she is the last solace and the 

embodiment of loyalty in the face of abandonment.  

She-camel in the ancient Arabian peninsula: Physical currency offering non-physical value   

Al-Hitti underscores how the she-camel was the carrier of her owner's physical belongings and 

emotional baggage, especially when he fails to endure an epic struggle. The desert passenger 

trusts his she-camel not only as his vehicle but also as his keeper. An ancient Arabian camel 

owner was adamant about taking care of his she-camel and providing her with the rest she 

needed, as a she-camel must trust her owner and feel recognized before accepting to serve him. 

This mutual respect between the owner and his she-camel is evident in the poem of Alqama Bin 

Abda al-Fahl, which opens with the following verse: 

Did you not know and confide in a secret keeper 

or has she cut her connection to you56 
  

 
يحتِضر  ما إِذا الهمّ  لِقرى     استُعفَيت ثمَّ  الرائِض راضها  

56 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti,"Asbab Ihtimam al-Jahili bil-

naka wa mathahirah," 36. 

 أَم حبلها إِذ نأَتك اليوم مصروم      هل ما َعلمت وما اِستودعت َمكتوم
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The she-camel embodies a companionship that enables her owner to flee when faced with 

a crisis. Her role as the vehicle is critical in moments of vulnerability, as she is the only means 

for her owner’s escape. Regardless of how dangerous his escape might be, the desert passenger 

will remain protected by his she-camel. In the anthologies of Al-Mufadaliyyat, the portrayal of 

the she-camel as the solution to good and evil can be seen in the following verse by Abu Qais al-

Aslat al-Ansari. The intensity of the poet’s trust in his she-camel is revealed through his 

description of his fight against deceit: 

I fulfill my needs through her [the she-camel], for the young man 

   is in a pledge of two deceitful colors.57 

 

Al-Ansari’s verses demonstrate the she-camel’s role in transporting the poet away from 

his pain, grief, and dilemma. When the poet chooses to escape into the desert, he also challenges 

his empty sense of selfhood; he recognizes his responsibility to recreate his identity. However, 

only the she-camel is in control of such a venture. For the poet, navigating the desert is no longer 

a leisure experience; instead, it is a ritual of passing through the unknown wilderness. The act of 

choosing to abandon one's tribe in pursuit of the unknown is a recurring theme in pre-Islamic 

poetry. This escape into the desert becomes a ceremonial poetic ritual. Nonetheless, this journey 

is only made possible by the desert's sacrament: the she-camel. 

To help explore the spiritual nature of this poetic journey, in the next section I draw upon 

French ethnographer Arnold van Gennep's "threefold classification" of the rites of passage — 

composed of three ritual stages known as separation, transition, and incorporation.58  In the few 

verses I have shared thus far, al-Ansari,  Al-Shammakh, Abi-Khazim, and Al-A'sha use poetry to 

 
57 "Excerpts from pre-Islamic Poetry." Source of original verses: al-Hitti, "Wasa’il al-nakil fi al-asr al-

Jahili," 29. 

َخدَّاعِ  لونين بذي رهن       الـفتَي إِنّ  الحاجات، بها أَقضي  
58 Arnold van Gennep, "Introduction," The Rites of Passage (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960), vii. 
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communicate their ability to choose and take charge of their destiny. The verses express the 

poets’ realizations, indicating that they are not victims of fate but enactors of their futures. This 

discovery marks the first symbolic detachment from society; the poet-passenger is no longer 

conditioned to submit to any social structure (separation phase). However, to pursue such a 

phase, the poet-passenger must survive life in the margins of his society and expose himself to 

the dangers of the unknown (transition phase) until he is reincorporated into another group of his 

own choice (incorporation phase). Upon completing the final stage, the poet-passenger is reborn 

as an heroic figure who has successfully fought to prevent his own death. I propose that all three 

phases are, in some sense, embodiments of a journey. The poet first adopts a liminal identity to 

separate himself from the imposed reality; he then embraces this "liminal entity" and celebrates it 

by submitting to the wilderness until he is reborn as a member of another tribe. 59 In all of this, 

the she-camel as a "complete companion" is what enables the poet-passenger to physically and 

symbolically remain mobile and in a state of becoming. 

To endure traveling through the desert, one must first embrace what anthropologist Mary 

Douglas addresses as the "anti-social" state.60 This state is the most dangerous, as the poet-

passenger no longer belongs to a group; he has no social identity and is therefore vulnerable. By 

transitioning into the unknown, the poet-passenger accepts and submits to the desert’s rules, 

posing himself as an entity to be adopted by the desert realm. Nonetheless, the poet-passenger 

must survive living under the protection of no one, as nature does not recognize social status and 

hierarchy. Douglas proposes that this journey embraces a ritual purification from a polluted life; 

 
59 Suzanne Stetkevych, "Voicing the Mute Immortals," 7.  
60 Ibid., 8. Mary Douglas is a British anthropologist and cultural theorist whose body of works, such as  

Implicit Meanings: Selected Essays in Anthropology and Purity and Danger, were cited throughout 

S.Stetkevych’s analysis of the poet-passenger's heroic journey into the unmerciful wilderness. 
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hence, the poet must choose to withstand the dangers and experience a symbolic death, to be 

born again as superior to his past self. According to classical Arabic poetry scholar Suzanne P. 

Stetkevych, this transition embodies a dichotomy, as the poet-passenger is either in or out. He is 

either social or anti-social.61 It is precisely the poet-passenger's decision to leave which renders 

him an outcast and an anti-social stranger. As S.Stetkevych suggests, the dichotomy excludes the 

outcast, leaving him with no abode to reside in, thus pushing him to accept the wilderness as his 

dwelling and the she-camel as a kind of liminal "home." 

Section II 

The she-camel, the journey, and the classical Arabian ode 

By analyzing the she-camel motif in literary and visual terms, this thesis elevates a reading of the 

she-camel as an essential companion for an owner to successfully escape into the wilderness. As 

I engage in this transdisciplinary analysis of the camel motif that appears so frequently in the 

Wadi Rum carvings, I would like to discuss the concept of the journey, specifically the liminal 

stages, where the poet-passenger has cut ties with his tribe and is therefore no longer identified 

as a member of a group. The poet-passenger affirms that he has revoked his tribal right to return 

or request tribal protection by departing from his people.  

The she-camel is the only possible chance for the poet-passenger to survive the arduous 

transmission stages. Throughout this path, the poet-passenger's spiritual and physical redemption 

becomes a vision only attainable through the she-camel; her strengths shape the poet-passenger's 

quest to discover his true identity and his spiritual journey. The she-camel has also shaped the 

structure of classical Arabic poetry-qaṣida. The qasida, or the classical Arabian ode, "is a 

metered poem in monorhyme" put into practice around 500 BC. The qasida is built on a tripartite 

 
61 Ibid., 8. 
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structure composed of al-nasib (prelude), al-rahil (journey), and al-fakhr (pride). The first 

section, al-nasib, illustrates the poet-passenger's emotional reaction to his separation from 

"home" and all that is affiliated with feelings of social belonging. The following rahil-journey 

section highlights the poet-passenger's experience of navigating through the desert. It is critical 

to note that the poet-passenger often compares his she-camel to other wild animals such as the 

ibex, oryx, onager, and the ostrich. The qasida then ends with the fakhr section, exhibiting the 

poet's pride through praising himself and all he encountered throughout his journey. The poet 

uses the fakhr section to celebrate the chivalry of his she-camel; by doing so, he is also alluding 

to his own courage. 

The appearance of other animals next to the camel motif is not only significant within the 

rahil-journey section of the qasida, but it is also a substantial part of the carved camel imagery,  

such as figures 7 to 9. In both poetry and carved scenery, the presence of  "other" animals 

illustrates what I view as an imaginary scale of animal mightiness. Such hierarchy is evident in 

the figures below. Note how the 

"other" animals are smaller than the 

camel figures, whose distinguished 

size indicates that the camel is the 

primary object within these desert 

traces. Figure 6 depicts a large male 

camel figure surrounded by smaller 

figures which eventually blend into 

the background and help push the                                                        Fig.7                                          

large camel figure to the foreground. Notice how the size of the main camel figure carved on                               
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 the top left reveals that the camel, as a species, was perceived to be the most physically superior 

animal amongst all other forms of wildlife. Since the camel was symbolically perceived as one of 

the noblest creatures of the desert, their prominence in many depictions is likely equated with a 

visual means to measure majesty. 62                                                                                          

 

 

 

                                                

 

    Fig. 8   

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 9 

 
62 The Arabian horse was, and remains, the animal embodying the highest degrees of Arabian pride, 

honor, nobility, and glory. However, the camel remains the desert beast that has evolved to withstand the 

rough desert condition like no other animal, including the horse. Hence, for desert passengers, the camel 

was the mightiest desert beast. 
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In this section, I mainly focus on the rahil-journey, which illustrates the dire conditions 

imposed by the desert on the poet-passengers as they undertake their ultimate mission: to 

embrace existential ambiguity and physical danger. Nonetheless, this danger is, as S.Stetkevych 

demonstrates, "the poet's test of his own mortality."63 The descriptive nature of the rahil-journey 

puts forth the poet-passenger's need for his she-camel in shaping his destiny. Indeed, the she-

camel is "the cohesive symbolic element of the raḥil section."64 After all, this beast is the loyal 

companion who exists to ensure that her owner is never truly alone. As both the poet-passenger 

and his she-camel face the unknown and dangerous wilderness, she eventually takes on the 

responsibility of completing her owner's journey. Nevertheless, the poet-passenger must still 

prove that he can withstand this ill-fated path into wilderness in the pursuit of glory. In the 

following verse, Rabi’ah Ibn Maqrum introduces us to these severe desert conditions: 

And many a lean she-camel, her pads bleeding,  

have pushed bearing me to cross the forbidding desert.  

I imposed upon her-and she thought it a right-its burden;  

an intense heat-like the seething blaze of fire—in  

A wide, parched desert wherein destruction is feared—its  

owls do not tire of hooting in the night.65 

 

Temporally, the appearance of the camel in pre-Islamic poetry is not directly correlated with 

the portrayal of the camel in carved imagery. Both are distinct mediums that do not necessarily 

describe each other; nevertheless, the poetic traditions help argue for the significance of camel 

imagery in a desert mark-making process. The camel motif is thus a means to materialize the 

 
63 Ibid., 26. 
64 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 132. 
65 Ibid., 131. The original Arabic verses (below) are documented in the following source: T. Emil 

Homerin, "Echoes of a Thirsty Owl: Death and Afterlife in Pre-Islamic Arabic Poetry," Journal of Near 

Eastern Studies 44, no. 3 (1985): 165–84, http://www.jstor.org/stable/544903. 

البيدا تقطع حتى ِربي أعملتُها      مناسمها تدمى حرج   وجسرة    

َصيوخدا  النارِ  كأَجيجِ  وظيفة     تكلُّفه حقا   فرأت كلّغتها  

تغريدا بالليلِ  تني ما أصداؤه     به الهالك يخشى قذف مهمة رفي  
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passenger’s arrival at the peak of his courageous narrative. This journey signifies a departure 

from one’s “everyday” physical and existential state. The camel motif is thus a means to 

materialize the carver-poet-passenger’s arrival at the peak of his courageous narrative. 66 In the 

following sections, by walking through the journey of the renowned pre-Islamic poet Labid, I 

explore the emotions experienced by the poet-passenger as he abandons his people to explore the 

wilderness alone with his she-camel.  

In delving into the poet-passenger's relationship with his camel, I have been moved by the 

nuanced emotions expressed by pre-Islamic poets regarding the role that the she-camel played 

within daily routines and extraordinary adventures. Symbolizing the range of mundane and 

metaphysical experiences for the carver-poet-passenger is the particular figure of the she-camel 

motif seen as a sign "which stands for something other than itself."67 In thinking about 

Panofsky’s idea that we are influenced by what we choose to affect us, it is no accident, I 

believe, that poetry—and, I would like to suggest, also the Wadi Rum carvings—reveal an aspect 

of the north Arabian psyche that centers on the potent relationship between man and his animal. 

While we cannot necessarily discern the ancient carver’s "intention," Bal’s and Panofsky’s 

methodological approaches encourage me to explore both literary and artistic imagery as 

historically significant sources composed "of signs that require interpretation."68  In Bal’s sense, 

this thesis explores the she-camel motif as both an "effect and affect" of the pre-Islamic era.69 

 
66 As the camel carvings indicate that the carver was once a desert traveler, this thesis addresses the maker 

of the camel carvings as the carver-passenger. Similarly, I will identify the pre-Islamic poet who narrated 

his desert journey with his camel (such as Labid) as the poet-passenger. This thesis utilizes the 

experiences described by the poet-passengers to try and understand the possible elements that might have 

helped shape the carver-passenger's perception of the desert journey, hence, the camel motif. 
67 Mieke Bal and Norman Bryson, "Semiotics and Art History," The Art Bulletin 73, no. 2 (1991): 174. 

https://doi.org/10.2307/3045790. 
68 Bal and Norman Bryson, "Semiotics and Art History," 175. 
69 Ibid. 
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Panofsky’s framework reminds us "to experience every object, natural or manmade, 

aesthetically." 70   

To question whether or not the carvings were carved with the intention of being experienced 

aesthetically is not the main concern of this research. However, the camel carvings do reflect 

ancient Arabian notions of honor and glory. By investigating how the camel operates as a 

symbol, this thesis uncovers how the camel carvings may have been utilized as a means to 

communicate an ancient Arabian desert narrative. Look closely at figure 10 and notice how the 

camel, although a powerful motif, still exists within a system of signs. These signs have also 

contributed to the ancient Arabian perception of the desert identity. Analyzing how the camel 

was carved amongst other motifs is key to understanding an ancient Arabian system of beliefs 

that glorified one's resistance to demise.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Fig.10 

 
70 Panofsky, "Introduction," 11. 
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The Mu'allaqah of Labid: The rahil-journey in the presence of a she-camel 

Thus far, my research has explored the she-camel as a vehicle that physically transported an 

Arab throughout the desert and, in a sense, metaphysically elevated him beyond his everyday 

reality. In my view, carving a motif of this beast affirms a sense of union with, or even 

submission to, the desert. Labid’s poem, known as The Mu'allaqah of Labid, illustrates a poet-

passenger's successful journey with his she-camel. The poem, made up of 88 verses, opens with 

the nasib, displaying the poet-passenger's separation from his dwelling and the love of his life, 

Nawar. The poem then transitions into the rahil-journey section, where Labid praises his she-

camel by comparing it to wild animals such as the pregnant onager mare and oryx cow. Lastly, 

the fakhr section illustrates several key heroic events such as battling and feasting (the Maysir 

tradition) to consummate the poem with a victorious ending. 

Labid’s verses emphasize the replacement of culture with nature. In verses 3 to 4, Labid 

utilizes natural factors such as rain, thunderclouds, and stars as tools to measure the passing of 

time.71  The poet realizes that what he previously perceived as his "natural" state is 

manufactured; his perception of time is no longer based on his interactions with society. The 

nasib section opens with an illustration of Labid's transformation as he embraces the state of 

becoming untamed:   

1. Effaced are the abodes, 

brief encampments and long-settled ones; 

at Mina the wilderness has claimed 

Mount Ghawl and Mount Rijam. 

2. The torrent channels of Mount Rayyan, 

their tracings are laid bare, 

preserved as surely as inscriptions are 

preserved in rock, 

 
71 Ibid., 20. In the upcoming sections, this thesis will further engage with the correlation between the she-

camel motif and celestial elements such as the rain and thunderclouds through Labid’s and other poets’ 

interaction with the Maysir (gambling) tradition.  
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3. Dung-darkened patches over which, 

since they were peopled, years elapsed, 

their profane months and sacred ones 

have passed away. 

4. They were watered by the rain 

the spring stars bring, 

and on them fell the rain of thunderclouds, 

downpour and drizzle72 

 

To transition into the wild, one must become an active part of this untamed desert and 

embrace a "natural" state of existence. Similar to Labid—In my view—the carver might have 

experienced a sense of "unity" with the desert. Carvings are, in a manner, a tribute to his 

dedication to the wilderness. This act of carving allows the maker to become part of the natural  

landscape and indicates the carver's symbolic metamorphosis into a desert beast. He is part of the 

desert realm, as much as the desert is part of him. Carefully considering the carved imagery in 

figure 11, notice how multiple 

abstract shapes surround the human                                                  

figure on the left. The she-camel  

motif appearing on the top-middle 

of the panel fades into a cluster of 

shapes. This panel suggests the 

allegorical world a desert passenger 

embraces, as he becomes one entity                                                 Fig.11                                         

 
72 Suzanne Stetkevych, "Voicing the Mute Immortals," 9.  

فرجامها  غولها تابد بمنى    فمقامها محلها الديار عفت  

سالمها  الوحي ضمن كما خلقا     رسمها عري الريان فمدافع  

وحرامها  حاللها خلون حجج     انيسها عهد بعد تجرم دمن  

فرهامها جودها الرواعد ودق     وصابها النجوم مرابيع رزقت   
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with the desert.  Returning to Labid’s desert journey, notice how his presence as human blends in 

with all other desert creatures.  Like Labid, the carved human figure also blends in symbolically 

and visually with the surrounding carvings. Through this literal and visual union between the 

human figure/poet-passenger and the desert realm, the desert passenger's role as a part of a larger 

whole becomes more evident.                       

Furthermore, Corbett aptly notes that the term "peopled" (anisiha in verse 3) indicates an 

identity that is influenced and bound by culture.73 Unlike "peopled" persons, the poet has chosen 

to be influenced by nature rather than his society. By using this term, Labid acknowledges his 

choice to live within the wild. This existential binary between nature and culture exhibits two 

possible forms of existence; to be trained by society and therefore become cultured (ta'annasa), 

or to be nurtured by the desert, and hence become wild and unrestrained (ta'abbada). The Arabic 

term ta'abbada also refers to the act of becoming eternal.74 That said, I suggest that to be 

"peopled," or influenced by culture, paradoxically represents a type of loss. In "finding" culture, 

one can "lose" the opportunity to traverse beyond a set social identity—and lose the chance to 

discover a symbolic, ultimate, heroic sense of self. 

Nevertheless, the question remains: how is this related to the camel carvings? In a 

manner, carving the rocks might have been a means to mark an interaction with this magical 

desert realm. By producing The Mu'allaqah of Labid, Labid has marked his physical and 

emotional commitment to his role as the heroic desert passenger. Similarly, by creating a camel 

carving, the carver has also carved his "commitment" to the desert into stones. It is precisely the 

act of carving that manifests an exchange of powers, as by doing so, the carver-passenger is 

 
73 Ibid., 18. 
74 Ibid. 
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affiliating himself with the desert and affirming his role in animating the landscape. In other 

words, when carving the stone, the carver-passenger leaves a material trace of his conversation 

with the silent landscape. In a sense, each camel carving is a response to another carving. Hence, 

the carvings were a means to materialize a tradition for future passengers. Carving is 

fundamentally an act of marking one’s entrance into the desert’s realm, of symbolically and 

physically materializing the carver-passenger's role as a member of the desert. The poet utilizes 

the final stage of his desert journey (al-fakhr section) to celebrate his chivalry towards, and 

victory against, the unknown. Parallel to the al-fakhr section, I see these carvings embodying 

some form of poetic celebration of endurance—a rite of passage—that gestures towards the 

poet’s separation, transition, and re-incorporation of heroic identities. 

Looking closely at the camel riding carvings (figures 11 to 14), the form of the camel 

riders is subsumed into that of the camel; the bodies of the rider and the camel merge to form one 

physical entity. In figure 11, the well-defined motion of the riders’ hands is prominent. This 

motion is a vital part of the ancient north Arabian’s folkloric portrayal of a hero as is evidenced 

in the literary traditions. Although external environmental factors have certainly impacted the 

appearance of the carvings over time, 

it is still evident that visually, the 

details of the body of the camel rider 

are not necessarily a critical part of 

this carved message. Instead, what 

matters is the portrayal of a hero 

                                                   Fig.12                                            elevated by his camel—their "merging" 

into an almost singular entity inscribed into the very materiality of the desert itself.  
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Fig.13 

 

 

Fig.14 
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In an early exploration of Labid’s liminal stages, I assumed that the human poet-passenger 

was the focal point of the narrative, the central character. After visually analyzing the Wadi-Rum 

camel carvings, however, it became clear to me that the rider and the camel are carved together 

in a merged manner, forming a third and a new identity: the complete desert hero. Whether 

incidentally or not, both the rider and the camel's submerged forms visually communicate a sense 

of intimacy between the camel and the master. Following Labid’s initial immersive engagement 

with the unruly desert, he proceeds to deploy the rahil-journey section as a medium to 

underscore the physical exhaustion endured by his she-camel. Labid’s rahil-journey is a key part 

of my understanding of the concept of the passage. Verses of the rahil-journey convey the she-

camel's commitment to serving Labid, as she repeatedly injures herself by guarding him against 

physical attacks. This painful journey endured by the she-camel is evident in verses 22 to 24, 

where Labid writes: 

22. With a camel mare jaded by journeys 

that have reduced her to a remnant, 

till she is emaciate 

of loins and hump. 

23. When her flesh has dwindled 

and she is exhausted, 

and after great fatigue, her leathern shoe thongs 

are cut through, 

24. Yet is she as nimble in the reins 

as if she were a rose-hued cloud,  

rain-emptied, running with the south wind, 

sprightly. 

25. Or is she like a she-ass, teats milk-swollen, 

pregnant by a stallion white-bellied 

and gaunt from repelling rivals, 

biting them, and kicking. 75 

 
75 Suzanne Stetkevych, "Voicing the Mute Immortals," 11. 

 وسنامها  صلبها فاحنق منها    بقية تركن اسفار بطليح

 خدامها  الكالل بعد وتقطعت    وتحسرت لحمها تغالى واذا

 جهامها الجنوب مع خف صهباء     كانها الزمام في هباب فلها

 وكدامها  وضربها الفحول طرد   الحه الحقب  وسقت ملمع او
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Labid elaborates on the relentless hardships his she-camel experienced. The success of this 

journey requires the depletion of the she-camel's body. This element of sacrifice is particularly 

evident in expressions such as "cut through" and "gaunt from repelling rivals." Labid is proud of 

his she-camel's physical suffering, not for sadistic motives, but because her sacrifice ensures his 

success as a hero of the desert. Labid had to sacrifice his she-camel to reach the epitome of his 

masculinity and nobleness. This suffering is not equally shared amongst the poet and his beast. 76 

Instead, the she-camel must suffer until her sacrifice, in a sense, unlocks the poet-passenger's 

salvation. In verses 47 to 51, Labid demonstrates his she-camel's dismay of the ill-fated journey: 

47. She heard with dread the buzz 

of human voice 

that frightened her from unseen side— 

for mankind is her bane. 

48. Then early in the day she ventured forth, 

fearing for head and tail, 

dangers from behind 

and from in front 

49. Until when the hunters in despair 

of bow and arrow 

set on her their rawhide-collared, 

flop-eared hounds. 

50. They overtook her, and she 

returned their charge 

with a horn like a Samhari spear 

in point and shaft 

51. To ward them off, 

for she knew 

if she did not repel them 

she would die.77 

 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid., 14.  

 سقامها واالنيس غيب ظهر عن    فراعها االنيس رز وتوجست

 وامامها  خلفها المخافة مولى    انه تحسب الفرجين كال فغدت

 اعصامها  قافال دواجن غضفا   وارسلوا الرماة ييس اذا حتى

 وتمامها حدها كالسمهرية    مدرية لها واعتكرت فلحقن
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The verses point out the she-camel’s awareness of the pain brought to her by her owner, 

which she recognizes upon his arrival. In verse 48, Labid acknowledges man's destructive impact 

on the she-camel, as he addresses humankind as "her bane." The poet-passenger shows no 

remorse or guilt in imposing suffering upon his she-camel. On the contrary, the poem justifies 

her suffering by affirming to us that "if she did not repel them, she would die." Labid did not 

give his she-camel a chance beyond the possibility of either completing his journey to greatness 

or demise. Labid moves closer to achieving his vision every time the she-camel suffers. With 

that said, the she-camel seems to exist as the guardian of her poet-passenger's physical 

livelihood. Labid’s verses demonstrate an understanding of the limitations of humankind and a 

realization that heroism is a vision only achievable at the cost of depleting an entity other than 

himself: the she-camel. In verses 21 to 22, Labid describes taking charge of his destiny, 

acknowledging his role as an actor and not the victim of his estrangement.78 S.Stetkevych points 

out that the rahil-journey is a quest to escape mankind’s "doomed mortality," or more generally, 

it is an attempt to escape the notion of temporality.79 Nonetheless, the only reason such a pursuit 

could have been possible is the presence of the she-camel, which seems to be the key to avoiding 

his demise. 

Following the rahil-journey, the third and final section of Labid’s poem (fakhr) depicts the 

pre-Islamic honorary practice of Maysir (gambling), a noble pre-Islamic method of feeding the 

deprived, specifically in times of severe poverty.80 The fakhr conveys a sense of pride and 

 
78 Ibid., 26. 
79 Ibid. 
80 Nadia Jamil, "Playing for Time: Maysir-Gambling in Early Arabic Poetry," in Islamic Reflections, 

Arabic Musings: Studies in Honour of Alan Jones, ed. R. Hoyland and P. Kennedy (Cambridge: Gibb 

Memorial Trust, 2004), 49. Maysir is a feeding method that is based on a gambling game. The division of 

camel meat is decided upon throwing arrows at the soon-to-be slaughtered she-camel; the game is 
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celebration. In verse 76, Labid boasts his role as a savior by mentioning the "indigent" women 

who have sought his refuge. Notice how Labid’s journey is celebrated through the tradition of 

Maysir in the following verses:  

73. And many a maysir players' slaughter camel 

its death I called for 

by the fate-sealing arrows whose shafts 

look all alike, 

74. Summoning them to a she-camel, 

barren or with foal, 

her meat bestowed on all whom we 

have granted refuge. 

75. Then, for the guest and for the foreign refugee, 

it is as if 

they had descended to Tabalah Valley, 

its lowlands evergreen. 

76. Every indigent woman seeks the refuge 

of my tent ropes, 

emaciated, rag-clad, like a starved she-camel, hobbled 

at her master's grave.81  

The ritualistic nature of pre-Islamic poetry reveals how the structure of classical Arabic 

qasida has developed to accommodate the poet-passenger's relationship with his she-camel. I 

believe that the qasida played a role in solidifying the passionate relationship between the poet-

passenger and his companion. In a similar fashion to the ritualistic essence of the qasida, the 

camel carving may also represent a ceremonial tradition that strengthened the carver’s 

connection to the she-camel through visual motifs. The desert journey manifests the carver and 

the poet's search for an identity continuously in transition. However, the only way to exist 

 
composed of seven arrows carrying the value of claiming camel meat and three arrows with no value at 

all. Through this tradition,the Maysir players feed local and foreign refugees. 
81 Suzanne Stetkevych, "Voicing the Mute Immortals," 16. 

ذامها  ويخشى نوافلها ترجى    مجهولة غربايها وكثيرة  

اقدامها رواسيا البدي جن    كانها بالذحول تشذر غلب  

كرامها  علي يفخر ولم عندي   بحقها وبوت باطلها انكرت  

اجسامها متشابه بمغالق    لحتفها دعوت ايسار وجزور  
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without bowing down to any social system is by constantly living in between communities. Such 

a desire for individuality signifies the poet-passenger's pursuit of superiority over any 

surrounding societal or political rule.  Furthermore, given that the journey is a temporary 

experience, I propose that the camel carvings were a means to carve a memory and capture a 

moment of pride. Although we cannot identify the intentions of the carver, we can still 

hypothesize that this moment of proud survival was affiliated, in one way or another, with the 

camel as an icon. 

Visually speaking, the camel icon is, as I have observed thus far, almost always composed of 

 these two elements: a hump (a half-circular shape) and a tail (a curled or straight line). The 

presence of the rider is depicted as a vertical abstract shape located on the hump. By looking at 

figures 15 to 23,  we can examine various attempts at carving the shape of the camel motif.   

Notice how the carver’s use of the hump and the tail in figures 15 to 18 help to distinguish the 

motif easily from a distance, especially when existing amidst a 

crowd of other motifs, as illustrated in figures 19 to 23. These 

abstracted motifs show a somewhat stylized simplified form; 

for the carver, what is depicted seems more important than how 

it is depicted. These camel figures operate as signifiers of the 

carver-passenger's existence within the desert. The repetitive 

use of these stylized abstract camel motifs in figures 15 to 23 

suggests that these carvings also highlight a camel's presence, 

which seems to be more significant than producing an exact 

and accurate rendering of a realistic animal. That said, this 

           Fig.15                                           
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thesis suggests that the camel imagery solidifies the passenger's affiliation with the animal’s 

advantageous qualities. By carving the camel motif into the rock surface, it is as if the carvers 

"tattoo" the sandstone terrain with their indelible signatures.  

 

 

 

 

 

Fig.16 

 

 

 

Fig.17 
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Fig.22                                                                                                                                                       
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Section III 

She-camel as a medium of gambling with the unknown 

The camel carvings demonstrate a camel-infused form of agency, indicating a spiritually and 

physically transitional desire for enduring existence. By revealing the camel’s impact on the 

carver’s perception of the "powerful and enduring Arabian," I re-affirm the camel’s principal role 

in reflecting an ancient north Arabian psyche oriented toward what we might call today 

"thrivance." According to Bal, creators cannot control the sequence of events following the 

completion of their works; nevertheless, how the work is perceived in the present remains in 

some sense connected to the creator's original intentions.82 Thus far, my research has explored 

how carvers might have intended to express agency by utilizing the she-camel’s presence as a 

primary motif within their carvings. This section will explore the carver’s intention to signify 

power and nobility by indicating the she-camel’s ritual sacrifice. In pre-Islamic Arabia, the she-

camel was sacrificed through al-Baliyah tradition to accompany her deceased master, usually a 

warrior or an honorary figure, to the afterlife. This burial tradition reveals that the ancient 

Arabian may have perceived the she-camel as a token that had to accompany her master. In verse 

76 (fakhr section), Labid describes the physical state of a she-camel, who has been left to starve 

to death at her master's grave.  Labid employs the terms "emaciated," "starved," and "hobbled" to 

illustrate the sacrificial elements of this burial ritual. The she-camel was often left in a burial 

trench in a kneeling position; in some cases, the head and kneck were tilted to the left side of its 

body, in other cases, body parts such as the head and neck would be severed and placed between 

the camel's limbs.83 Al-Baliyah tradition reveals to us the bond perceived by the ancient Arabian 

 
82 Bal, "Intention," 255. 
83 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 139. 
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psyche to exist between the body of the she-camel and honor, which seems to remain significant 

even after the owner's death.  

 In an allegorical sense, the she-camel was a gift to the mysterious powers of nature—the 

act of slaughtering a she-camel was, indeed, an act of  "gifting" to the unknown forces of the 

desert. Theologist Theodorus P. Baaren defines sacrifice as "a gift which a return gift should 

follow."84 With that in mind, when the she-camel is sacrificed through al-Baliyah tradition, the 

master (the sacrificer) symbolically ensures a return gift in the form of eternal heroic status. 

Therefore, sacrificing the she-camel is an act of reciprocity and is based on mutual exchange. A 

mutual exchange embodies the idea of exchanging gifts with equal value. Hence, al-Baliyah 

suggests that the body of the she-camel manifested the significance and divinity, which ancient 

north Arabians affiliated with the unknown forces of the desert. Van Baaren speculates that "man 

sacrifices because this has been ordained by the powers he venerates."85 The term "venerates" 

emphasizes the relationship between the master and the agency embodied by his she-camel. The 

she-camel holds a power he is destined to honor and idolize but not have or possess himself; he 

can only be taken along with and transported through the she-camel.  

According to Corbett, the sacrifice of the camel was a "critical precondition."86 The 

offering of the camel was a form of paying tribute to tribal warriors. That said, al-Baliyah 

affirms that the body of the she-camel empowers her master to complete his passage not only 

through the desert but into the unknown afterlife. Thus the she-camel was the principal agent that 

continuously validated her master’s vision. The Baliyah tradition puts forth the ancient Arabians' 

 
84 Theodorus P. van Baaren, "Theoretical Speculations on Sacrifice," Numen 11, no. 1 (1964): 1, 

https://doi.o rg/10.2307/3269298. 
85 Van Baaren, "Theoretical Speculations on Sacrifice," 11. 
86 Ibid., 140. 
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admiration for the she-camel's body; in a manner, she is a binding contract between the deceased 

warrior and the forces of the afterlife. In other words, the she-camel is sacred; she embodied the 

doctrine of eternal nature. Therefore, the she-camel motif was a personification of the immortal 

divine forces, as much as the divine was a personification of the she-camel motif.  

By examining the use of the camel as a body and as a motif within al-Baliyah tradition, 

we see that the camel image is a crucial part of ancient north Arabian iconographic traditions. In 

Bal’s terms, by studying the camel motif as more than an icon, but as what she calls an 

"idiom"—that is, as a culturally specific expression—I am analyzing the construction of the 

camel motif as a kind of code, whose parts correspond to elements of ancient Arabian pictorial 

traditions. My interpretation of the role of the camel motif within al-Baliyah tradition evolves 

into a double "portrait." I examine both identities of the camel and the ancient desert-traveling 

Arabian. By exploring the uses and abuses of the camel’s body within this burial tradition, this 

thesis puts forth a "symbolic interpretation, which […] underlies other kinds of interpretations."87 

Hence, as I engage with the portrayal of the camel as an icon and an idiom, I am probing the 

camel carvings as visual evidence of ancient north Arabian traditions and styles that go beyond 

merely pictorial practices. The camel carvings operate as a poetic and, thus, symbolic extension 

of an ancient north Arabian system of beliefs. 

During the 1950s, Diana Kirkbride and John Strungell discovered a Nabatean inscription 

in Wadi Rum.88 The inscription (figure 24) stands as evidence of the Baliyyah tradition, which, 

 
87 Bal and Norman Bryson, "Semiotics and Art History," 191. 
88 Hani Hayajneh, "The Nabataean Camel Burial Inscription from Wadi Ram / Jordan (Based on a 

Drawing from the Archive of Professor John Strugnell)," Die Welt Des Orients 36 (2006): 111, accessed 

February 19, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable /25684053. http://publication.doa.gov.jo/Publications/ 

ViewChapterPublic/576. In addition to the Nabatean inscription (figure 24), multiple camel burials were 

discovered in the southern region of the Arabian peninsula, including Oman and the United Arab 

Emirates. In 1994, Burkhard Vogt produced a study on a series of approximately 25 camels, dating 
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according to Near Eastern Cultures and Languages scholar Hani Hayajneh, dates to between 1 to 

75 A.D.89
 The Nabatean inscription depicts the following statement, as deciphered by John 

Strugnell:  

 

Fig.24    

1) dnh 'gm'wblw'  

2) dy 'bd "tmw [br]  

3) rh(n/l)t rh(n/l)t >b[h] 
 

All three inscriptions translate as: 

"This is the (grave) tumulus and the (camel) burial Which "TMW [son of] rH(N/L)T has built for 

rH(N/L)T [his] father."90 

According to Hayajneh, the particular use of the Nabatean term ‘blw' in this inscription signifies 

the Baliyah tradition. The word 'bly' within the Ancient North Arabian dialect indicates a camel 

 
between the 1st century B.C. and the 1st century A.D. The series provides ample evidence to reveal the 

human cemetery's structural association with the camel burials. Hayajneh notes that the human remains 

buried alongside camel corpses are believed to belong to male warriors, given that these remains were 

commonly equipped with weapons such as arrowheads, lances, and spears. 
89 Corbett, "Mapping the Mute Immortals," 139. 
90 Hayajneh, "The Nabataean Camel Burial Inscription from Wadi Ram," 105. 



49 
 

 
 
 

that has been abandoned and left to die at the owner's burial.91 Muslim tradition regarded this 

tradition as a manifestation of the belief in resurrection and a hierarchy amongst the dead. 92 

Riding a she-camel allows the rider to be physically elevated; hence, those resurrected riding 

their she-camel were believed to be superior to those resurrected without a she-camel.93 With this 

in mind, I propose that camel riding carvings signify a hierarchy that categorizes the camel riders 

as physically and allegorically superior beings conjoined in their journey.  

Middle Eastern languages scholar Kerstin Eksell highlights that the size of the carving 

indicates power. In the case where a human figure is depicted elevated by the she-camel, such as 

in camel riding scenes (figures 25 to 31), the carvings take up more stone space than other 

animal carvings. The camel rider appears physically and symbolically more dominant to the 

surrounding figures by consuming more space.94 Furthermore, an image of an elevated figure can 

carry even greater agency when expressing a sense of 

animism. Notice how the motion of the raised hands 

helps produce an impression that the figures are in a 

moment of action. Looking closely at figure 27, notice 

the surface space occupied by the camel riders, their 

long spears, and the surrounding figures. In these 

dynamic camel scenes, it is clear that the movement of 

the camel riders is intended to be highlighted. The 

notion of movement is critical within ancient north                                     Fig.25                                                                         

 
91 Ibid., 109. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Eksell, "Image and Myth," 162. 
94 Ibid. 
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 Arabian folkloric history. In ancient Arabian folk tales, a figure in-action signified a hero amidst 

a transformative phase.95 Eksell further highlights that 

the purpose of being displayed in action indicates the 

notion of "the acting hero," whose actions embody his 

strengths and chivalry. 96 Closely observing these 

figures, my research suggests that the common focal 

point shared amongst these camel riding scenes is, in a 

sense, the warrior being in motion.                                                                                                                                                                                                

       
                                                                                                                        Fig.26    
 

 

 

Fig.27 

 
95 Ibid. 
96 The camel motif has also been historically associated with ancient Arabian gods throughout the 

Hellenistic-Roman period, such as Sha'ar and Ma'an, who were portrayed riding a camel.   
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Fig.28 

         

 

Fig.29 
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In essence, I believe that the Baliyah demonstrates how the she-camel might not have been 

perceived as an animal with emotions independent of its owner. Instead, the she-camel shared her 

owner's struggles and fate, including death. Thus far, the selected verses described the she-camel’s 

emotions as reflections of the poet-passenger's emotions. The idea that the she-camel had to suffer 

from the destiny of her owner reinforces Arabic Literature scholar Jaroslav Stetkevych's 

argument addressing the she-camel as her owner's alter ego and al-Hitti's interpretation of the 

she-camel as part of the poet-passenger's identity. Therefore, I suggest that any practice affiliated 

with the she-camel motif, including the act of carving camels, could have symbolically embodied a 

sense of ensured infinite individuality and political superiority. Consequently, the very act of carving 

the she-camel motif into the rocks materializes the notion of eternity. Not only did the carver 

immortalize his affiliation with the she-camel, he also created a permanent landmark in the desert 

which would long outlast both his and his beast’s earthly existence.  

The camel motif and the celestial forces of nature 

In this eternal heroic narrative within the ancient north Arabian psyche, a she-camel may have been 

perceived as the key to demanding divine interventions. This is evident in the Maysir (gambling) 

tradition, which Labid took pride in performing, as he announced the death of the camel in verse 

73. This section explores the role of the camel motif in the Maysir tradition, which seems to have 

carried value beyond being a tradition of drawing lots and dividing portions of camel meat upon 

the poor. By sacrificing and eating the camel meat, Labid affirms his role in partaking and thus 

completing the ritual of the sacrifice.  

According to Oriental studies scholar Nadia Jamil, slaughtering a she-camel in pre-

Islamic Arabia was perceived as a rain-making ritual. The connection between camel milk and 
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rain is symbolic and ecological, as the rain irrigates the grass consumed by the camel.97 These 

celestial connotations of the she-camel have appeared in Labid’s poem (verse 24), where he 

addresses the she-camel as "a rose-hued cloud." The affiliation between the she-camel and clouds 

in pre-Islamic culture originates from the ancient Arabian portrayal of the movement of the 

cloud, particularly in moments preceding a storm, through the motion of milch camels and their 

calves.98 Additionally, the intensity of the thunder resembles the severity of a milch camel's 

emotions, precisely when she is separated from her calves to be slaughtered by the Maysir 

players.99  

Thus far, I have not seen camel scenes depicting celestial elements such as clouds. 

Nevertheless, the connection between the camel motif and the ancient Arabian perception of the 

divine desert realm is significant for my understanding of the she-camel’s role in shaping ancient 

Arabian beliefs and practices. On 

this premise, I have noted the 

presence of features that might have 

been intended to illustrate milch 

camels and their calves. In figure 

32, the presence of a smaller camel 

figure next to a larger camel figure 

in the top right and top left might  

    Fig.32 

 
97 Jamil, "Playing for Time: Maysir-Gambling in Early Arabic Poetry," 74. 
98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid., 76. 
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indicate a mother camel, and her calf.100 Although we are not entirely certain whether the  

smaller camel figures were meant to depict calves, such an explanation may justify the difference 

in the size between the larger and smaller camel figures.  

Unlike the camel carving in figure 32, the image of the mother camel and her calf is 

strongly emphasized in pre-Islamic poetry. The maysir-gambling tradition is associated with the 

symbolic act of milking a milch camel. S.Stetkevych's work has demonstrated a thorough 

investigation of the pre-Islamic poetic portrayal of camels as clouds. The build-up of the rain is 

perceived as the accumulation of water in bags strapped onto the milch-camel.101 The portrayal 

of the camel cloud is perceived to be rooted in the visual and symbolic resemblances between the 

camel udders and the suspended heavy clouds. The throwing of the arrows in the Maysir-

gambling tradition resembles the act of simulating or teasing the camel's udders.102 The 

following excerpt presents a description of a storm by Bishr b. Abi Khazim from the Diwans of 

Abid and Amir, the verses illustrate the rainfall and the wind as they loosen the water bags 

strapped onto the she-camel: 

 "Black is its mass by the Eastwind rolled, in the early night, and the strong gust 

stroke it, as the herdsman strokes his she-camel's dugs, till the gathered rain fill all the 

udders....then loosed the South all its water-spouts, and it pours the floor from its rifts 

wide-opened."103 

In the following verse by Alqama b. Abada, the sound of thunder is depicted as the noise of a 

moaning calf, who is crying as its mother is about to be slaughtered: 

"The sky's camel-calf cried, grumbling above them, and then one-armed warrior 

fell, leg thrashing like that of an animal prepared for slaughter, not yet despoiled. Another 

 
100 It is possible also to claim that the difference in the size between the "mother" camel and the calf might 

be a mere stylistic choice on the part of the carver. 
101 Ibid., 74. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid., 73. It is worth noting that the original Arabic verses have not yet been found, at the time of 

writing this thesis. 
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lay stripped. It seemed as if they had been assailed by floods from a storm-cloud the flash 

of whose thunderbolts crept steadily on."104 

These verses connect rain and camel milk as significant, life-giving natural resources. 

Rain is affiliated with the idea of continuity and circularity of life; to have rain is to have water, 

which then facilitates vegetation growth consumed by the she-camel. The rain stimulates camel-

milk production. Since the desert journey requires the poet-passenger to cultivate his resources 

on his own, the rain assuages the desert passengers’ thirst and hunger, guarding against his 

physical malnourishment and weakness. Probing the symbolic uses of the camel reveals its impact 

on the poet-passenger’s daily life. Abi Khazim and Abada have affiliated the she-camel with the 

arrival of thunder and rainfall. Such an association unfolds an existing pattern: the she-camel has 

been symbolically correlated with the arrival of major celestial events, such as thunder, rain, and 

even the transition into the afterlife (as revealed through al-Baliyah tradition).  Similarly, Labid’s 

poem demonstrates that the poet-passenger had to deplete his she-camel to endure the desert until he 

arrived at his new chosen dwelling. In all cases, the she-camel had to be allegorically deployed to 

mark the arrival of a transformative event. Accordingly, I address the she-camel carvings as a means 

to mark the arrival of the carvers at a decision affiliated with a commitment, perhaps even 

submission, to the desert realm.  

Proceeding on this track, the ancient Arabian emotional devotion to the she-camel 

suggests that man's fondness for animals may be traced back to believing that their strength and 

mightiness could magically transfer to humans. For example, the human drive to wear animal 

skin often indicates the desire to manifest wild animal-like qualities.105 Eksell aptly notes that 

animal rock carvings embody an attempt to fuse animals with humans. In that manner, the 

 
104 Ibid., 75. It is worth noting that the original Arabic verses have not yet been found, at the time of 

writing this thesis. 
105 Eksell, "Image and Myth," 138. 
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carvings may have been a means to indicate the carver’s sense of entitlement toward the she-

camel’s (shared) glory. In other words, the carving is the material trace of the carver-passenger's 

attempt to abduct the strengths of the she-camel. Hence, similar to Labid, the carver-passenger 

could have also utilized the she-camel motif as the communicative medium that enabled him to 

praise himself.106  Since the camel was an icon signifying generosity and reverence, the act of 

drawing a camel or sacrificing a camel for an unknown and feared entity was, in fact, an 

expression of self-praise and a form of existential self-assertion. 

The she-camel is the closest human manifestation to the ancient north Arabian perception 

of supernatural superiority. The she-camel is not an animal that was deliberately hunted or killed; 

it was only sacrificed in extraordinary ceremonies, as its sacrifice served a celestial role.107 As 

illustrated through Labid’s poem, the slaughtering of the she-camel was a means to elevate one’s 

tribal rank while simultaneously providing one’s tribe with treasured camel meat. Through the 

body of the she-camel, Labid has lifted both his tribe’s stamina and his own status. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
106 Eksell, "Image and Myth," 144. 
107 Ibid., 138. 
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Conclusion 

Like the carver-passenger who celebrated his desert journey by marking his arrival at his chosen 

destination, I, too, am employing the camel 

icon to mark my arrival at the conclusion of 

this academic venture. The carving depicted 

in figure 33 demonstrates a pictorial trace of 

past attempts to materialize ancient north 

Arabian notions of chivalry and nobility. The 

large elevated camel rider portrayed in the top 

left part of figure 33 and the heroic passenger 

illustrated by Labid’s poem both communicate                                     Fig.33 

 what I believe is the carver-poet-passenger's need to stand out, to be noticed, and to be 

spiritually and visually superior to their surroundings. By choosing to become a desert dweller, 

the carver-poet-passenger has also decided to pursue an identity that will remain elevated and 

eternalized within the desert realm.                           

Through investigating the appearance of the she-camel motif within the rock drawings at 

Wadi Rum and in pre-Islamic poetry, I suggest that the body of the she-camel is a material 

extension of the desert passangers’ physical and philosophical existence.  We can imagine how 

both the pre-Islamic carver and poet shared and expressed their desires to create transhumanist 

value by affiliating their own identities with the she-camel motif. This trans-medial motif moves 

across image and text; the camel carvings function in ways similar to pre-Islamic poetry. In both, 

the she-camel motif acts as a metaphor that "imposes itself in that in-between space where the 
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image is the meeting place between language and vision."108 The she-camel enabled the carver-

poet-passenger to travel across the desert and carry out his mission to find his identity within the 

wilderness. Undoubtedly, the camel carvings are a residue of thousands of "conversations" 

between semi-nomadic individuals and the unknown desert forces.  

At its most foundational, this thesis illustrates how the rock drawings embody the carver-

passenger's fealty to the desert.  My main research question considered how the selected camel 

carvings manifest both an ancient north Arabian quest for spiritual transition and a pledge for 

individuality. I conclude by proposing that the individual’s pursuit of autonomous survival may 

have led to such a spiritual transition, and that the desert journey was key in positioning the 

carver-passenger between two realms, earthly and transcendental. By being symbolically and 

geographically positioned between the known and the "unknown" worlds, the passenger finally 

marks the beginning of his transition into a heroic desert figure. Van Gennep’s investigation of 

the ceremony of the passage sheds light on this "magico-religious aspect of crossing frontiers."109 

Van Gennep clarifies that the ritual journey can only be completed by engaging with a 

"personified power" that guards the passenger through the desert.110 As demonstrated throughout 

my critical engagement with excerpts from pre-Islamic literature and Wadi Rum imagery, the 

she-camel is the passenger's ultimate personified power, as she is indeed the guardian that 

ensures the safety of her master as he enters the unknown future. For the carver-poet-passenger, 

the she-camel is the only companion who genuinely shares endured pain. Ultimately, the identity 

of the poet-carver-passenger has been symbolically merged in association with the she-camel 

herself. 

 
108 Panofsky, "Iconography and Iconology: An introduction to the Study of Renaissance Art," 58. 
109 van Gennep, "The Territorial Passage," 15. 
110 van Gennep, "The Territorial Passage," 22. 
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The desert is a refuge for those seeking to escape from their past. Corbett states that the 

she-camel is a symbol for mediating the unknown; however, I believe that while the experiences 

ahead of the passenger were unknown, the presence of the she-camel ensured that his life would 

never be in jeopardy. In a sense, the she-camel makes the ambiguous fate of the passenger 

somehow known; regardless of the terrors, the end will be victorious. This thesis demonstrates 

how an ancient passion for the she-camel motif stemmed from an ancient north Arabian 

attachment to the notion of ultimate superiority and liberty. Hence, in a manner, the carvings 

become physical expressions of those boundless outcasts who chose to submit to the immortal 

desert and accept its challenges. 

Both the "aesthetic" acts of carving a camel figure and the "actual" acts of sacrificing a 

she-camel reveal the ancient Arabian perception of the camel as a symbolic motif as well as a 

physical body that is to be utilized as a medium of symbolic ritual and/or in celestial ceremony. 

In the end, any interaction with the symbol of the she-camel carried the ethos of the ancient 

Arabian values of honor and eternal prosperity. The rock, I suggest, was used as a platform to 

produce and illustrate a third identity that transcended the human reality—an entity that was 

simultaneously animal and human. In my view, the she-camel is a pre-Islamic medium that 

bridged the gap between human and sacred worlds. The act of carving the she-camel motif onto 

the rocks was an act of blurring the lines between these two binary worlds. The evidence 

presented in this thesis suggests that the she-camel motif embodied the immortal desert hero, as 

much as the desert hero embodied the qualities of the she-camel. By investigating pre-Islamic 

north Arabian ritual desert journeys, my research imagines that carving the camel onto the desert 

rocks was, indeed, an act of symbolically signing a magico-religious contract with the powerful 

forces of the desert, and, possibly, with what lay beyond. 
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