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Foreword

This book is the outcome of a series of courses on South Arabian Art that I 
taught at the University of Naples “L’Orientale” as adjunct professor of South 
Arabian Antiquities from 2002 to 2008.  This preliminary historical outline of 
the origins, development and decline of South Arabian art and culture is based 
on research that I have pursued since 1997 aimed at establishing a chronology 
for specific classes of pre-Islamic Yemeni artworks.  

Previously, I have published complete iconographic repertories featuring 
statues in stone, carvings from South Arabian temples and various works in 
bronze.  This work provided me with important insights into the evolution of 
the historical and artistic processes of pre-Islamic Yemen.  The stylistic and 
iconographic originality of this material has long called for a comprehensive 
treatment of its nature, origin and evolution.  In spite of gaps that still charac-
terise the history of pre-Islamic Yemen, recent archaeological discoveries have 
allowed me to propose a first general account of artistic production in ancient 
Southern Arabia.  This volume is intended to provide the reader with a coher-
ent overview of Ancient Yemeni art from its origins to the gradual formation 
of a unique local art and its later evolution moulded by external influences, and 
finally to its decline with the advent of Islam.  

Until recently, scholars have mainly focused on the influences of Near 
Eastern and Classical art on South Arabian art.  As a result, the history of 
South Arabian art and civilization has emerged as highly fragmentary and dis-
continuous.  In 1927, at the request of the Yemeni Imam Yahyà, Carl Rathjens 
and Hermann von Wissmann excavated a temple at al-Huqqa dedicated to the 
goddess dhat-Baʿdân.  Though naturalists by training and not archaeologists, 
these scholars identified three phases of Hellenisation of the temple: the first 
phase during the 2nd century BC; the second phase that includes the Roman 
conquest of Jerusalem in 70 AD and Petra in 106 AD, and the third phase, 
known as Parthian Hellenism, in the 3rd century AD.  Subsequently, excavations 
at Tamna‘, Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl, Hajar ibn Humayd (ancient dhu-Ghayl) and Marib 
(Maryab) in 1950-1952 and at Khawr Rûrî in Oman in 1952-1953, carried out 
by the American Foundation for the Study of Man, brought to light numerous 
objects that enabled scholars to form a clearer view of the artistic production 
in South Arabia.  For example, scholar Berta Segall identified contacts with 
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contemporary Near-Eastern and Hellenistic civilizations and the epigraphist 
Jacqueline Pirenne wrote extensively on South Arabian art history.  However, 
Pirenne’s identification of specific divinities and her analysis of the influences 
of classical and oriental art relied on a limited sample of artworks that were 
intended to support the “short chronology” — now considered obsolete — for 
the history of South Arabian civilisation.  According to this view, the art of 
pre-Islamic Yemen derived from classical Greek culture and could not date 
back further than the 5th century BC.  In 1951, archaeologist Helmut Bossert 
published the results of a survey of monuments, inscriptions and objects in a 
catalogue where items were classified in categories, such as reliefs, sculptures, 
ceramics, etc.  In 1963, historian Adolf Grohmann produced a comprehensive 
review of South Arabian architecture, decorative elements and figurative pro-
duction including sculpture and reliefs.  

From the 1970s until the present, the stratigraphic analysis at various ex-
cavation sites has clarified the area’s chronological history and also provided 
a large quantity of new artistic material.  Specifically, excavations have been 
carried out alongside the pre-desert strip of the Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn: in the re-
gion of Hadramawt (specifically in the ancient cities of Shabwat, Raybûn and 
Makaynûn), in the region of Khawlân (in the ancient cities of Yalâ and Sirwâh), 
in Marib (the temple of Awâm and its necropolis, and the temple of Bar’ân), in 
the Jawf region (in the ancient cities of al-Sawdâ’ and Barâqish), in the region 
of Wâdî Bayhân (in the city of Tamna‘ and its necropolis Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl), on 
the plateau (in the sites of Zafâr and Jabal al-‘Awd), in the Tihâma on the Red 
Sea coast and at the site of Qanîʾ along the Indian Ocean. 

The Arabian Peninsula straddles key land and sea trade routes and has his-
torically played an important role in the economic and political development of 
the Near East.  South Arabian civilisation always had contact with the cultures 
of the Near East and provided a bridge between the Mediterranean and Eri-
trean Seas.  However, compared to the major cultures of the Near East, South 
Arabian civilisation developed later and more slowly. 

During the 3rd and 2nd millennium BC, Mesopotamia and Egypt were con-
structing temples and palaces and had established a highly sophisticated pro-
duction of sculpture, pottery, glyptics and an advanced writing system.  By 
contrast, during this same period, South Arabia was only entering the Bronze 
Age.  People lived in villages of huts with skirting boards made of undressed 
stone, chipping flints and producing primitive terracotta vases.  Nonetheless, 
the layout and organization of these villages, characterised by zones reserved 
for housing and others for specialised activities, demonstrate the beginnings of 
a community ordered in terms of social and economic functions.  

Excavations in the cities of Hajar ibn Humayd, Yalâ, Raybûn, Shabwat 
and the recent stratigraphic investigations at Barâqish, have shown that South 
Arabian civilisation appeared toward the end of the 2nd millennium BC and 
persisted until the advent of Islam, in the 7th century AD.

But who were the South Arabians?  Two theories regarding their origins have 
been proposed on the basis of similarities with the more northerly Mesopotamian 
and Syro-Palestinian cultures in figurative production, material culture and in the 
pantheon of gods worshipped.  One theory contends that South Arabian people 
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migrated from outside regions, whereas the second theory supports an autoch-
thonous origin of South Arabian people that maintained regular and continuous 
contact with Northern populations.  The first theory appears to be supported 
by the evidence that Bronze Age Yemeni culture of the 3rd and 2nd millennium 
BC differs significantly from South Arabian culture, indicating that the latter 
could not have been rooted culturally and ethnically in the same geographical 
region where Yemeni Bronze Age culture developed.  Based on this evidence, 
archaeologist Alessandro de Maigret suggested that the progressive establish-
ment of a population at the foot of the South Western Arabia mountains can be 
linked to the great political and ethnic turbulence that affected the entire Near 
East around 1200 BC.  This crisis, corresponding to the transition between the 
Bronze Age and the Iron Age, was caused by the socio-economic and political 
decline throughout the Near East and the consequent great migrations (Peo-
ples of the Sea and nomads).  This date is considered to mark the beginning 
of a period — the proto-South Arabian period — that saw the elaboration of 
a new form of writing, the formation of a common pantheon, the creation of a 
new common symbolic language, the production of a widely distributed style 
of pottery (characterised by carinated shapes and treatment of the surface with 
dark red burnished slip) and cult furnishings and images (altars, offering tables, 
incense-burners, statues, etc.). 

The rise of new political entities in the fertile oases of Wâdî Madhâb/Jawf, 
that included the city-states of Nashq (today al-Baydâ’), Nashshân (today al-
Sawdâ’), Kaminahû (today Kamna), Haram (today Kharibat Hamdân) and 
Inabba’, and the valleys of Wâdî Dhana (where the Kingdom of Saba’ was 
located), Wâdî Bayhân (Kingdom of Qatabân), Wâdî Markha (Kingdom of 
Awsân) and Wâdî Hadramawt (Kingdom of Hadramawt) along the pre-desert 
strip of the Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn, nurtured the growth of a prosperous caravan 
trade.  This trading civilization developed at an altitude of 1000 m and differed 
from that of the Bronze Age that had developed in plateau regions at 2000 m.  
This trading civilisation was characterised by intensive agricultural production 
based on expert knowledge of hydraulic engineering that exploited the abun-
dant monsoon rainfall.  The most important example of this technology was 
the water management system of the Jabal Balaq al-Qiblî mountain, with sluice 
gates and collector canals controlling the flow of water in the Great Oasis of 
Marib.  The oasis was 22 km long and 8 km wide and comprised two distinct 
areas divided by the Wâdî Dhana - Yasrân (Southern Oasis) and Abyan (North-
ern Oasis).  Marib was cited as “Marib and two plains” in Sabaean inscriptions 
and identified by the expression “two gardens to the right and to the left” in 
the Qur’an (Surah 34: 16-18). 

South Arabian populations achieved a high level of state organisation and 
evolved original artistic forms of expression incorporating influences drawn 
from their neighbours and trading partners.  These external influences become 
apparent during specific periods and accompany the commercial interactions 
between the South Arabians and the peoples with whom they traded.  South 
Arabian art incorporates elements from Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Achaemenid, 
Hellenistic, Roman, Indian, Parthian, Byzantine and Sassanid derivation.  How-
ever, these external forms were grafted onto a local traditional style.  The most 
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striking expression of South Arabian artistic style can be found in bronze works 
of art, sculpture in the round and in sculptural reliefs.  Further, the architecture 
is characterised by austere, monumental temples and a diverse production of 
funerary structures, as well as ingenious hydraulic designs.  

Both in its formative period (Ancient South Arabian period, 8th to 4th centuries 
BC) and in the era of its greatest expressivity (Middle South Arabian period, 3rd 
century BC to 3rd century AD), art was essentially functional, at the service of 
the sovereign and the divinity, and was standardised into specific, expressive 
repertories that continued over long periods of time.  Almost all objects had a 
votive or funerary purpose, as clarified by the accompanying inscriptions, and 
were not created for aesthetic appreciation.  The figurative production should 
be considered as “sacred art”, closely related to rituals and linked to the reli-
gious and social spheres.  These works tend to maintain fixed iconographic 
types that persist even when Greek-Oriental and Roman influences are clearly 
discernable.  The representations of objects and symbolic animals, devotees 
and offerers tend to be repetitive and stereotyped, and the stone slabs bear-
ing incised votive dedications as well as geometric elements are realised in a 
synthetic, succinct style.  In the Recent South Arabian period (4th - 6th century 
AD) cultural influences from Oriental Hellenism and the Sassanid civilization 
transformed local iconographies. 

The Islamic conquest around 628 AD marked the end of South Arabian 
civilisation, even though it has remained in the collective Yemeni memory.  For 
historians of the Islamic era, the memory of ancient Yemen was limited prima-
rily to the history of the Kingdom of Himyar, immediately precedent to the rise 
of Islam and viewed as the “time of ignorance” (Jâhiliyya) in the sense of both 
spiritual obscurity and primitive civilisation.  This controversial topic is still 
a matter of fervent debate among scholars of Early Islam and Ancient Arabia. 

In this analysis, I will present a selection of works representing a wide range 
of expressive manifestations, pointing out their regional characteristics.  Each 
chapter is preceded by a brief historical outline of the period, followed by a 
description of the artistic works, their comparative analysis with various local 
traditions and in relation to the artistic production of neighbouring cultures.  
The historical periods have been broadly divided according to major histori-
cal events.  Further, historical subdivisions and adjustments are to be expected 
based on ongoing archaeological research. 
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Initial information on Yemeni prehistory originated from the 1937-38 archeo-
logical excavations of ancient settlements in the Wâdî Hadramawt recognized 
as Paleolithic and Neolithic on the basis of geological data and lithic artefacts.  
In 1952, further research in the same area confirmed the Middle Paleolithic and 
Neolithic origin of unearthed stone manufactured objects.  Interestingly, a number 
of lithic artefacts were fashioned from obsidian, a volcanic rock not found on site, 
suggesting early human contacts and possibly trade.  In the 1970s and 1980s, ar-
cheological investigations were extended to the valleys of the Wâdî Hadramawt 
tributaries and in the region of Shabwa and confirmed the presence of prehistoric 
settlements.  Archaeological surveys in the 1980s brought to light an intense oc-
cupation in the plain of Dhamâr and in Khawlân during the Middle and Lower 
Paleolithic eras.  Important Neolithic settlements were also identified on the coast 
of the Red Sea (Tihâma), at the edge of the desert and on the Western highlands.  
Archaeological investigations were able to establish that the economies of these 
areas were based on fishing, hunting and an early phase of domestication of plants 
and livestock.  The climate was wetter at that time and, in fact, the desert in the 
area of Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn was a large lake (Figure 1, Colour Plate). 

RuPestRian aRt

Rupestrian art bears witness to the artistic and symbolic expression of Yem-
eni prehistoric populations.  Most of the petroglyphs show animals and hunting 
scenes featuring men and animals.  The oldest pictures dating from Neolithic 
times are graffiti on rockfaces that provided natural shelters for the temporary 
or permanent camps of prehistoric hunters.  The superimposition of graffiti 
and rock paintings, the differences in patination, in compositional styles and 
execution reveal that the same sites were inhabited during several millennia.

In the regions of Sa‘da and al-Hadâ’ graffiti and rock paintings were dis-
covered dating from the Neolithic period.  Scholars have distinguished two 
Neolithic styles.  Style I, characterized by shallow engraving, often features a 
single bovine species depicted in a stereotyped, bi-angular style.  The body is 
shown in profile, the legs are paired, and the head, surmounted by large curved 
horns, is depicted from a high view point, as shown in Figure 2 from the al-
Musalhaqât site, 2 km East of Sa‘da.

the neolithic Period
(c. 8,000 – 3,000 BC)
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Based on the study of bones found 
in the caves at Sa‘da, the animal images 
have been identified as large horned water 
buffalos (Bubalus Synceris) and Aurochs 
(Bos Primigenius), that became extinct 
during the 7th - 5th millennium BC.  Style 
II, characterized by an improved carv-
ing technique with deep incisions into 
the rockface, presents mythological and 
symbolic art including human figures 
portrayed with raised arms and animals 
of various species, including ibex, dog, 
wild donkey, snake, ibexes.  Figure 3 
shows carvings of herds of antelopes and 
wild donkeys, deeply carved in the rock at al-Amasân, 7 km South of Radâ‘.  The 
animals are still depicted in profile as in Style I, but the representation of detailed 
anatomical features imparts more dynamic and realistic qualities to the images. 

In the Neolithic site of al-Shumah, in the Wâdî Rima, Tihâma, on the Red 
Sea coast, the presence of equid bones, possibly onagers, kiangs or other types 
of wild asses, indicates that these animals were hunted in Yemen since Neolithic 
times.  Further, the analysis of the bones suggests that only some of the animals 
were butchered, while others were probably captured for domestication.

Fig. 2 - Drawing of a buffalo with long 
curved horns from a rock carving at al-
Musalhaqât (Sa‘da).

Fig. 3 - Herds of ibexes and wild donkeys carved on a rock face at al-Amasân 
(Radâ‘).
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In the early 1980s, surveys and later excavations in the Khawlân region 
revealed for the first time the existence of a Bronze Age culture in Yemen 
that belongs to the same tradition as Northern Syro-Palestinian cultures of the 
Early Bronze Age.  In contrast, the 1990s excavations at the coastal area of 
Sabr, near ‘Adan, revealed a considerable occupation between the 2nd and 1st 
millennium BC that shows affinities with cultures originating along the African 
coast across the Red Sea. 

RuPestRian aRt

A great number of Bronze Age rupestrian images both engraved and painted 
with red, black and brown mineral pigments have been located in the regions 
of Sa‘da, Radâ‘ and al-Dâli‘.  The symbolic elements become more prominent 
and the images reflect important social changes.  In fact, as the population 
transitioned to sedentary village life and animals were domesticated, hunting 
scenes were accompanied by representations of herdsmen and herds of oxen 
with calves.  This realistic depiction has defined a specific naturalistic Bronze 
Age style, Style III.  Figure 4 (Colour Plate) shows the rupestrian paintings of 
Jarf al-Nabîra in which herds of bovines of various sizes are intercalated with 
the depiction of men and women brandishing objects.

For a very long period spanning from the end of the 2nd millennium BC to 
the Himyarite era, the rupestrian artwork continued to evolve by the addition 
of scenes of hunters, combats between horsemen, foot soldiers, archers, and the 
depiction of new animal species such as dromedaries and ostriches, as well as 
marks identifying tribes or herds (wusûm) and inscriptions, as seen in Figures 
5-7.  In particular, Figure 5 shows rock incisions depicting ibexes, with charac-
teristic curved horns, a hunter on the left (see a detail in Figure 6), a feline on 
the right, a horse in the foreground and various inscriptions.  Technically, the 
work is characterised by fine incision lines that expose the lighter rock below 
the surface and is defined as Style IV (Historical period). 

At first sight, prehistoric art in Yemen is in many respects similar to 
what we know of artistic production in Arabian Peninsula during the same 
period.  However, it does have a number of original features that are evident 
in the art produced much later during the time of the Caravan Kingdoms.

the Bronze age
(3rd – 2nd millennium BC)
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Specifically, the tendency toward extreme simplification denotes a deliberate 
and rigorous formality that increases the symbolic power of the image.

Fig. 6 -Detail of the hunting scene from 
Figure 5 showing a hunter brandishing 
a bow.

Fig. 5 - Petroglyphs dating from the Historical Period depicting a hunting scene.



17The BroNze Age

idols

The most ancient examples of Yemeni sculpture are Bronze Age idols (3rd - 
2nd millennium BC) found in Hadramawt, Jawf and Khawlân al-Tiyâl.  Although 
these idols originate in different regions separated by considerable distances, they 
show a remarkable uniformity of style that defines the Yemeni Bronze Age culture. 

Fashioned from round, oblong or flat granite 10 to 30 cm tall, the human 
figures are fashioned in a closed form with the arms folded across the chest and 
only a small square head emerging.  The gender features are emphasized by the 
use of deep cut away.  Women are characterised by ample forms, with the waist 
and legs depicted in all their rotundity and abundance.  In one female figure, 
the generous belly and soft folds of fat highlight her fertility and womanhood 
(Figure 8, centre).  These sculptures bring to mind the marble idols worshipped 
in the Cyclades and probably represent fertility goddesses.

The male figures are almost all characterised by the presence of a belt at the 
waist and a band running across the chest, and are probably idols represented 
as hunters or warriors (Figures 8-9). 

In their essentialised features, these stone idols show close formal analogies 
with small bronze figures of the Bronze Age or early Iron Age (Figure 10).  In-
deed, the stylistic and formal characteristics of these Bronze age figures — flat 
volumes, angular contours, clear separation between the bust and the legs and 
lack of proportionality between the upper and lower body — will persist in the 
sculptural artworks of the early Iron Age. 

A number of idols were linked to fertility and the cycle of nature, while oth-
ers were probably associated with the domestic cult of ancestors.

Fig.7 - Ibexes, camels and inscriptions incised on a rock in the Wâdî Bayhân.
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The presence of shrines in dwellings 
was confirmed by excavations at Sabr 
near ‘Adan, with the discovery of a small 
square room with walls in mud brick, 
where a series of vertical, oblong stones 
were set into the beaten-earth floor along 
with ceramic ware for ritual offerings and 
incense burners.  A considerable number 
of terracotta figurines were also unearthed 
at Sabr representing animals and rotund 
women, both symbols of fertility and 
reproduction. 

stelae

The stone stelae found in the regions of Hadramawt and Mahra (Figure 11) 
have been ascribed to the Yemeni Bronze Age.  These rectangular stelae, 60 cm to 
1 m tall, are worked in low relief or engraved to represent a bearded warrior armed 
with a sword that has a moon-shaped haft.  The sword is a common attribute in the 
Near East from the mid-3rd millennium BC.  Some of these stelae are also carved 
on the back, with an indication of the ribs and spine.  A horizontal line separates 
the upper part of the body from the lower portion of the stela that, when inserted 
in the ground, enabled the figure to stand upright.  The arrangement of the stelae in 
pairs or as groups in a circle suggests a cultic function.  The figural representation 
on the stelae bears close correspondence with contemporaneous rock incisions 
found in the Najrân area (Saudi Arabia).  These rock-cut figures feature scenes of 
hunters and warriors armed with shields and spears, bows and arrows, quiver and a 

Fig. 8 - Male and female stone idols from 
Hadramawt.

Fig. 9 - Anterior and posterior 
views of a male idol carved from a 
granite pebble (Jawf).

Fig. 10 - Bronze figurine of a hunter 
or a warrior.
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sickle-sword or a throwing-stick (Figure 12).  The human figures wear feathered 
headdresses and characteristic clothing and most importantly, brandish daggers with 
large lunate or crescent-shaped pommels.  According to the scholar Emmanuel 
Anati, the rock pictures of this group belong to the “Realistic-dynamic style”. 
The dagger with a very broad pommel was also common in Syria, Anatolia and 
Mesopotamia around the middle of the 3rd millennium BC.

Fig.11 - Limestone stela 
from Hadramawt depicting a 
warrior armed with a typical 
sword.

Fig.12 - Drawing of a hunter or warrior with bow 
and arrows, quiver, dagger and sickle-sword from a 
rock engraving in Jabal Qara (Central Arabia).





Ancient South Arabian Period
(8th – 4th Centuries BC)

The Caravan Kingdoms
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The populations that settled in the great oases of the desert basin of the 
Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn (referred to as Sayhad by Medieval Arab geographers), 
were organized as states ruled by a king known as the mukarrib.  The Kingdoms 
were those of Saba’ in the Wâdî Dhana, of Hadramawt in the Wâdî Hadramawt, 
of Qatabân in the Wâdî Bayhân and Awsân in the Wâdî Markha (Figure 13, 
Colour Plate).  The northernmost oasis was the Jawf, a territory disputed by 
Saba’ and the local city-states of Nashq, Nashshân, Kaminahû, Haram, Inabba’ 
(Cf. p. 7; Figure 182).  The easternmost Kingdom was Hadramawt, cited in 
Genesis 10: 26 of the Bible as Hasarmawet, that occupied most of the territory 
where frankincense originated and the capital was Shabwat. 

The Kingdom of Saba’ is best known for the Biblical reference regarding 
the visit of the Queen of Sheba to King Solomon (1 Kings 10: 1-10, 13; Book 
of Chronicles 9: 1-9, 12).  Although the Queen’s name is not mentioned, the 
existence of a woman as a ruler during that historical era is completely plausible. 

The Sabaeans were primarily interested in military and religious matters.  
Their capital Marib attracted pilgrims to worship the god Almaqah to whom 
animal sacrifices were made in July, at the beginning of the rainy season.  
However, Saba’ must have also benefited from the duties paid by caravans 
that crossed the territory under its direct control.  In contrast, the other King-
doms based their economy on the production and trade of resins.  This lucra-
tive trade was based on the export of local frankincense and myrrh as well as 
products in transit from East Africa and India, such as aromatics, spices (i.e. 
cinnamon, nard), gold and precious stones.  These products were transported 
from Hadramawt — specifically from Zufâr, the frankincense territory — to 
markets in Syria and Mesopotamia on the caravan route running along the 
Western border of the Arabian Peninsula. 

Yemeni frankincense (Boswellia Sacra) was burned during religious rituals, 
and it was also appreciated for its therapeutic properties and used in cosmetic 
products such as perfumes.  Our knowledge of the rich variety of incense — 
kamkam, darw, lbny, dahab, hâdhik, rand, qust, ladn, qlm — comes to us 
through inscriptions, particularly those on incense burners.  The only South 
Arabian people whose epigraphical references cite commerce in resins are the 
Minaeans.  Indeed, Greco-Roman authors celebrated “Minaean Frankincense”, 
although such resin actually originated in the Hadramawt and not in Minaean 
territory, the Jawf.  Arabian prosperity was so well recognized and praised by 

Historical context
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classical Greco-Roman authors — from Erastothenes of Cyrene, Agatharchides 
of Cnidus, Diodorus Siculus, Strabo and Pliny the Elder — that the region be-
came known as Arabia Felix. 

During the period of the Caravan Kingdoms, the most important centre 
for trade migrated from Khindanu (located in the middle Euphrates) in the 8th 
century BC, to Gaza (present-day Palestine) during the Persian period of the 
5th and 4th centuries BC, to Petra (present-day Jordan) during the Hellenistic 
Period from late 4th to the 1st century BC. 

By the 7th century BC, the South Arabian Kingdoms were already organised 
into states and had consolidated their political, trading and diplomatic relation-
ships with the states of the North.  The Caravan Kingdoms reached their apogee 
around the middle of the 1st millennium BC when they became the southernmost 
pole of the Near East trading route. 

Two Sabaean rulers are named as tributaries of the Assyrians in the Annals 
of Tiglatpileser III (744-727 BC) and again in those of Sargon II (722-705 
BC), where mention is made of “Ita’amra the Sabaean” who can probably be 
identified with the mukarrib Yatha‘’amar Watâr bin Yakrubmalik.  In an in-
scription commemorating the construction of the Temple of the New Year’s 
Feast at Assur during the reign of Sennacherib (705-681 BC), “Karibilu King 
of Saba’” is remembered for his donation of precious stones and resins.  This 
king is likely to have been Karib’îl Watâr bin Dhamar‘alî, the famous Sabaean 
mukarrib who destroyed the Kingdom of Awsân.  In short, the two Sabaeans 
mentioned in the Annals of the Assyrians most probably were Yatha‘’amar Watâr 
bin Yakrubmalik and Karib’îl Watâr bin Dhamar‘alî, the rulers responsible for 
the achievements mentioned in two different monumental inscriptions found 
in the Sabaean city of Sirwâh. 

Between the end of the 8th century BC and the beginning of the 7th century 
BC, the Sabaean mukarrib Karib’îl Watâr extended his dominion over South 
Arabia by conquering Awsân and placing the Kingdoms of Hadramawt, Qata-
bân and the small princedoms of the Jawf under his authority.  The extended 
Kingdom of Karib’îl Watâr inaugurated a hegemonic Sabaean phase whose 
territories extended from Hadramawt across the Red Sea to the Sabaean set-
tlement of Da‘mat on the Ethiopian plateau. 

At the turn of the 6th century BC, the political hegemony of Saba’ faltered 
and the next few centuries were marked by the political and economic expan-
sion of the Qatabanians whose kings took the title of mukarrib. 

Around the 7th century BC, the Minaeans established the Kingdom of Ma‘în 
in the Jawf.  They controlled the caravan trade between Southern Arabia and 
the great markets of the Near East and the Mediterranean during a long period 
spanning from the 6th century BC, when Persia lead by Cyrus and Cambyses 
conquered Mesopotamia, Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula, until the 2nd-1st 
centuries BC, when incursions by Arab nomads in the Jawf undermined their 
hegemony.

The caravan trade, on which the wealth of these populations depended, was 
made possible and stabilised by solidly fortified settlements and intensively 
cultivated lands that stretched over the desert.  The most important Minaean 
cities were Qarnaw (modern day Ma‘în), Nashshân (modern day al-Sawdâ’) 
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and Yathill (modern day Barâqish).  The Minaeans also had important com-
mercial markets (emporia) in the North of the Arabian Peninsula at Dedân and 
Taymâ’ (in Saudi Arabia), and in the South, at Qaryat, Tamna‘ and Shabwat. 
Of note, the monumental inscription (RES 3022, dated to the middle of the 4th 
century BC) incised on the walls of Barâqish/Yathill demonstrates that the rich 
Minaean merchant class contributed to the raising of a rampart.  This inscription 
is particularly significant for its reference to a conflict between Egypt and the 
Median state — one of the rare historical events mentioned in South Arabian 
inscriptions (a second historical event is recalled in the bronze plaque presented 
on page 57, Figure 53, Colour Plate).

The presence of Minaean traders in the populous markets of the Near East 
and the Mediterranean from the end of the 6th to the end of the 2nd centuries 
BC has been demonstrated by the discovery of inscriptions, such as that found 
on a stone stela in the temple dedicated to ‘Athtar dhû-Qabd in Ma‘în.  This 
inscription cites the names of foreign women that the Minaeans, most prob-
ably merchants and traders, brought with them from the North of the Arabian 
Peninsula to their capital Qarnaw.  The territories of origin of these women 
included Ghazzat (Gaza), Dedân, Lihyân, Yathrib (Medina), Msr (Egypt), Qe-
dar, ‘Ammon and Mo’ab.

Any archaeologist who visited Yemen during the early years of the 21st 
century and knew about the rich South Arabian culture that extended over 16 
centuries, would be greatly puzzled by the incompleteness of the archaeological 
record.  Although the archaeological evidence unveiled to date bears witness 
to the grandeur of this culture, an incalculable patrimony is still buried under 
the sand in territories that are currently inaccessible for political and social 
reasons.  Indeed, archaeological investigations in Yemen are discontinuous 
and archaeological recoveries are often found in markets out of their original 
context.  It follows that the historical and artistic picture of South Arabian 
culture is still incomplete and unbalanced.  An example is the archaeological 
record for the Kingdom of Saba’ and its capital Marib.  We can only speculate 
that at the apex of its glory, during the period of the mukarribs from the mid-8th 
century to the mid-6th century BC, as well as in the later period, Marib would 
have been a magnificent capital with rich monuments and a luxurious mate-
rial culture and figurative production.  Beside stone sculptures, the figurative 
production would have included a remarkable patrimony of bronze artefacts 
of which only a few examples have come to light.  No other archaeological 
investigation has been carried out in Marib other than the partial excavation 
of the Awâm temple, a few tombs in the necropolis, the temple of Bar’ân and 
the engineering analysis of the dam. 

Though tantalizing, a full understanding of the South Arabian art and ar-
chitecture and its cultural patrimony must await further archaeological studies 
and excavations.

An important question concerns the origin of the South Arabian figurative 
production, the oldest evidence of which comes from the region of Jawf and 
dates from the 9th – 8th century BC — the Banât ‘Âd representations being the 
most significant example.  An analysis of iconography and symbolic significance 
of such artefacts could shed light on their origin.  The iconography includes 
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hunting scenes (activity that the mukarrib of Saba’ and later of Qatabân per-
formed in honour of the Gods; Figure 25) and ritual scenes enriched by specific 
symbols (hands, the sacred tree, palm trees, animals; Figures 19-23, 27).  These 
figurative elements are displayed in hierarchical order and refer to the daily 
and religious activities of the people of the Jawf.  As will be discussed in the 
sub-chapter Continuity and standardisation of the iconography (p. 35), many 
iconographic elements and compositional characteristics of these scenes recall 
the ancient Near Eastern tradition.  These include the symmetrical layout of 
modular subjects, the hierarchy of value expressed by different size, the hor-
ror vacui, an array of figurative elements, such as entwined snakes, rampant 
animals flanking the sacred tree lodging two birds in its foliage and the figures 
seated under a pergola of vines.  Indeed, the iconographic analogies with Near 
Eastern art are highly indicative of the migratory origin of South Arabians 
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Although our knowledge of the artistic pro-
duction during the Caravan Kingdoms period 
is fragmentary, it is clear that all the artistic 
forms are related to religious iconography, 
where symbolism prevails and the zoomorphic 
element is of primary importance.  In the most 
ancient examples of South Arabian art, we 
find iconographies in common with the Near 
Eastern tradition represented in an original 
way.  Indeed, the iconographic sequences that 
appear in South Arabian temples, principally 
from the region of the Jawf, as well as in stone 
and bronze works from Sabaean and Minaean 
sites, contain elements of clear Mesopotamian 
origin.  However, these elements have been 
appropriated, developed and transformed in 
a highly creative and original manner and 
have acquired a distinct South Arabian style. 

One such example is provided by tem-
ples designated as “Banât ‘Âd temples” 
by the inhabitants of the Jawf on account 
of the presence of incised female figures 
identified as the daughters (Banât) of their 
mythical ancestor ‘Âd (Figures 14-15). 
The figures are represented standing on a 
pedestal.  Their faces are framed by grace-
ful curls.  A long skirt covers their calves 
and two bands across the chest suggest the 
presence of a long and ample mantle.  The 
figures’ left hands brandish a spear or staff 
and the right hands hold a sickle-sword, or 
vice-versa.  These representations are found 
on the monolithic pillars of temples in the 
cities of Kharibat Hamdân, Ma‘în, al-Sawdâ’ 
and al-Bayda’ in the Jawf. 

The figurative incisions
on the temples of the Banât ‘Âd

 

Fig. 14 - Portion of a pillar 
of one of the Banât ‘Âd tem-
ples bearing an incised female 
figure standing on a podium 
(Jawf).
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Although incomplete and fragmented, similar 
representations incised on stone are also found 
outside the region of the Jawf, in al-Jûba in 
the Qatabân, at Raybûn in the Wâdî Daw‘an, 
at al-Midamman on the Yemeni coast of the 
Red Sea and in the temple of Yeha (Tigray) 
in Ethiopia.

PlAn And generAl feATureS of THe 
TemPleS

The temples of the Banât ‘Âd are found both 
inside and outside the fortified cities.  These 
temples, usually constructed in limestone, are 
sanctuaries featuring an entrance propylaeum 
(on the West or South side) and an open-air 
courtyard, porticoed on the two long sides 
with monolithic pillars supporting the roof.  
The low walls linking the pillars could have 
served as seats.  The cella of the temple lies 
at the far end of the building, aligned with the 
entrance doorway. 

The extra-moenia (outside the city-walls) 
temple of al-Sawdâ’ (Figure 16), is the only 
one to have been completely excavated to date, 
and reveals figurative incisions covering the ar-
chitrave and jambs of the doorway.  The pillars 
of the porticoes are only partially decorated so 
that the incised surfaces would only be visible 
from within the porticoes.  This arrangement 
suggests that access to the sanctuary was limited 
to the porticoes and entrance to the courtyard 
was restricted. 

The decorations of the remaining pillars 
around the courtyard beyond this limit were 
probably only intended to be seen from one side 
and used for rituals performed within the temple. 
In fact, the temple received light exclusively 
from the central courtyard.  The fact that not all 
sides of the pillars are decorated may have been 
influenced by this factor.  Indeed, the incised 
representations would have been visible only 
at certain times of the day, which suggests that 
the South Arabian architects could accurately 
calculate the position of the sun and its relation 
to the courtyard’s aperture and pillars.

Fig. 16 - Axonometric
 projection of the extra-moenia 
temple of Banât ‘Âd at 
al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân (Jawf).

Fig. 15 - The Banât ‘Âd are por-
trayed in the lower part of the 
pillar with a spear in the right 
hand and a sickle-sword in the 
left hand (intra-muros temple at 
al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân, Jawf).



29ancient south arabian period

All carvings on the Banât ‘Âd temples share a commonality of technique, 
as well as figurative and compositional style.  The carving technique is prima-
rily based on incision, although at times the carvers adopted a very low relief. 
Lines were lightly traced on the surface to provide a guide for the proportions 
of the overall composition.  This technique was commonly used for engraving 
inscriptions on stone, bronze and also for monuments.  After the outlines of 
the figures were carved, internal details were added. 

orgAniSATion And STyle of THe decorATionS 
 
Among the best-preserved monuments are the temples of Kharibat Hamdân/

Haram and al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân.  Both temples display a number of repetitive 
decorative features.  The incised decorations on the surface of the doorway and 
the sides of the pillars are organised in horizontal registers made up of rows of 
identical images divided by decorative bands (chevron) and framed on either 
side by continuously decorated vertical strips. 

Some representations, such as the ‘spear tips’, possibly symbolising spades, and 
the intertwined snakes that form an elongated chain are vertically oriented.  The 
architrave of the doorway of the temple of Kharibat Hamdân/Haram (Figure 17) 
presents in sequence from top to bottom: antelope heads, crouching ibexes and ‘veg-
etal elements’ down the sides of the central panel with female figures, the Banât ‘Âd. 
In general, the incisions on the architraves present a number of constant features, i.e. 
rows of crouching ibexes and antelope heads (Haram) or bovine’ heads (Nashshân), 
their number varying according to the height of the architrave. 

 
 The jambs of the doorway and pillars are decorated with the following 
registers, from the top: 

1.  Beneath the vegetal elements of the architrave, the upper register presents 
a row of standing ibexes with beautifully rendered horns (see a detail 
in Figure 18). 

2.  The next register is formed by a decorative row of ‘spear tips’ beneath 
which are depicted ostriches, serpents and crouching ibexes. 

3.  The register below contains the feminine figures, the Banât ‘Âd, placed 
at about 1.70 m above the ground.  Above the Banât ‘Âd figures are de-
picted antelope heads and circular objects, possibly vases or palm dates. 

4.  The lower half of the monolithic jambs is again decorated with a row 
of crouching ibexes, a row in the spear-tip motif followed by rows of 
crouching antelopes and intertwined serpents and a band of chevron. 

This organization is remarkably constant, although the number of rows of 
ibexes, portrayed as stationary or in movement, and the number of spear-tip 
bands may vary. 

The virtually identical repetition of the decorative elements suggests that 
South Arabian artisans used a template to facilitate their production. 
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Fig. 17 - The decoration of the doorway of the Banât ‘Âd temple at Kharibat Ham-
dan/Haram.
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Some stylistic differences are certainly due to different archaeological peri-
ods.  Other differences are probably the result of technical and artistic variations 
between different teams of workmen operating in the area. 

The stylistic features of these incised, two-dimensional decorations are also 
found in local sculpture in the round and reliefs.  These features include the 
adoption of simplified geometric forms of fixed proportions to represent figures. 
Just as with sculptures in the round, the figures of the Banât ‘Âd temples are 
contained within rigid geometric schemes and follow outlines initially traced 
on the surface of the block.  The animals (ibexes, antelopes and ostriches) are 
generally represented in pure profile, while human figures show composite 
representations.  The female figures can combine a frontal view of the face and 
body with the legs in profile.  Men’s faces are in profile while their torsos are 
shown with a one-quarter rotation. 

The composition of the figurative motifs follows a recognisable pattern.  
The human figures, with their attributes and inscriptions, are placed in the 
central panels, while animals and objects associated with these human figures 
are placed above and below. 

 

THe intra-muros TemPle dedicATed To THe god ArAnyAdA‘ 
AT Al-SAwdÂ’/ nashshân 

The extraordinary discovery of the intra-muros (within the city-walls) 
temple of al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân has raised a number of questions regarding 
the identification and interpretation of the figures.  Although the analysis and 
documentation of the temple is fragmentary because only the entrance doorway 
and a few of the propylaeum’s pillars have been partially excavated, the avail-
able archaeological repertory from the temple deserves to be presented for its 
remarkable artistic and historical importance.

Fig. 18 - Standing ibexes incised on a pillar at Ma‘în/Qarnaw 
(detail).
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Iconography 

The usual organization in registers with rows of animals and female figures 
on a pedestal is still present, but the figurative repertory is enriched with new 
and unusual iconographies the significance of which is linked to the emergence 
of a great political confederation that the temple symbolised and celebrated. 

The first pillar of the propylaeum, in front of the temple’s doorway, ren-
dered in the drawing in Figure 19, is decorated with six panels featuring cult 
scenes.  These panels are set within an external frame of ibexes alternating with 
ostriches.  The internal frame features a tree with branches laden with fruit and 
in the treetop two birds peck at the fruit.  On each side of the tree trunk, two 
rampant antelopes confront one another. 

Each of the six panels of the doorway presents two male figures, facing each 
other in different postural attitudes.  The figures have long, pointed beards and 
are distinguished by unique clothing and attributes.  Further, the figures are 
accompanied by inscriptions mentioning the names of divinities.  In the first 
panel, the inscription refers to the divinity ‘Athtar.  In the second panel the cited 
divinities are Wadd and Aranyada‘.  The name Yath‘ân, incised on the same 
panel, probably refers to the name of the temple.  The third panel depicts two 
bearded figures facing each other and seated on stools under a lush pergola of 
vines.  Between them is a table decorated with a bull’s head and on the table 
stands a cult vase.  The names of the divinities Aranyada‘ and Almaqah are 
incised above the men’s heads, on the left and right respectively.  The figure 
on the left holds a staff in the form of two intertwined snakes.  On the right, 
Almaqah is identified by his symbol, the curved staff he holds in the left hand. 
A woman, depicted in smaller dimensions and with a child in her arms, sits at 
the feet of the male figures (Figure 20).

The fourth panel features similar figures, albeit holding different attributes. 
One of the figures is offering a vase and a palm leaf, while the other figure is 
offering two antelopes.  The divinities mentioned are Nab‘al (on the right) and 
Yada‘ismuh (Figure 21). 

The fifth panel is nearly identical, except that one figure holds a staff and 
the other holds two antelopes.  Nakrah and Hiwâr are the names of the two 
deities incised on this panel (Figure 22). 

The sixth panel is composed of two tiers, each decorated with three dancing fe-
male figures with long free-flowing hair and dresses that fall in ample folds (Figure 
23).  They hold curved sickle-swords and ears of wheat.  These female figures are 
quite different from the Banât ‘Âd that are usually depicted standing on a podium 
(Cf. Figures 14-15), and are similar to the feminine figure carved in relief on the 
miniature temple of Kamna (see Figure 24), dating from the 8th century BC. 

Below the sixth panel, a row of alternating ibexes and ostriches surmounts 
the image of the sacred tree flanked on each side by rampant antelopes.  Below, 
three open palm hands are depicted in a downward position, followed by the 
symbol B of Aranyada‘ (the South Arabian letter b was used at times to identify 
this god) and a foundation inscription.  The decoration of this pillar ends with 
a row of figures bearing curved sickle-swords and an inscription bearing the 
name of the Banât Îl (Cf. Figure 19). 
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The scenes visible on the second pillar (the lower portion is still unexcavated) 
are the identical and symmetrical reproduction of those on the first pillar, and 
the names of the divinities are also mentioned. 

The temple’s foundation inscription is of crucial significance, as it features 
the name of Alamnabat Amar, son of Labu’ân who rebuilt the temple.  Alam-
nabat Amar is one of the sovereigns of al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân, for whom this 
represents the first discovered inscription.  However, since his father Labu’ân 
is known from other inscriptions, we can date the Kingdom of Alamnabat Amar 
to around the middle of the 8th century BC. 

The jambs of the Southern gateway of the intra-muros temple of al-Sawdâ’/
Nashshân are conventionally decorated in the style of the temples of Kharibat 
Hamdân, Ma‘în, the extra-moenia temple of al-Sawdâ’ and al-Bayda’. 

Fig. 20 - Third panel from the al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân intra-
muros temple. The names of Aranyada‘ and Almaqah are 
incised above the figures’ heads. A seated woman with a 
child in her arms is depicted at the feet of Almaqah.

Fig. 21 - Fourth panel of the al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân tem-
ple. The names incised are those of the gods Nab‘al 
(on the right) and Yada‘ismuh.

Fig. 19 - Human 
figures, animals, symbols 
and inscriptions carved 
on a pillar of the propy-
laeum of the intra-muros 
temple of al-Sawdâ’/
Nashshân (Jawf). 
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Fig. 23 - Detail of the dancing 
female figures carved on the sixth 
panel of the pillar of the propy-
laeum of the al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân 
temple.

Fig. 22 - The names of the two deities incised on the fifth panel are Nakrah 
and Hiwâr. As in the previous panels, a cult vase on a table decorated with a 
bull’s head is placed between the two figures. 

Fig. 24 - Feminine figure (detail) 
carved in relief in the miniature 
temple shown in the Figure 34 
(Kamna/Kaminahû).
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Significance 

The inscriptions of the temple of Aranyada‘ are of primary importance for 
the reconstruction of the history of al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân and its relations with 
Saba’, the dominant power of the period. 

It has been proposed that the male figures depicted in the five panels could 
be the gods named in the corresponding inscription.  These gods are the most 
important divinities associated with the Kingdom of Saba’ (Almaqah) and each 
of the city-states of the Jawf. 

The divinities named in the panels, as mentioned above, are ‘Athtar and 
probably Îl, followed by the deities belonging to the city-states of the Jawf: 
Wadd and Aranyada‘, the main gods of al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân.  The following 
gods are Almaqah, the official god of the Kingdom of Saba’ and probably 
worshipped in the city of al-Bayda’/Nashq, and again Aranyada‘.  The next 
god is Nab‘al, a god of Kamna/Kaminahû, and Yada‘ismuh, a deity of Khari-
bat Hamdân/Haram.  Finally, the god Hiwâr of Inabba’ and Nakrah, a god of 
Ma‘în/Qarnaw are also mentioned.

The gods are represented in hierarchical sequence and no goddesses are 
shown.  The dancing female figures are the “daughters of Îl”, semi-goddesses 
who seem to have played an intermediary role between gods and men. 

The presence in the temple of al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân of all the major tutelary 
divinities of the city-states of the Jawf appears to confirm a confederation of 
the city-states under the leadership of Nashshân allied with Saba’.  The pres-
ence of Almaqah, the principal god of the Sabaeans, among those of the Jawf 
can be interpreted as indicating an alliance between Nashshân and Saba’ dur-
ing the reign of Alamnabat Amar in the 8th century BC.  As scholar Christian 
Robin points out, the discovery of these figurative sequences clarified for the 
first time how a pantheon was organised to reflect a particular political alliance. 

Although the foundation inscription is perfectly integrated with the se-
quence of representations on the panels and designed during the construction 
of the temple, it appears that the names of the gods on the panels were added 
later in spaces left vacant between the figures, in order to specify the figures’ 
roles.  The addition of the names of local gods to Almaqah, the official divin-
ity of Saba’ may indicate the need for a strategic alliance among the states of 
the Jawf, without excluding the “awkward ally” — the Kingdom of Saba’ — 
which posed a threat.  This alliance was broken shortly afterwards when the 
mukarrib of Saba’ Karib’îl Watâr destroyed Nashshân during the fifth and sixth 
of his eight military campaigns against Awsân and the other South Arabian 
Kingdoms (Cf. RES 3945). 

Continuity and standardisation of the iconography

The representations in the temples of Banât ‘Âd demonstrate a striking 
continuity in carving techniques and subject matters with both Yemeni rock 
art of the previous era, as well as with Yemeni coeval rock art.  Indeed, the 
figurative rock art depicting hunting scenes with ibexes, gazelles, wild asses, 
ostriches and hunters armed with bows, spears and curved sickle-swords, bears 
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strong similarity to the figurative art of the Jawfite temples (Figure 25).  The 
consistency of the imagery supports the idea that the tribal populations of the 
Jawf originated from peoples that settled in the region at the edge of the desert 
towards the end of the 2nd millennium BC. 

Similar symbols and images, including open hands, cult vases, snakes, spear 
tips, oryx heads and a hunting scene with antelope and ostrich, are also present 
in a 7th century BC terracotta cult tablet (Figure 26) that came from a private 
house in the Sabaean city of Hafarî (today Yalâ /al-Durayb). 

The apparent codification of images and attributes, as well as cult scenes 
such as those seen on the panels of the intra-muros temple of al-Sawdâ’, dem-
onstrate that these images were not only preserved, but were also refined and 
elaborated in order to achieve a sophisticated and up-to-date integration of 
religion and political strategy, in which temple rituals incorporated and sanc-
tioned the figure of the king.  Additionally, the figures and symbols, through an 
organised and reliable artistic iconography, provided a consistent and clearly 
understood meaning. 

Here we will not focus on the iconological interpretation of individual sub-
jects and attributes represented — their origin and development, their intrinsic 
contents and symbolic value.  Instead, we shall propose a hypothesis that po-
sitions the individual iconographies into a general interpretation of the whole 
figural composition. 

Fig. 25 - Hunting scene with hunters, ibexes, gazelles and wild asses from a Banât ‘Âd 
temple (Jawf). 
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Each figural element can be con-
sidered a signe (as in the linguistic 
sense) involving both expression and 
content.  The signe has an intrinsic 
meaning and value according to the 
position it occupies, thus establish-
ing a ‘hierarchy’ of significance 
within the composition as a whole. 
For example, the central, predomi-
nant position is occupied by human 
figures with their specific attributes, 
participating in rituals such as pro-
cessions, dances and sacred hunts. 
Immediately above and below the 
human figures are depicted rows of 
animals (ibexes, antelopes, snakes, 
bulls, ostriches) and the sacred tree 
that may be considered divine sym-
bols or symbols of the constellations, 
and in this sense linked to cycles 
of nature.  The female figures, the 
Banât, have been interpreted either 
as priestesses of the temple, devoted 
to the service of the divinity, or al-
ternatively as demi-goddesses based 
on the adjacent inscriptions that read 
“Daughters of (the god) Îl”. 

We cannot state whether the posture 
of the animals (standing or seated) 
and their representation singly or in 
pairs, have any intrinsic meaning, or 
simply reflect an aesthetic conven-
tion.  Furthermore, the repetition of 
the images may be no more than an 
accepted technique for filling the 
entire surface with artistic detail 
(horror vacui).

Although the themes described 
so far certainly derive from the 
Mesopotamian iconographic reper-
tory, the stylistic rendering and the associative and compositional system 
of the subjects are unique to the Ancient South Arabian culture and have 
no counterparts in other regions.  In conclusion, the iconographic, stylis-
tic and semantic analysis of the representations in the Banât ‘Âd temples 
reveals that by the 8th century BC, South Arabian art was characterised by 
a largely homogeneous typology in terms of subject matter, symbolism, 
style and composition.

Fig. 26 - Terracotta tablet with sym-
bols and a hunting scene in relief from 
a house excavated in the Sabaean city 
of Yalâ al-Durayb/Hafarî. The symbols 
may be related to agricultural cycles 
and intended as an agrarian calendar. 
In particular, the discs may be associ-
ated with the lunar months, the hands 
and the vases may be symbols of sow-
ing practices and the snakes may refer 
to the emergence of the star cluster of 
the Pleiades. 
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Chronology 

The stratigraphic sequence of the excavation of the extra-muros al-Sawdâ’/
Nashshân temple, together with the palaeography of the archaic inscriptions, en-
able us to date a number of the Banât ‘Âd temples back to a period that preceded 
the incursion of the Sabaean mukarrib Karib’îl Watâr in the Jawf (c. 750-700 
BC).  Clearly, these temples were modified several times over the centuries as 
they were in active use until the end of the 1st millennium BC.

The nature of the inscriptions sheds some light on the chronology of the temples. 
During the period of Karib’îl Watâr, the script was formalised into a coherent and 
harmonious style in which the letters acquired their definitive form and direction. 
In fact, after this period, mirror inscriptions disappeared and texts were written 
only from right to left or boustrophedonically (i.e. using alternate left-to-right and 
right-to-left lines).  In contrast, the archaic form of the inscriptions found both on 
the gateways of the extra-moenia temples of Banât ‘Âd at Nashshân and at Haram 
appears to predate the classic script of Karib’îl Watâr’s period and these inscriptions 
are among the most ancient monumental inscriptions found in Southern Arabia. 

During the excavations of the al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân’ temple, archaeologists noted 
that a number of decorated stone blocks had been re-utilised in wall structures dating 
from the 8th century BC, demonstrating that the Banât ‘Âd figural representations 
existed even before this period.  It is possible that a first restoration of the temple 
was linked to the Sabaean conquest of Nashshân (second half of the 7th century BC). 

The discovery of a few fragmentary Banât ‘Âd motifs at al-Midamman, on the 
Red Sea coast (Tihâma), seems to point to a ‘Sabaean route’ in the colonisation 
of Ethiopia, where in fact a decorated fragment of Banât ‘Âd style was found in 
the excavation of the temple at Yeha. 

Since the region of the Jawf presents a high number of Banât ‘Âd temples by 
comparison with the rest of the Yemeni territory, it is reasonable to consider the 
origin and centre of expansion of this figurative art to be the Valley of the Jawf.

The inscriptions found in the temples of the Banât ‘Âd feature the names of 
the kings who built the temples, the names of the temples themselves and the 
names of the divinities to whom the temples were dedicated.  It is unlikely that a 
single king was responsible for the construction of a temple.  Instead, each temple 
seems to have been founded by an initial ruler and completed by his successors. 

Although the temples of the Banât ‘Âd have been identified by different 
names (e.g. the temple of Haram was initially called Hadanân and later, at the 
end of the 1st millennium, Arathat), the divinity to whom they were originally 
dedicated appears to have been ‘Athtar, in his different forms.  For example, in 
Ma‘în/Qarnaw, the temple was dedicated to the god ‘Athtar dhu-Qabd, while 
al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân was dedicated to the god ‘Athtar dhu-Risâf. 

Epigraphical evidence indicates that during the last period of its use between 
the 2nd century BC and the 2nd century AD, the extra-muros temple of Haram 
was the site of the cult of the divinities Halfân and dhu-Samâwî.  Dhu-Samâwî 
is a “Celestial God” of the Amîr tribe, the protector of Arab people to whom 
camel statuettes were offered.  It is possible that the extra-muros temples were 
mainly visited by the farmers of the oases together with caravan traders during 
their stops along the long journey.  In contrast, the intra-muros temples may have 
been reserved for the urban population, i.e. rulers, artisans, etc.
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Religion governed the life and social organisation of South Arabian peo-
ple.  The names of their divinities come directly to us through dedicatory or 
commemorative inscriptions.  Divinities included primarily tribal, local and 
even household gods and each Kingdom maintained its own official pantheon 
presided over by a primary divinity, the Patron God.  For example, Almaqah 
was the Patron God for the Kingdom of Saba’, ‘Athtar dhu-Qabd for Ma‘în, 
‘Amm for Qatabân and Sayyin for Hadramawt.  The primary divinity of South 
Arabian people was ‘Athtar.  The dedications terminate with an invocation to 
the gods, listed in hierarchical order as required by religious and social proto-
cols.  For instance, Sabaean dedicatory inscriptions first list ‘Athtar, followed 
by Hawbas, Almaqah, dhat-Himyam and dhat-Baʿdân.

The temple was the abode of the god and the site for worship, but it could 
also serve as a refuge and retreat.  The temple, in the name of the god, owned 
riches such as lands and herds of animals that derived not only from dona-
tions, but also from taxes or tithes on spices and special items, such as the first 
agricultural produce of the season.  Offerings to a divinity could also involve 
zoomorphic statues in the form of bulls, ibexes, horses and bronze or stone vo-
tive stelae with inscriptions.  Temple properties were administered by priests. 
Interestingly, inscriptions reveal that women could also take vows in service 
of the divinities. 

THe nATure of SouTH ArABiAn godS

The inscriptions do not provide any information concerning the nature and 
appearance of the divinities.  South Arabian populations were well aware of the 
differences between the deities, which were not reflected in their aesthetic-formal 
appearance, but in their intrinsic nature.  The scholar of Pre-Islamic religious 
studies Gonzague Ryckmans discussed the futility of attempting to identify the 
form in which the South Arabian deities were worshipped and postulated that 
the divinities were represented by different iconographies in anthropomorphic 
or animal statues.  Each deity had its own name that could also have a meaning 
(for example, ‘Amm, “paternal uncle”, Wadd, “love”), followed by an epithet 
(for example ‘Athtar Shâriqân, “the one that rises in the East”, namely Venus, 
visible in the morning, before sunrise).  However, these details do not inform 
us about the physical representation of the deity itself.

divinities and religion
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Votive and commemorative inscriptions mention the name of the dedicator 
and the deity to which the invocation or dedication was addressed, often accom-
panied by symbols.  The earliest and most complete compendium of symbols 
emerges from the Banât ‘Âd temples and from a votive terracotta tablet found 
in a private home in Yalâ/Hafarî (see above, p. 37 and Figure 26).  The symbol-
ism includes celestial bodies, plant and animal elements and divine attributes.  
However, the wide range of expressive typologies precludes a direct relationship 
between a specific object and the deity.  For example, male and female South 
Arabian deities were associated with appellations or images of animals; however, 
there is not an unequivocal link between the deity invoked in the inscription and 
the animal to which it refers.

South Arabian texts do not explicitly refer to local myths and legends that 
could help identify the deities.  The epithets “Mother of ‘Athtar”, “Mother of 
Goddesses”, “Daughters of Îl”, “Daughters of Hawbas” allude to a theogonic 
myth that is still obscure.  The mukarrib of Qatabân had the title of “first-born of 
’Anbay and of Hawkum”, showing a close relationship between the sovereigns 
and the divinity, and perhaps the divinization of the sovereigns themselves.

Objects bearing dedications to the deities present different forms, including 
anthropomorphic and animal bronze statues, stelae, amulets, bronze vases, altars, 
incense burners, architectural blocks and seals.  It is still a matter of debate as to 
whether statues with human features accompanied by dedications to the deities 
represent the very deities invoked in the inscription.  The statues might have been 
a representation of offerings made by the worshipper to the deity and therefore 
represented the devotee himself. 

THe lAnguAge of SymBolS

In Southern Arabia as in Mesopotamia, from the beginning of the Iron Age, 
the most characteristic element for expressing a religious concept was the sym-
bol.  Could the symbol have been a substitute for the god and played the same 
role as the anthropomorphic representation of the deity? In Mesopotamia this 
would seem to have been the case.  In Babylon, for example, during the 13th 
century BC, the divine symbols carved into the kudurru, the boundary stones 
placed in the temples, identify the deities whose names sometimes accompany 
the corresponding symbols.  In other examples, inscriptions refer explicitly 
to the divine symbols even though the latter are not figuratively represented.

In Southern Arabia, the relationship between the deity and its symbol is 
anything but straightforward.  The only symbol that has a direct and constant 
relationship with the deity is the curved sign, or curved staff, always associ-
ated with Almaqah and documented from the mukarrib period until the early 
centuries AD.  The curved sign is found at the beginning or at the end of votive 
inscriptions dedicated to this god and its form varies little over time. 

Another type of curved staff is the sickle-sword.  This object is held by men 
in the representation of a procession found in Ma‘în (Figure 27) and by the 
female figures, both carved in the Banât ‘Âd temples.  The sickle-sword was 
a common object in Mesopotamia, represented from the 3rd millennium BC in 
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scenes of war and hunt where it was always associated with kings and deities. 
In particular, the sickle-sword was the attribute, together with a gazelle, 

of the Mesopotamian god Amurru, considered to be the god of the nomadic 
peoples of the West.

For the rest of South Arabian religious symbols, there is not a strict correla-
tion between a particular symbol and a specific divinity.  For example, the lunar 
crescent combined with the planet found on objects, mostly incense burners, 
with dedications to Shams, ‘Athtar, Wadd and Amm, might symbolize either a 
sun deity or a lunar deity, or more generally the heavens.  However, since this 
symbol does not appear to be strictly associated with a specific deity, it might 
be considered a talismanic image.  The lunar crescent with the planet symbol 
is documented as early as the 8th century BC and persists into the first centuries 
AD.  In some reliefs, the same symbol is associated with a bull accompanied by 
the inscription “Wadd is the father” (Wadd’ab, a magic formula against the jinx). 

The extended hand is a symbol often found on South Arabian monuments 
as well as on rock art, and it is also associated with the crescent moon and 
heavenly disk motif.  It could be the attribute to ‘Athtar and have an apotropaic 
significance, due to the protective nature of the god against all forms of profa-
nation of tombs or temples.  The open hand could also signify a gesture of 
benediction and adoration. 

The South Arabian inscriptions referring to the construction of buildings 
dedicated to ‘Athtar dhu-Qabd are often accompanied by the Minaean symbol 
defined as a “door”.  This symbol is sometimes substituted by the monogram 
of ‘Athtar.  This symbol might signify access to the divine presence or to the 
afterlife.  As noted, ‘Athtar is often invoked for protection against the profa-
nation of tombs. 

Fig. 27 - Scene of a procession from a Banât ‘Âd temple in Ma‘în (Jawf). 
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The significance of other commonly found symbols is still unknown.  For 
example, an arrow-like form with a transverse bar is found in the Jawf reliefs 
of Banât ‘Âd, on Sabaean inscriptions and coins, and has been interpreted as a 
spade for its similarities to the marru, a farm tool of the god Marduk.  Another 
symbol, the rhombus, similar to the Mesopotamian lozenge, may have various 
interpretations — from a vulva, as symbol of fertility, to an eye with an apo-
tropaic function, to a wheat seed as a reference to agriculture.  In contrast, the 
cross, documented in Qatabanian inscriptions and on Sabaean seals and coins, 
is interpreted as a divine symbol and has precise Babylonian parallels where it 
is depicted on seals or around the neck of kings as amulets. 

In inscriptions dating to the period of the Sabaean mukarribs, the symbols 
designated as “lightning rod” and “double stylus” are often paired and prob-
ably associated with Almaqah’s “staff”.  The “lightning rod” also appears in the 
Minaean inscriptions near the monogram of ‘Athtar, the snake and the “door”. 
Scholar Adolf Grohmann linked this symbol to the Babylonian cluster of thun-
derbolts depicted on seals and reliefs.  These two- or three-pointed thunderbolt 
symbols are attributed to Adad, both as a beneficial rain-bearing deity or as a 
malevolent god of tempests. 

Fig. 28 - Detail of ibexes heads decorating an offering table excavated in the temple of 
‘Athtar dhu-Qabd at Barâqish (Jawf). 
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The symbols of the rhombus (F), 
the cross (T), the lightning rod (: E) 
and the double stylus (V) correspond to 
letters of the South Arabian alphabet 
– (F) to the f; (T) to the t; (: E) to both 
h and ḥ, and (V) to the ḏ respectively. 
The meaning of such association is 
still obscure. 

A number of South Arabian in-
scriptions are characterized by a 
small circle placed at the end of the 
text and could have a magic mean-
ing.  This symbol has been preserved 
within the South Arabian culture and 
is present in some Muslim texts with 
magic significance.

The ambiguity encountered in the 
attribution of symbolic objects is also 
true for symbolic animals.  The ibex, 
depicted in either an advancing, re-
cumbent or heraldic position, is the 
animal most frequently depicted in 
South Arabian art on objects such 
as lamps, offering tables (Figure 28) 
and thrones, and on temple monu-
ments.  As a wild animal living in the 
mountains, the ibex symbolizes the 
force of nature and is associated with 
different deities, including ‘Athtar, 
and especially with the national pa-
tron god of the Sabaeans, Almaqah, 
mentioned in some inscriptions as 
“lord of the ibexes”. 

The antelope is an animal that appears in the dedications to ‘Athtar, and 
might therefore be the symbolic animal dedicated to this deity.  However, 
in the temple of Banât ‘Âd at Nashshân, two antelopes are held by the gods 
Hawar and Yada‘sum, and in this case the antelope is believed to represent 
a votive offering in a ritual scene rather than symbolising a deity.

The bull, depicted on sacrificial tables, funeral stelae, statues in the round 
and temple friezes and gutters, is associated with Sayyin in the Hadramite 
culture, with Anbay in Qatabân and with Sami‘ and Wadd in the Jawf.   
It also appears among the animals depicted in the Banât ‘Âd temples (Figure 
29).  The bull is a symbol of fertility and reproduction, as well as rebirth after 
death (Figure 30).  Given this dual function, the image of the bull appears 
both in temples and in funerary contexts throughout the 1st millennium BC 
and in the following centuries.

The snake appears on monuments, objects and inscriptions, either individu-

Fig. 29 - Bulls in low-relief engraved 
in a pillar of the al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân 
intra-muros temple.

Fig. 30 - Bull statue in limestone (Jawf).



44 ancient south arabian period

ally or in entwined pairs.  It is generally associated with Wadd in dedications. 
Because of its chthonic qualities and the capacity to shed and renew its skin, the 
snake could be a symbol of immortality and fertility.  In the Banât ‘Âd temple 
at Nashshân, the motif of two entwined snakes forms a sort of sceptre grasped 
with both hands by Aranyada‘ who is seated before Almaqah.

In summary, animal representations on South Arabian monuments might 
denote the attribute of one or more divinities or their theriomorphic aspect.  
The defining characters of these animals — power, vigour, dexterity — appear 
to epitomize the qualities of the gods for whom these animals are symbols. 
In addition, a particular animal, such as the ibex or the bull, could represent 
the god’s specific sacrificial offering.

QueSTionS ABouT divine PorTrAiTS 

In Mesopotamia, from the Akkadian period, deities were depicted in 
mythological and heraldic scenes, with a characteristic diadem decorated by 
seven pairs of horns.  The deities were portrayed with their attributes, seated 
or standing in their aediculae, or on a podium as statues of worship, or on 
carts and boats and next to specific natural or imaginary hybrid animals.  Al-
though deities are rarely identified from accompanying inscriptions, Meso-
potamian divine representations are easily recognizable by specific contexts 
and attributes.  There are a few remarkable exceptions.  For example, in seals 
of the Akkadian period, the sun’s rays could designate different deities, sug-
gesting the existence of several sun gods or that a single sun god had very 
close affiliates.  At times, the transfer of attributes from the original deity to 
another deity renders the identification more difficult.

In contrast, in Southern Arabia, with the exception of Almaqah who is 
identified by the curved symbol, the iconography of the deities remains un-
defined.  The carvings of the intra-muros temple of Banât ‘Âd at al-Sawdâ’/
Nashshân, depicting male figures accompanied by the names of divinities 
(Cf. p. 31 ff.), have been interpreted as indicative of an anthropomorphic 
representation of the deities.  However, the question is still unresolved, as the 
deity figures have stereotypical human forms and no specific attributes.  For 
example, a number of deity figures of the Banât ‘Âd intra-muros temple are 
clad in a long tunic decorated with rectangular elements (Cf. Figures 19-22), 
recalling terracotta (Cf. Figure 26) or bronze worship tablets (Cf. Figure 32), 
while others wear an ordinary short robe coiled around the waist. 

The interpretation of other numerous anthropomorphic and animal statues 
dedicated to deities in the temples remains uncertain.  As noted previously, 
they could be interpreted as votive offerings representing the dedicators or 
the animals sacred to the deities, or images of worship.  However, it is still 
a matter of debate as to whether dedicated bronze statues to the gods repre-
sented the gods themselves (see below, p. 63-65). 

In summary, the analysis of South Arabian religious iconography indicates 
that the representation of the divine was obtained by means of a complex 
symbolic system in which the association between symbols, their meanings 
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and the various divinities is not always direct.  It is likely that the South 
Arabians expressed and represented the divine through heterogeneous forms, 
including the human form.  However, the human figure, although represented 
with symbols and attributes and a hieratic demeanour, was absolutely non-
individualised.

The elusiveness of the concept of the divine in Southern Arabia is demon-
strated not only by the multiplicity of representations, but also by the variety 
of places of worship.  In fact, the deities were worshiped in the temples, as 
well as in specific spaces dedicated to this purpose – in the open air, in the 
necropolises or inside dwellings.  The statuettes identified as “ancestors” 
(see below, p. 61-62) were worshipped as household or sepulchral tutelary 
deities.  Sacred rocks, or betyles, the antecedents of which are to be found 
in proto-historic and prehistoric monuments, were worshipped in mountain 
sanctuaries (Jabal al-Lawdh, Darb al- Sabî, Shi‘b al-‘Aql) or in private homes. 

riTuAlS

South Arabians observed a broad complex of ritual practices that included 
the sacred hunt, pilgrimage, animal sacrifice, ritual banquets, public confession 
and offerings of statues and natural products.  The ceremonies were accompa-
nied by the ritualistic burning of resins, especially frankincense.  The answer 
of the god was expressed through oracles and the connection with the divine 
occurred during dreams when the worshipper spent the night in the temple. 

Scholars have always believed that the images in the temples of Banât 
‘Âd were the symbolic representation of a ritual linked to the sacred hunt. 
Indeed, these images depict the same wild animals that were featured in in-
scriptions describing the hunts conducted by the mukarrib of Saba’ as cult 
practices to propitiate the gods ‘Athtar and Kirwam.  The inscriptions refer 
to the number of animals killed, rather than to the species hunted during the 
ritual.  The sacred hunt was traditional in Southern Arabia at least until the 
1st century BC, but it later lost its ritual significance to become hunting for 
mere entertainment (see below, Figures 159-160). 

Currently, the only known hunting scene in South Arabian art is depicted 
on a limestone slab almost certainly originating from one of the Banât ‘Âd 
temples of the Jawf and presently at the National Museum of San‘â’.  The 
scene depicts archers hunting wild asses, gazelles and ibexes (Figure 25, p. 
36).  Although there is an element of realism in the overall scene, the men, 
ibexes and gazelles are nevertheless portrayed in the stereotyped style that 
is characteristic of the pillars in the temples of the Banât ‘Âd.  The layout 
of the figures on parallel planes and the stylisation of the men’s long beards 
recall the scenes of ritual procession depicted on two blocks from a Banât 
‘Âd temple in the ancient site of Ma‘în (Figure 27, p. 41).  Of note, images 
of wild asses occur for the first time in this kind of monument.  The same 
type of equid appears in rock art dating from the prehistoric period (Cf. 
Figure 3, p. 14) through the Iron Age, where these animals are also shown 
felled by a number of arrows. 
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Pilgrimage was also a traditional South Arabian ritual and the most impor-
tant was dedicated to Almaqah in Marib during the rainy season in July.  The 
devotees concluded the pilgrimage by sacrificing animals on altars and sacri-
ficial tables and participating in ritual banquets. 

Numerous inscriptions on stone (Figure 31; 3rd century BC) or bronze 
plaques (Figure 32; 2nd century AD) from temples of the Jawf reveal the prac-
tice of confession.  Indeed, ethical conduct and moral practices were carefully 
regulated and monitored, and the faulty observance of rituals or transgressions, 
particularly regarding sexual relationships, was amended by repentance fol-
lowing a public confession.  The confession and the call for forgiveness were 
addressed to the Minaean god Nakrah who was also the god of healing.  Gen-
erally, atonement was obtained through the payment of a fine and, at times, a 
number of days of penitence.

Fig. 31 - Bronze tablet bearing a public 
confession from a temple dedicated to 
the god dhu-Samâwî (Wâdî al-Shudayf, 
between al-Jawf and Najrân).

Fig. 32 - Public confession incised on a 
limestone block, excavated in the temple 
of Nakrah at Barâqish (Jawf).
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The art production of the Ancient South Arabian period consists mainly of 
artefacts relating to worship — offertory or sacrificial tables, altars, incense 
burners, thrones, votive slabs and plaques, architectonic friezes of temples — 
adorned with geometric and zoomorphic friezes. 

geomeTric PATTern

Temples were adorned with geometric panels that occupied the capitals and 
walls of the hypaethral (open to the sky) courtyards, as in the oval temples of 
Marib, dedicated to the patron god of the Sabaeans, Almaqah.  The walls of the 
large porticoed entrance hall of the Awâm temple at Marib are covered with pan-
els decorated with geometric elements created by recessed panel frames (“false 
windows”) together with a series of contiguous horizontal fillets (“blinds”) and 
dentils.  These motifs were also used in the decoration of the external walls of 
a number of temples, as shown by two model temples carved from a block of 
limestone found at Kamna, in the Jawf (Figures 33-34).  Both of these temple 
models are dated to the 8th – 7th century BC.

Objects, such as incense burners and altars (Figures 36), used during ritual 
practices in religious sites were also decorated with the same geometrical motifs. 
Incense burners were made of terracotta, stone or bronze and displayed a variety 
of shapes — cube-shaped with four feet (Figure 35), pyramidal pedestal, and 
round on a high flared ring foot.  The tray where the resins were burned could 
be variously decorated with incised triangles, a pattern of crossed lines, red 
painting and architectural motifs such as recessed panels, dentils and “blinds”. 
Often, incense burners were decorated with the crescent moon and the planet 
Venus (Figure 37). 

ZoomorPHic rePreSenTATion

Geometrical patterns were often combined with theriomorphic representa-
tions — symbols of divinities represented in animal form.  The ibex is the most 
frequently depicted animal both on the architectural friezes of temples and 
on objects related to cult.  The wall of the temple of Sirwâh (7th century BC), 

Architectonic friezes
and cult furnishing in the temples
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dedicated to the god Almaqah, is crowned with a frieze featuring rows of ibex 
heads.  Lines of ibexes are frequently sculpted in low relief on votive stelae 
dedicated to the gods in the temples.  The stelae are framed on the sides by a 
sequence of ibexes, with the characteristic curved horns, standing or crouch-
ing in profile and framed above by rows of ibex muzzles seen face on (Figure 
39, 7th century BC). 

In addition, series of ibexes in high relief are found on stone altars (Figure 
38) and offering or sacrificial tables, such as the example shown in Figure 
40, both found in the Jawf and kept in the Military Museum of San‘â’ (8th -7th 
century BC). 

The ibex was commonly depicted on incense burners, either manufactured 
in stone (Figure 41) or in bronze, such as the example in Figure 42 where the 
animal, adorned with conspicuous curved horns, forms the handle.  The practice 
of depicting animals on incense burners persisted up to the first centuries of the 
Christian era.  Later, the figurative motifs changed and specimens of the 3rd cen-
tury AD were decorated with vine tendrils and scenes featuring camel drivers. 

The extraordinary monolithic thrones found in the Jawf depict two (Figure 
43, Colour Plate) or three ibexes (Figure 44, Colour Plate) on a thick shelf, 
one above the other, with broad curved horns, carved in high relief along the 
sides of the seat back.  The upper edge of the seat back is decorated with the 
“blinds” motif alternating with rows of dentils.  The thrones may have been 
placed in the courtyard of a temple.  The sacredness of the thrones used by the 
rulers was proclaimed both by the image of the ibexes and a dedication to the 
god ‘Athtar.  According to another interpretation, the actual thrones are to be 
considered sacred as symbolic images of the deities (divinised thrones).  The 
names of the rulers are listed in the inscriptions on the front of the seat back 
or on the rear of the throne.  The dedications refer respectively to the rulers of 
al-Sawdâ’ “Malikwaqih Rayd son of ‘Am‘alay” and “Labu’ân Yada‘ son of 
Yada‘’b”, who ruled at least two generations after the former during the period 
from the 8th - 7th century BC.

The seat back of the throne shown in Figure 45 (Colour Plate) is decorated 
with rows of standing and crouching ibexes.  It is likely that the throne stood 
in a temple of the Banât ‘Âd in the Jawf, as suggested by the feminine images 
incised on the front side of the seat and the stylistic characteristics of the figures. 

Like the ibex, the bull was also represented in temples and in tombs, as 
bronze or stone statues in the round or in relief, or as bull’s head decorative 
motifs on sacrificial and offering tables (Figure 46).  Waterspouts with bull’s 
heads decorated the roof gutters (Figure 47) of the temples.  The bull occupied 
an important role in South Arabian ritual, as this animal is also symbolically 
associated with Almaqah and probably with other deities.  As noted, the bull 
is a symbol of fertility, as well as rebirth after death.
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Fig. 33 - Front view of a temple model 
found in Kamna/Kaminahû (Jawf).

Fig. 34 - Lateral view of a temple model 
found in Kamna/Kaminahû (Jawf).

Fig. 36 - Limestone altar decorated 
with dentils and horizontal fillets 
(“blinds”) (Jawf).

Fig. 35 - Cube-shaped incense burner.
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Fig. 37 - Inscribed incense burner 
decorated with the crescent moon 
and the planet Venus (Jawf).

Fig. 39 - Alabaster votive stela decorated with 
ibexes, dentils and “blinds” (Jidfir ibn Munaykhir). 

Fig. 38 - Limestone altar deco-
rated with standing ibexes 
(Jawf).
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Fig. 40 - Limestone libation table adorned with crouching ibexes.

Fig. 46 - Libation table in limestone. Note the spout 
shaped as a bull’s head (Jawf).

Fig. 47 - Architectural 
gutter in alabaster. The 
spout is sculpted as a 
bull’s head (Jawf).

Fig. 42 - Bronze incense burner with the 
handle fashioned as a standing ibex.

Fig. 41 - Limestone incense burner 
decorated with a crouching ibex.
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The offering of votive stelae and commemorative relief-carved plaques to 
the temple divinities was a common practice during the Ancient South Arabian 
period.  This religious and cultic material culture demonstrates a clear connec-
tion with the ancient Near Eastern iconographic tradition.  Caravan commerce 
connected South Arabian populations directly to the Mesopotamian civiliza-
tions — initially to the Assyrians, and later, after the fall of Niniveh in 612 BC, 
to the Neo-Babylonians, a dynasty of six kings founded by King Nabopolassar 
(626-605 BC) and ending with King Nabonidus (555-539 BC).  The Neo-Baby-
lonian culture maintained earlier traditions, but also initiated ambitious political 
statements of power and magnificence through imposing architecture — grand 
palaces, temples, monumental doors covered with polychrome glazed bricks 
and the famous hanging gardens of Babylon.  Mesopotamian artistic legacy 
and cultural influence survived for at least two centuries under the Achaeme-
nid Empire after Cyrus’ conquest of Babylon in 539 BC.  South Arabian artists 
drew their inspiration from this enormous artistic and cultural patrimony and 
created works of art that expressed a marvellous blend of local and imported 
tradition that we will analyse through a review of selected objects. 

 

AlABASTer voTive STelAe

A typical example of Near Eastern artistic influence is demonstrated by the 
alabaster stela dedicated to ‘Athtar dhu-Qabd, found in the Minaean capital 
Ma‘în/Qarnaw (Figure 48). 

This artwork is of particular interest for the local adaptation of foreign ele-
ments.  The motifs derive from two, skilfully combined, iconographic reperto-
ries — one unmistakably local and the other of Near Eastern derivation.  The 
stela has the characteristic concave upper shape — a reference to the curve of 
the crescent moon — and tapers at the base.  It demonstrates the characteristic 
style of South Arabian stelae in having an inscription framed by a low relief 
decoration sculpted on three sides.  On this stela, the nine-line inscription ends 
at the bottom with a monogram on the left (Zalmân, name of a Minaean family) 
and the divine symbol of ‘Athtar dhu-Qabd on the right. 

The geometric/architectonic decoration on the three sides of this stela belongs 
to the local repertory.  The motif on the upper portion consists of three single 

celebratory and votive reliefs 
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and one double row of dentils alternating with the “blinds” motif (rows of 
horizontal and parallel fillets).  This geometric motif is complemented on the 
four corners of the stela, by three orders of longitudinal panels extending along 
each side of the stela.  Each order comprises two double recesses (small false 
windows) followed by two “blinds” and decorations along the top edge by 
three dentils.  This complex architectonic composition reproduces on a small 
scale the decorative and functional elements (lintels, doors and windows) of 
South Arabian religious architecture, as shown on the model temples found 
in the Jawf (Cf. Figures 33-34).  To this iconography also belong the animal 
heads that, eighteen on each side, frame the central inscription along the two 
long sides of the stela.  A single head of a bull, with a floral ornament between 
the horns, is depicted frontally in the small recesses.  The same representation 
is carved centrally, above the first line of the text. 

Along with these typical motifs, the artists have inserted a number of icono-
graphic motifs that belong to the Near Eastern iconographic repertory.  Six 
sphinxes with the body of a winged animal, a human head and lion’s paws are 

Fig. 48 - Alabaster stela dedicated to ‘Athtar 
dhu-Qabd (Ma‘în/Qarnaw).

Fig. 49 - Bronze slab decorated 
with rows of sphinxes facing for-
ward (Marib).
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carved in low relief inside a recessed square above the inscription, symmetri-
cally positioned on either side of the bull’s head.  The particular position of the 
sphinxes in relation to the bull’s head could signify that they had an apotropaic 
value intended for the protection of the god, as represented by the bull.  The 
sphinx imagery has been documented in South Arabian bronze plaques dat-
ing from the 6th century BC, as, for example, the bronze slab in the National 
Museum of San‘â’, decorated with rows of facing forward sphinxes (Figure 
49).  This alabaster stela demonstrates other figurative motifs of Assyrian or 
Persian-Achaemenid origin.  In panels along the side frames of the stela and 
alternating with architectonic motifs, low relief, stereotyped male figures de-
picted in profile and facing the centre of the alabaster stela are shown in the 
ritual act of making an aspersion with the situla, a bucket containing purifying 
water, held in the left hand.  The situla and the pinecone were the attributes 
of the winged divinities (geniuses) placed in front of the sacred tree or next 
to the Assyrian king, as shown in the reliefs of Nimrud (9th century BC) and 
Khorsabad (8th century BC).  These divinities were believed to preside over 
cult ceremonies, during which they sprinkled holy and purifying water on the 
king and conferred on him supernatural abilities to triumph over enemies and 
evil.  At Khorsabad, the human-headed winged geniuses, sculpted in high re-
lief inside the gateways, hold the situla and pine cone in the act of purifying 
visitors as they crossed the palace threshold. 

Finally, the stela presents, between the two panels with the figures just 
described, a human-headed winged genius, moving towards the centre, arms 
raised and held out sideways.  The posture of this figure has parallels in As-
syrian reliefs and is identical to that of a genius threatening a dragon in a 

Fig. 50 - Fragment of an alabaster relief showing the inferior portion of a male fig-
ure wearing a fringed cloak and holding a situla (Marib).
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relief in the temple of Ninurta at Nimrud, and of a winged divinity attacking 
a sphinx from another relief at Nimrud.

It is possible that the Minaean patron who commissioned the stela had 
in mind the reliefs of the Assyrian palaces and the artist copied these relief 
images from reproductions on objects, such as vases, ivory plaques and seals 
that circulated at the periphery of the Assyrian Empire.  It is reasonable to 
assume that the patron had a certain familiarity with this foreign iconographic 
repertory and knew its significance.  In fact, the intentional association of 
the figurative components — architectonic decorations, animals, human 
figures and wing-geniuses — reflects knowledge of a foreign culture and 
a will to transmit the concepts behind the images.  The symbolic message 
referred to the temple and the divinities, as well as to a scrupulous respect 
for the rituals and rules of purification.  This ideological message transmit-
ted through symbolic images — in conformity with the characteristic South 
Arabian hermetic style of communication — accompanies the traditional 
dedicatory inscription.  The palaeography of the inscription suggests a date 
around the 6th century BC. 

A final example of this blending of traditions is represented by a fragment 
of an alabaster relief from Marib (6th -5th century BC), kept in the Military 
Museum of San‘â’ (Figure 50), showing the lower part of a figure wearing 
a fringed cloak and holding a situla. 
The iconography recalls the images 
that decorated gateways and walls in 
the Assyrian or Persian-Achaemenid 
Royal palaces.  Of note, the presence 
of a bull’s hoof, indicating the typical 
South Arabian altar or throne, demon-
strates how foreign iconography was 
adapted to local use. 

STone funerAry STelAe

Sandstone and limestone funerary 
stelae dating from the Ancient South 
Arabian period are stylistically very 
different from coeval votive stelae 
described above.  Figure 51 provides 
examples of Minaean funerary stelae 
found in the Jawf.  The shape and carv-
ings of these ancient funerary stelae 
are simple and consist of a rectangular 
stone block, on average 30 cm high, 
bearing on one side a carving of circular 
or rhomboidal eyes, as the symbolic 
portrait of the deceased, and, below, 
the name of the deceased.  

Fig. 51 - Limestone funerary stela. The 
name of the deceased is incised below the 
circular eyes (Jawf).
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The inscription of a single name, 
as previously recorded in a number 
of Saudi Arabian rock inscriptions, is 
thought to signify that the individual 
belonged to a low social class.  Accord-
ing to epigraphist Alfred Beeston, the 
use of single names meant that those 
individuals were “in the process of 
being integrated into a tribe; and [...] 
there may have been in the towns a 
floating population of ‘unattached’ 
individuals with no family or clan 
background”.  Onomastic analysis 
has established that most of the names 
incised on the stelae of the Jawf have 
similarities with North Arabic names. 
Actually, baetyles (stones venerated 
as the “house of god”) inside small 
temples (naiskoi) and stelae with sche-
matic eyes or faces found at Taymâ’, 
Madâ’in Sâlih (today in Saudi Arabia) 
and Petra (today in Jordan), closely 
recall the Minaean stelae.  Therefore, 
the hypothesis that the funerary stelae 
of the Jawf could be related to cara-
vaneers or nomads of both Southern 
and Northern Arabian origin, cannot 
be ruled out when one considers the 
role played by the Minaeans in the 
caravan trade. 

Of note, a South Arabian stela, 
presently at the National Museum 
of San‘â’ (Figure 52, 6th-5th century 
BC), bears in its upper portion the usual rhomboidal eyes and the name of 
the deceased (of North Arabian origin), and, in the lower portion, a male fig-
ure sculpted in relief.  The clothing — a long skirt reaching the calves and a 
fringed cloak — can be ascribed to Assyrian or Neo-Babylonian style, con-
firming that individuals from the Northern parts of the Near East travelled, 
lived and died in South Arabia. 

More recent Minaean stelae, dating from the 3rd century BC to 2nd cen-
tury AD, present a variety of typologies that include, besides the name of 
the deceased, full faces incised or sculpted in low- or high-relief (Cf. below, 
p. 99, Figure 85).

Fig. 52 - Minaean funerary stela.



57ancient south arabian period

voTive BronZe PlAQueS

Bronze slabs bearing a dedication were commonly used as an alternative 
to inscribed stone stelae for votive offerings.  The bronze plaques were cast in 
moulds that varied in size according to the length of the dedication and could 
be completed with figures and symbols. 

A number of bronze artefacts are contemporary to the alabaster stelae and 
feature a similar iconography.  The first example, not found in situ, but acquired 
from the antique market, is an inscribed plaque dedicated to the god Almaqah 
(Figure 53, Colour Plate).  The name of the city where this artefact originated 
can be inferred from the name of the devotee, Sabahhumû son of ‘Ammîshafaq 
ibn Rashwân the Nashqite, i.e. from Nashqum/al-Bayda’, in the Yemeni Jawf.  
Sabahhumû was sent on a military expedition by the son of the King of Saba’ 
and rewarded for his success.  The inscription mentions the commercial em-
poria in Northern Arabia that were staging posts visited by the South Arabian 
caravans — Dedân, Lihyân, Gaza, “cities in Judah” and Kition (Cyprus).  The 
inscription also mentions a war between Chaldea and Ionia that could refer to 
the Chaldean military campaign against Cilicia (a South coastal region of Asia 
Minor) and enables us to date the artwork between the end of the 7th and the 
beginning of the 6th century BC.  The votive significance of the bronze plaque 
is clearly demonstrated by the dedication to the god Almaqah and by the action 
performed by the male figures, identically reproduced four times in the panels 
bordering the plaque.  The men are shown in profile, facing the inscribed central 
panel.  They wear a short cloak and a longer mantle with a fringed hem, thrown 
over the shoulders, that covers the hips and ankles.  The figures have long, thick 
beards and curly hair reaching to the base of the neck and are holding situlae.

Closely related iconographic features are found in a second bronze artefact 
of unknown origin, currently owned by a private collector in Yemen (Figure 
54).  The posture and iconography of the figure — in profile with an advancing 
stance, hairstyle, clothing and attributes such as the situla, with a broad verti-
cal handle — are identical both to those on the inscribed al-Baydâ’/Nashqum 
plaque and to those on the stone stela from Ma‘în/Qarnaw, previously described 
(Figures 48, 53).  However, both the costume and hairstyle differ from the 
local, South Arabian style of the Banât ‘Âd reliefs.  The origin of the male’s 
iconography can be traced to the states in the Northern part of the Near East, 
with which the South Arabians had close trading links. 

Such cultural syncretism is found in both Minaean and Sabaean contexts.  
In a bronze plaque relief from the Sabaean Capital Marib (Figure 55), the 
traditional South Arabian motif of the crouching ibex framing the scene of 
a central panel is associated with winged bulls on either side of the sacred 
tree (6th – 5th century BC).  From the 2nd millennium BC, the representation 
of the winged bull facing the stylised tree of life was a common theme in 
Near Eastern art, both in low-reliefs and in glyptic art.  In particular, the tree 
characteristically stylised as shown in Figure 55, belongs to Neo-Assyrian 
art, and the winged-bulls are part of the Persian-Achaemenid artistic tradition. 
The representation on the Marib bronze plaque vividly recalls the winged-bull 
on a glazed brick wall of the Achaemenid palace in Susa (5th century BC). 
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The lower register of the Marib bronze plaque depicts a procession of war-
riors victoriously returning from a military expedition.  The warriors brandish 
the hands as trophies of their slain enemies and triumphantly raise their bows 
with their left hands.  Similar representations are found in Mesopotamian or 
Egyptian contexts in which processions of warriors are shown brandishing the 
heads or hands of their dead enemies. 

In summary, the iconographical models for the al-Baydâ’ plaque (Figure 
53) and the stone stela from Ma‘în (Figure 48) combine features typical of the 
Sabaean tradition and the Near Eastern tradition, of Persian-Achaemenid deri-
vation.  Such cultural syncretism was common to the South Arabian elite class, 
as demonstrated by the al-Baydâ’ plaque commissioned by the high-ranking 
official, Sabahhumû.  It is still uncertain as to whether these iconographic in-
fluences reached Southern Arabia through direct routes, or indirectly, through 
the “filter” of the Northern Arabian region. 

BronZe lionS 

Contemporary (6th – 5th century BC) to the bronze plaques is a pair of bronze 
lions on inscribed bases, originating from al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân (Figure 56).  This 
genre of bronze artefacts was produced by casting from a single mould both the 
figure and the inscribed base.  The result is comparable to a two-dimensional 
artwork, i.e. a relief in bronze that could then be attached to the walls of a 

Fig. 54 - Fragment of a 
bronze plaque depicting 
a bearded man wearing a 
short cloak and a mantle 
with a friged hem. The fig-
ure holds a situla, a bucket 
for purifying water.

Fig. 55 - Fragment of a bronze plaque depicting two 
winged bulls on either side of the sacred tree. Below, 
a parade celebrating a military victory is represent-
ed (Marib).
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building.  The two lines of boustrophedonic inscription — a dedication to the 
god ‘Athtar by the rulers of Nashshân — suggest that the lions were placed on 
the wall of a temple dedicated to this divinity. 

The origin of the iconography of lions, depicted in a ferocious posture, as 
well as their use in architecture can be traced back to the Hittite (15th – 13th 
century BC), and Assyrian civilizations (from the end of the 2nd millennium 
to the 7th century BC) where lions and human-headed bulls in stone were set 
in pairs, facing each other as guardians of city gates, palaces and temples. 

The fierce and apotropaic appearance of the al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân’s lions 
is rendered by the two large, hollow eyes framed by thick lids and decorated 
intarsia, and the well-defined rounded ears.  The upper lip and skin around the 
nostrils are drawn back, displaying the canine teeth and protruding tongue. 
In Near Eastern iconographic tradition, apotropaic figures, such as the lion 
and the human-headed winged bull, present both a composite frontal and in 
profile view made possible by the presence of a fifth leg, visible from a three-
quarter view.  When seen from the side, the figures are represented walking, 
with their heads turned towards the spectator, and their gaze is directed toward 
the incoming people as if-to scrutinise and intimidate them.

In Southern Arabia, the lions acquired a typical local style.  Indeed, the 
lion appliques differ from the Near Eastern iconographical tradition in that 
they have been restyled as low relief metal artefacts to be attached to any 
sort of surface.  The animal’s body is compact and rounded, with massive 
paws and a thick tail curled up over the back.  Even though the head is dis-
proportionately large, the treatment of the animal’s anatomy and posture is 
quite naturalistic.  The leonine bronze reliefs persisted in ancient Yemen 
through the Hellenistic period, as demonstrated by the lion bronzes from 
Tamna‘ (Cf. p. 109 and Figure 103).

Fig. 56 - Bronze lions on bases bearing a dedication to the god ‘Athtar 
(al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân).



60 ancient south arabian period

A HumAn-HeAded winged iBex

The majestic and fierce hybrid animal figures in stone, 
guarding neo-Assyrian palaces must have stimulated the 
fantasy of a South Arabian visitor, as suggested by the 
human-headed, winged ibex found in al-Jûba (Figure 
57).  The bronze statue, standing only 32 cm high, is an 
exact reproduction of the ibexes with branching curved 
horns familiar in South Arabian reliefs.  However the 
ibex has acquired wings and a human head with a long 
beard and thick hair.  These characteristics recall the 
human-headed winged bulls or tutelary geniuses (la-
massu) of the neo-Assyrian palaces and the animals 
set to guard the monumental gateway of the palace of 
Xerxes I at Persepolis. Fig. 57 - Anthro-

pomorphic winged 
ibex in bronze from 
al-Jûba).
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The formal and thematic principles found in ancient artistic production 
from the Bronze Age continue to guide South Arabian statuary in the 1st mil-
lennium BC.  However, while the sculpture (idols) and graffiti of the Bronze 
Age are characterised by a dynamism tending to naturalism, the subsequent 
artistic production is distinguished by a simplification of the naturalistic forms, 
culminating in an abstract conventionalism where the symbolic and magic 
value dominates.  These features will persist throughout the whole period of 
the Caravan Kingdoms.

Examples of sculpture in the round of the same period are few.  Although 
stone sculptures are somewhat rough and stereotyped, bronze statues are re-
fined and indicate that the artisans had attained a high degree of stylistic and 
technical skill. 

STone STATueS. THe AnceSTorS

The sole examples of anthropomorphic sculpture in stone are represented 
by small statues of seated figures known to scholars as “ancestors” (Figure 
58).  These statuettes originate from the Yemeni Jawf (al-Baydâ’/Nashq and 
al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân), but none have been recovered in their original context, 
such as tombs, temples and houses.  Therefore their function is still unclear. 
These statuettes could represent a sort of tutelary domestic deity and kept in 
private homes.  Alternatively, they could be funerary statues representing the 
deceased seated at a banquet, according to an iconographic model common in 
the Syro-Palestinian region at the beginning of the 1st millennium BC, reflecting 
the belief that the soul of the deceased was admitted to the table of the gods.  An 
example of this iconography comes from Tell Halaf in Northern Syria, where 
seated figures finely carved in stone, were placed in the funerary chapels of 
the ruling family.  The deceased were portrayed holding a cup in their hands. 

The stone statuettes are generally small in size (30/40 cm) and roughly 
carved from a small block of limestone or sandstone.  The figure is seated on a 
stool with the feet resting on the base on which the name of the dedicator may 
be inscribed.  In most statuettes, the feet are rendered by short vertical lines 
incised on the front of the base.  The arms are folded at right angles and the 
forearms outstretched.  The face is coarsely rendered with prominent features. 

Sculptures in the round 
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The hair is either crudely represented by a squared 
off surface, or it can be well-sculpted with locks ac-
curately modelled and falling on either side of the 
face.  Like all sculptures in stone (reliefs, inscrip-
tions, thrones, etc.), these statuettes were finished 
and brought to life with the application of paint — 
brown for the skin of the face; black for the hair, 
eyes and eyebrows; red for hands and feet and the 
outline of the eyes.  The holes found in the arms and 
legs of some statuettes allowed the attachment of 
metal jewellery.  South Arabian sculptors tended to 
simplify forms to such an extent that the figures ap-
pear fixed in a geometric, static block, separated into 
two distinct parts at the waist.  The bust is fashioned 
with care, whereas the legs are barely indicated at 
the front and remain imprisoned in the cubic mass. 
The resulting figure is a small block-shaped body 
with a protruding head that is stylistically crude but 
nonetheless expressive.  This mode of abstraction 
was intentional and emphasises the symbolic and 
magic value of the figure.

The iconography of the Jawfite seated figure and 
the onomastics of the inscriptions point to a North 
Arabian origin.  The iconography of hese statuettes 
may have been introduced into Southern Arabia by 
North Arabian ethnic groups or by the Minaeans with 
whom they traded.  On the basis of a palaeographic 
analysis of the inscriptions, the proposed dating of 
these figures is around the 7th-6th century BC.  In 
Southern Arabia, the tradition of the seated figure 
sculptures seems to continue to the first centuries 
AD, as demonstrated by a number of Qatabanian 
and Himyarite statuettes.

Of interest, a similar type of stone artefacts was 
found in Hauile-Assaraw and Houlti in the Ethiopian 
territory where the Sabaeans established a colony 
in the 7th century BC.  The statue shown in Figure 
59 is dressed in a long fringed tunic decorated with 
incised rosettes and stands on a high base bearing 
a South Arabian boustrophedonic inscription.  The 
arms, resting on the legs, are bent, and each hand 
holds a cylindrical vase.  From an iconographical 
and symbolic perspective, this statue bears a striking 
resemblance to the “ancestors” of the Yemeni moth-
erland, but they are realised in a definite, local style. 

Fig. 58 - Statuette of 
seated figures in lime-
stone, known as “ances-
tors” (Jawf).

Fig. 59 - Limestone statue 
of a seated woman. The 
base bears a Sabaean 
inscription (Haoulti, 
Ethiopia).
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BronZe STATueS

The Awâm temple of Marib, consecrated to the god Almaqah, has yielded 
the most ancient and important human bronze statues (Figures 60-62).  The 
statue shown in Figure 60 represents a walking man, dressed in a short kilt with 
a dagger inserted in the belt.  A leopard skin covers his back and the animal’s 
paws are crossed on the chest.  The two inscriptions on the body of the statue, 
stretching from the shoulders to the right knee, provide, respectively, the name 
Ma‘dîkarib and, as a long boustrophedonic inscription, both the dedication to 
the god Almaqah to whom the statue was offered and the name of the donor. 

The identity and the chronology of Ma‘dîkarib statue is still a matter of 
debate.  Some scholars maintain that a number of features clearly indicate a 
Mediterranean influence.  In particular, the standing posture with the left leg 
advanced, the hairstyle in a triple row of curls framing the face and the skin in 
the style of a leontè (knotted lion skin worn over the shoulder) indicate an af-
finity with Phoenician-Cypriot representations of Melqart/Heracles inspired by 
Greek sculpture of the 5th – 4th century BC.  For this reason, the figure has been 
identified as a divinity, specifically, the national Sabaean god Almaqah to whom 
the statue was dedicated, and dated around the middle of the 1st millennium BC.
However, according to a more recent 
interpretation based on the inscription 
that identifies the figure as one of a 
group of three warriors, the statue has 
been interpreted as representing a high-
ranking Sabaean man, a warrior (the 
statue probably used to hold a spear 
and a staff in its hands), and dated from 
the 6th century BC. 

The other two bronze statues, found 
together with Ma‘dîkarib in the Awâm 
temple (Figures 61 and 62), represent 
two male figures with their right arms 
raised, the palm facing forwards and 
the left arm held in front of the body. 
The gesture of the left hand suggests 
the original presence of a spear.  The 
figures’ loins are clad in a simple 
short cloth that is rolled up around 
the waist.  The boustrophedonic in-
scription on the chest of the statue in 
the Figure 61 gives the names of the 
donors, Hâlikî’amar and ‘‘Ammîyatha‘ 
of the Khalîl lineage and notes their 
dedication of these two statues, again, 
to the god Almaqah.  The custom of 
offering this kind of bronze statue to 
temples consecrated to Almaqah was 

Fig. 60 - Bronze statue of Ma‘dîkarib 
excavated from the Awâm temple in 
Marib.
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widespread, as indicated by the recent discovery in the Jawf of two bronze 
statues stylistically analogous to the statues described above and bearing 
similar dedications to the god (not shown). 

The variety of artistic detail on these bronze statues indicates that these 
works were aulic in character and not commonly used objects such as bronze 
figurines or coroplastics that are characterised by an extremely simplified shape. 

The function of the bronze statues was probably linked to a votive rather 
than a cultic significance, since they lack attributes that clearly specify a 
divine character.  The human statues, placed in the temples, could represent 
the devotee who dedicated his or her own stereotyped image to the divinity 
for devotional purposes or in gratitude for a grace — recovery from illness, 
a granted prayer, protection for the devotee’s family or his/her assets or even 
for the ruler or sovereign.  This theory is supported by the very nature of the 
dedications to Almaqah that can be read in tens of inscriptions sculpted on 
the stone bases of statues found in the Awâm Temple in Marib.  The dedica-
tions were commissioned by people belonging to local notable families, by 
sovereigns, by women and men who offered bronze or brass statues with 
their effigies to the god, or offered statues representing sacred animals and 
divine symbols.

Fig. 61 - Bronze statue of Hâlikî’amar 
and ‘Ammîyatha‘ dedicated to the 
Sabaean god Almaqah.

Fig. 62 - Bronze statue from the Awâm 
temple in Marib.
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In summary, both for structure and canons of representation, the typology of 
South Arabian bronze statuary of the 1st millennium BC reveals the influence of 
traditional Near Eastern statuary of the 3rd and 2nd millennium BC.  However, 
South Arabian traditional artworks demonstrated a considerable stylistic variety 
based on local artistic interpretations.  Indeed, these works bear witness to the 
artistic liveliness and experimentation by bronze artists, whose style certainly 
derived from stone craftsmanship.  During the 1st millennium BC, the artisanry 
attained a high degree of specialisation and presumably functioned in support 
of the temple that remained the key driving force of social life within South 
Arabian culture. 



66 ancient south arabian period

lAnguAge And wriTing

South Arabian writing derives from types of writing that appeared around 
the middle of the 2nd millennium BC in the region between the Sinai and 
Northern Syria.  It had a syllabic alphabet composed of 29 characters and 
are listed in the same order as the ancient Ugarit alphabet called “South-
Semitic” from a tablet found at ‘Ayn Shams/Beth Shemesh, in Palestine. 

The most ancient examples of writing are in cursive and are incised or 
painted on terracotta vases discovered in archaeological contexts dating 
from the 13th to the 10th century BC.  Of note, cursive writing was also in-
cised on small sticks or palm-leaf stalks, used for day-to-day transactions, 
such as accounts, contracts and letters. 

Monumental inscriptions, dating from the middle of the 8th century BC 
and present as recently as 560 AD, are characterised by regular, geometric 
letters incised in stone or bronze for documenting official texts. 

The inscriptions were written both from right to left and in boustroph-
edonic style (Figure 63, Colour Plate, 7th century BC), present until the 4th 
century BC, where the lines of writing are read alternatively from right to 
left and from left to right. 

During a period of sixteen centuries South Arabian writing underwent 
an evolution in form, but without any radical change.  The South Arabian 
alphabet made its way across the Eritrean Sea when the Sabaeans established 
settlements in Ethiopia and a number of characters continue in Ethiopian 
script.  South Arabian inscriptions have been discovered in regions North 
of the present Yemeni borders, in Najrân, Qaryat al-Fâw and in the great 
oases in the North of Hijaz, al-‘Ulâ (Dedân), Madâ’in Sâlih and Taymâ’, all 
in Saudi Arabia.  Other inscriptions have been documented at Khawr Rûrî, 
in Oman, and on the coast of Eastern Arabia, on the Arab-Persian Gulf. 

Although South Arabian inscriptions demonstrate a single type of al-
phabet, the spoken languages were four: Sabaic, Minaic, Qatabanic and 
Hadramitic.  The Minaic died out around the 2nd century BC, while the lan-
guages of Qatabân and Hadramawt declined during the 2nd and 3rd centuries 
AD, respectively.  The Sabaean language survived during the Himyarite 
Kingdom until the middle of the 6th century AD, even though it was not 
spoken during the previous two centuries. 

Two graffiti found at Umm Layla, near Sa‘da, dating from the early 
Islamic period, are written in South Arabian alphabet and compiled in 
Arabic language.
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Fig. 1 -  Landscape of the Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn desert. The site of an archaeological 
survey of a Neolithic settlement.

Fig. 4 -  Rock paintings of the Jarf al-Nabîrah site (al-Dâli‘ region).



70 coloUr PlATES

Fig. 13 -  Map of Ancient Southern Arabia.
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Fig. 43 -  Monolithic thrones in lime-
stone and alabaster decorated with 
sculpted ibexes and geometric motifs.  
These thrones were illegally excavated 
in al-Sawdâ’/Nashshân (Jawf).

Fig. 44 -  Inscribed limestone throne 
with traces of red painting (from illegal 
excavations in al-Jawf).

Fig. 45 - Limestone throne decorated 
with the Banât ‘Âd figures (Jawf).
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Fig. 64 -  Map of the ancient Frankincense Route.

Fig. 53 -  Bronze votive slab with 
a dedication to the god Almaqah 
(al-Baydâ’/Nashqum).

Fig. 63 -  Alabaster votive stela 
with a boustrophedonic inscrip-
tion. The symbols of crescent moon 
and planet Venus are in relief.
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Fig. 77 -  A family tomb in Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl.  The funerary chambers, on each side of a 
central corridor, are divided vertically into three loculi by means of horizontal slabs.

Fig. 69 -  Alabaster male head from Kharibat Hadîm, North of 
Banû Bakr.
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Fig. 78 -  Bird’s-eye view of a Qatabanian tomb showing the presumed position of 
the deceased and their funerary goods.

Fig. 79 -  The tombs are organised in a compound quarter with shared external walls. 
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Fig. 99 -  A ring with carved gem bear-
ing the representation of Hermes/Mer-
cury with winged petasus (hat), ca-
duceus and lyre (Jawf).

Fig. 101 -  Twisted gold bracelet which 
endings are decorated with rampant 
lions (Zafâr area).

Fig. 102 -  Funerary mask in gold 
(Zafâr area).

Fig. 100 -  Gold pendant formed by a 
small bottle in the shape of female’s 
head. A monogram is incised on the bot-
tle’s cap (Zafâr area). 

Fig. 88 -  A ring, two pairs of earrings and a necklace - with a central decoration of 
two antelope heads facing each other - in gold and precious stones (Jawf).
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Fig. 116a: A silver calathus with the representation of the Gigantomachy (Wâdî 
Dura’).  In the centre, the goddess Artemis, wearing high boots and a short chiton, 
brandishes a torch against an anthropomorphic, nude and disarmed, young giant. A 
bearded Heracles, with his left arm covered with a leontè and armed with cub and 
bow, stands to the right of the goddess.

Fig. 116b: The feminine figure with a Phrygian cap in the act of hitting a giant with a 
torch, is the goddess Hecate.  The giant holds a large, round shield.  The figure to the 
right of Hecate is the goddess Athena, with the characteristic high helmet and the aegis 
bearing the apotropaic image of gorgoneion.  The goddess has a shield in her left hand.
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Fig. 116 -  A silver calathus with the representa-
tion of the Gigantomachy (Wâdî Dura’).  In the 
centre, the goddess Artemis, wearing high boots 
and a short chiton, brandishes a torch against 
an anthropomorphic, nude and disarmed, young 
giant. A bearded Heracles, with his left arm cov-
ered with a leontè and armed with cub and bow, 
stands to the right of the goddess.  

Fig. 130 -  Gold coin of the Emperor Nero (65 AD), 
from the Royal tomb in al-Aosabih settlement.
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Fig. 146 -  Inside view of the Great Mosque in San‘â’. The capital in the foreground 
belonged to the ancient Christian church (mid-6th century AD) and demonstrates a 
cross in the centre.
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Fig. 152 -  Coloured stones used in a modern house at Zafâr.

Fig. 157b -  Detail of a bronze plaque with silver inlay depicting, on both sides of 
monograms, a combat scene between two horsemen (Zafâr).

Fig. 161 -  Alabaster relief with the representation of animals attacking preys. 
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Fig. 170a-b -  This Byzantine column reused in the mosque of Mûsà at San‘â’ is 
decorated with different motifs shown in the drawing in Figure 170b, such as styl-
ised acanthus leaves, palmettes, rosettes, crosses, vine tendrils and a chain pattern.
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Fig. 177 - Relief of a human figure sculpted on the Eastern wall of the courtyard ex-
cavated in the Himyarite city of Zafâr. the standing male figure is depicted as a ruler 
identified by the symbols of power — the crown and the sceptre. 
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Fig. 178 -  Representation of turret-houses incised on a rock-face on the plateau near 
Ghaymân.  Note on both sides of the turret-houses pre-Islamic musnad inscriptions.
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Fig. 181 -  View of the citadel of Manâkha (West/South-West of San‘â’).

Fig. 179 -  A graffito showing the monumental entrance to an ancient palace.



Middle South Arabian Period
(4th Century BC - 3rd Century AD)

The Golden Age and the Period of the Fighting Kingdoms
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During the 4th century BC, Southern Arabia saw a remarkable cultural and 
economic development due to the influence of the Lagid Dynasty in Egypt (4th 

– 1st centuries BC) that favoured trade between the Eastern coast of Africa on 
the Red Sea, Arabia and India.  Ports were created on the Arabian and African 
coasts of the Red Sea, and as a consequence of the discovery of the monsoon 
currents, maritime trading routes extended across the Indian Ocean (Figure 
64, Colour Plate).  

Egyptian merchants obtained spices and resins from Arabian merchants in 
Syria and Palestine, but also directly from ancient Yemen, given that South 
Arabian merchants were known to have travelled to Egypt.  One famous mer-
chant was the Minaean Zyd’l who imported myrrh and calamus for the temples 
of Egypt.  His wooden sarcophagus, originally from Memphis and now in the 
Archaeological Museum of Cairo, carries a Minaean inscription with a dedica-
tion to Serapis and the gods of Egypt (3rd – 1st century BC). 

In his Enquiry into Plants, the Greek naturalist Theophrastus of Eresus (died 
c. 287 BC), a pupil of Aristotle, described the frankincense and myrrh trees that 
originated in Arabia and wrote about the Kingdoms of Sab’a, Ma‘în, Qatabân 
and Hadramawt.  Eratosthenes of Cyrene (died c. 202 BC) commented about 
myrrh, produced in Qatabân, frankincense from Hadramawt, as well as other 
aromatic spices that were traded in the North.  Later, in the mid-2nd century 
BC, the historian and geographer Agatharchides of Cnidus remarked that the 
Kingdom of Saba’ was the most powerful and dominant in the southern part of 
the Arabian Peninsula.  The Romans took a direct interest in the territory that 
produced the valued resins and in the year 25 BC, they undertook an expedition 
to conquer the region, which ended in failure.  On this occasion, the Greek his-
torian Strabo of Amasia in his work Geographia provided extensive information 
on the Kingdoms of Arabia, their specific activities and social stratification into 
warriors, farmers, artisans and producers of myrrh and incense and specified 
what proportion of incense production went to the temples.  Finally, in the 1st 

century AD, Pliny the Elder provided valuable and extensive information on 
Arabia Felix in his treaty Naturalis Historia (c. 77 – 79 AD). 

The period stretching from the 4th century BC to the 1st century BC is viewed 
as the Golden Age of the Kingdom of Qatabân, when its territory extended as 
far as the region of Bâb al-Mandab on the Red Sea (Cf. Figure 183).  This was 
the period characterised by an extensive and extraordinarily varied alabaster 

Historical context
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and bronze artistic production, as demonstrated by the excavations at Tamna‘ 
and in its necropolis Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl.  The Kingdom’s decline began during 
the 1st century BC due to the secession of some of the tribes on the plateau, 
including the Himyar that later became the supreme power in Yemen and heir 
to the Kingdom of Saba’ whose language they adopted.  The Qatabanian capi-
tal Tamna‘ was abandoned in the 1st – 2nd century AD and the centre of power 
moved to dhû-Ghayl, modern Hajar ibn Humayd, a few kilometres South of 
Tamna‘.  As a consequence of the endless conflicts with Saba’, Himyar and 
Hadramawt, the Qatabân Kingdom fell into irreversible decline and was de-
finitively subdued by the last quarter of the 2nd century AD.

The Kingdom of Himyar emerged around 110 BC.  Initially, it occupied the 
territory between Dhamâr and ‘Adan and established the capital and the royal 
palace of Raydân at Zafâr (Cf. Figure 13, Colour Plate).  Himyar was initially 
part of the Qatabân Kingdom, spoke the same language and venerated the same 
Gods, including the chief deity ‘Amm.  At the end of the 1st century BC, Him-
yar seized control of the Kingdom of Saba’ and its sovereigns adopted the title 
“King of Saba’ and dhu-Raydân” (Cf. Figure 184).  Of note, Saba’ enjoyed a 
brief period of independence around 100 AD.  However, after continuous con-
flicts, Himyar finally subdued and absorbed both the Kingdom of Saba’ and 
the Hadramawt at the end of the 3rd century AD. 

The Kingdom of Ma‘în continued to play a principal role in the caravan 
trade up to the 2nd century BC, as documented by a bilingual Greek-Minaean 
inscription incised on an altar from the island of Delos bearing the dedication 
to “Wadd and the Minaean gods” by a Minaean merchant (A 7809, Delos Mu-
seum, Greece).  However, during the last two centuries of the 1st millennium 
BC, the Minaean Kingdom was weakened by continuous raids by Arab tribes 
that occupied first the Jawf, and later the territory of Marib, Tamna‘ and Shab-
wat.  Thus, the Kingdom must have been considerably weakened by the time 
one of its greatest cities, Yathill (modern Barâqish) was besieged and conquered 
in 25 BC by Roman troops led by Aelius Gallus, the prefect of Egypt, during 
Augustus’ reign.

The economic and political equilibrium that had thus far strengthened and 
maintained the roles of the cities on the “Frankincense Route” was now dis-
rupted by invasions, revolts and struggles, leading scholars to refer to the period 
from the 1st century BC to the 3rd century AD as the “Period of the Fighting 
Kingdoms”.  The 1st century BC also marks the beginning of the decline and 
gradual abandonment of the caravan trade in favour of seaborne transport.  This 
commercial and economic shift was the primary cause for the decline of the 
cities along the “Frankincense Route”.  We have evidence of intense seaborne 
trade between Rome and India through the Erythraean Sea (the Indian Ocean) 
in a portolan (handbook on maritime trade) — the Periplus of the Erythraean 
Sea — written in Greek by an anonymous author in the mid-1st century AD.  
The Periplus describes the ports along the Yemeni coasts of the Red Sea and 
Indian Ocean and states that vessels laden with precious objects and statues 
from the Mediterranean were directed to the courts of local princes.  

The only Kingdom to benefit from this new state of affairs was Hadramawt 
because it owned the territories where frankincense was produced and had two 
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main ports on the Indian Ocean — Qanî (next to modern Bi’r ‘Alî in Yemen) 
and Samhar (Khawr Rûrî, next to modern Salâla in Oman).  The Hadramawt 
Kingdom became the major power in Southern Arabia and undertook military 
campaigns against the Kingdom of Saba’, annexed a large part of Qatabanian 
territory and inaugurated a new series of coins.  After a period of uneasy alliance 
with Saba’, around 300 AD the Kingdom of Hadramawt fell to the pressure of 
Himyar, while the Western part of the Wâdî Hadramawt was occupied by the 
Arabs of the Kinda tribe, whose capital was Qaryat (modern Qaryat al-Fâw in 
Saudi Arabia), about 300 km North-East of Najrân, in the desert.

The 3rd century AD was characterised by a general crisis throughout the ancient 
world, leading to its collapse.  The political, economic and indeed spiritual crisis 
of the civilization of the Roman Empire, which had prevailed thus far due to the 
Pax Romana, was felt as far afield as the southern confines of the Arabian Pe-
ninsula.  The conflicts lacerating the South Arabian civilization were exacerbated 
by interference from the two major emerging powers: Byzantium in the West, 
through its influence in Ethiopia, and the Parthian-Sassanids to the North-East.
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During the 700 years encompassing the Golden Age and the Period of the 
fighting Kingdoms, Southern Arabia evolved from a relatively provincial cul-
ture to one that was significantly influenced by external cultures as a result of 
extensive trade.  Consequently, South Arabian artistic production demonstrated a 
wide range of styles and iconography that reflected the local tradition while at the 
same time, demonstrating varying degrees of foreign influence, in particular from 
the Hellenistic world.  Most of the objects continued to serve votive or funerary 
purposes.  However, the gradual assimilation and adaptation of foreign artistic 
and cultural idioms reflected the evolution in taste and customs of less isolated 
societies seeking a new language to express their religious and political sentiments.  

In the following sections, exemplary artefacts of devotional, funerary and 
material culture will be discussed in terms of the traditional indigenous style 
and its modification as a consequence of foreign influences.  

OffererS And wOrSHiPerS

The strength of South Arabian religious devotion is demonstrated by the 
innumerable alabaster and bronze statuettes depicting worshippers and offerers 
found in temples and tombs dating from the 3rd century BC to the 2nd century 
AD.  Stone figures of offerers and worshippers and bronze statues and figurines 
show a remarkably similar linear and simplified iconography. 

Most of the statues from this period come from Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl, the necropo-
lis of the Qatabanian capital Tamna‘, from Marib, capital of the Kingdom of 
Saba’, or from a necropolis in the Wâdî Markha, part of the Kingdom of Awsân. 

The alabaster statuettes of offerers and worshippers (Figure 65), featuring 
a male or female figure, stand on a base on which the name of the deceased is 
engraved.  The arms are bent, the forearms extended with the palms upturned 
or closed, holding an offering.  These are small statues (40 – 90 cm in height), 
generally lacking naturalistic proportions and intended to be viewed frontally.  
The head is disproportionately large, with wide-open eyes and a fixed expres-
sion that emanates an impression of strength.  

Although stereotyped, the statuettes do reveal some formal variants that 
allow the determination of their chronology.  It appears that the short skirts 
depicted in a number of stone figures denoted a particular class of individuals, 
possibly kings and dignitaries.  

Signs of devotion 
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This is clearly the case for two of the three statues from the Wâdî Markha, 
now in the National Museum of ‘Adan.  The inscriptions identify three con-
secutive Awsani kings.  The first is Yasduq’îl Fâri‘, son of Ma‘ad’îl (Figure 66), 
the second Ma‘ad’îl Salhân, son of Yasduq’îl Fâri‘ (Figure 67) and the third 
king of Awsân is Yasduq’îl Fâri‘ Sharahat, son of Ma‘ad’il Salhân (Figure 68).  

Fig. 65 - Alabaster statue 
of a female offerer.

Fig. 66 - Alabaster statue 
of Yasduq’îl Fâri‘, son of 
Ma‘ad’îl, King of Awsân 
(Wâdî Markha).

Fig. 67 - Alabaster statue 
of King Ma‘ad’îl Salhân, 
son of Yasduq’îl Fâri‘ 
(Wâdî Markha).

Fig. 68 - Alabaster stat-
ue of the Awsani King 
Yasduq’îl Fâri‘Sharhat, 
son of Ma‘ad’îl Salhân 
(Wâdî Markha).



92 MIDDLE South ArAbIAn pErIoD

The third and most recent of these statues (Figure 68) shows clear Ro-
man influence in the large tunic with serried creases covered with a himation 
(draped cloak) gathered on the left shoulder.  It is this costume — together with 
the palaeography of the inscriptions — that allowed these statues to be dated 
from the period extending from the 1st century BC to the 1st century AD.  This 
late dating puzzled scholars regarding the historical chronology of the small 
Kingdom of Awsân.  The reference to three generations of these kings clearly 
indicates that the Kingdom of Awsân reacquired independence and a return to 
prominence for a certain period following its earlier conquest by the Sabaean 
mukarrib Karib’îl Watâr in the 7th century BC (Cf. p. 24). 

Contemporaneous with the most recent of the Awsân statues, is a magnificent 
alabaster male head (1st century AD; Figure 69, Colour Plate) found at Kharibat 
Hadîm (Qatnan, al-Hadd, North of Banû Bakr).  The head must have been part 
of a funerary statue resting on an inscribed base.  The face, carved with clear 
contours and delicate facial features, is that of a young man.  The lively eyes, 
the soft and fleshy mouth, the long, wavy locks framing the cheeks and the 
refined outline of the moustache and beard, suggest a strong-willed personality 
softened by a calm and uplifting nobility. 

It is worth mentioning a group of limestone sculptures that includes a refined 
statuette identified as “Lady of al-Dâli‘” (Figure 70).  These objects, named 
al-Dâli‘ from the region where production was abundant, do not differ from 
the alabaster statuettes from an iconographical perspective.  However, the soft, 
whitish limestone allowed the artist to accurately incise a variety of decorative 
details, such as hair, jewellery (bracelets, pectorals), clothes and the vittae, a 
decorated ribbon adorning the forehead.  Most of the specimens come from 
the necropolis of Shuka‘ — the city that was probably the centre of produc-

Fig. 70 - Statue in fine 
limestone depicting a fe-
male offerer.

Fig. 71 - Bronze statue of 
a priestess with a crown 
adorned by the crescent 
moon and Venus.
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tion — and bear stylistic analogies to other pieces 
found at Tamna‘ and in the zone of Jabal al-‘Awd, 
dating from the 1st to the 3rd centuries AD. 

Human figures made in bronze display the typi-
cal South Arabian iconography recognisable by 
the characteristic standing posture, in an attitude 
of prayer or offering.  They derive mainly from 
temples and have a votive significance.  These 
bronze statuettes and figurines have precise formal 
correspondences with the stone statuary — posture 
and attitude, hairstyle, treatment of the surface and 
volumes.  The body of the figure is roughly shaped 
and presents flat surfaces with etched details.  In 
contrast, the head appears to be more realistically 
modelled.  The casting technique, revealed by the 
clay core coated by a thin bronze layer, can be 
taken as evidence of local manufacture.  A repre-
sentative example is the bronze statuette depicting 
a priestess or a goddess standing on a round base, 
with a crown adorned by the divine symbols of 
a crescent moon and astral disc (Figure 71).  Her 
cylindrical body is covered by a long, smooth tunic 
and her short arms are extended in front.  

funerAry POrtrAitS

After the 3rd century BC, South Arabian funerary 
sculpture underwent a dramatic change influenced 
by the naturalistic style of the Hellenistic culture.  
The purely schematic and symbolic depiction of 
the deceased in the form of stylised circular or 
rhomboidal eyes incised on ancient Minaean fu-
nerary stelae of the 6th – 4th century BC (Cf. Figure 
51), gave way to sculpturally refined faces — the 
funerary portraits.  These depictions character-
ise Sabaean, Qatabanian and, to a lesser extent, 
Minaean funerary artwoks from the 3rd century 
BC to the 1st century AD.  Most South Arabian 
“portraiture” is idealised and standardised, rather 
than providing a physiognomic characterisation 
of the individual.  However, a number of funer-
ary heads clearly indicate a personalisation of the 
deceased, through the accentuation of the form 
and size of the nose, the depiction of a round or 
elongated face, the structure of the cheekbones, 
etc. (Figure 72).  Among the Sabaeans, funerary 

Fig. 73 - Limestone pil-
lar with a funerary head in 
alabaster, from the Awâm 
necropolis (Marib).

Fig. 72 - Male funerary 
portrait in alabaster.
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portraits such as those found in front of the mausoleums in the temple cemetery 
of Awâm in Marib, were placed inside a niche hollowed out in the upper part 
of a tall rectangular pillar decorated with a chequered pattern in red and natural 
stone (Figure 73).  In the Qatabanian tradition, funerary portraits such as those 
found inside the tombs of Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl, were inserted into small, cubic stone 
bases (Figures 74a-b).  Both the pillars and the stone bases bear the engraved 
name of the deceased.  The heads, varying in height from a miniaturized size 
of 10 cm up to 40 cm, were generally sculpted in alabaster, while the pillars 
and bases were in limestone.  The rear surface of the statue was usually left 
rough-hewn and flat and the top of the head was unfinished to facilitate the 
application of the hair in plaster.  

A fine funerary portrait of a woman (2nd – 1st century BC), presently in the 
Museum of Bayhân, depicts the head of a woman with the hair tied up into an 
elongated bun modelled in plaster that was probably painted black, as indicated 
by the colour residues (Figures 75a-b).  

However, in contrast to the Sabaean and Qatabanian heads sculpted in 
alabaster, the ancient mode of funerary depiction still lingers in the limestone 
sculptures of heads found in the area of the Jawf.  These sculptures seem to 
stylistically echo the statuettes of the “ancestors” (Cf. above, p. 61-62) and are 
characterised by less precise modelling, angular profiles and rough facial features.  

In particular, the nose and the accentuated eyebrows forming a “T” shape, and 
the small and immobile mouth with thick lips, recall characteristics of the local 
style and are similar to some Minaean coeval funerary stelae (see below, p. 99).  

Fig. 74a-b - Frontal and posterior views of a funerary head in alabas-
ter on an inscribed base in limestone, from the Qatabanian necropolis 
of Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl (Tamna‘).
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The portraits were finished with intarsia highlighting the eyes.  Seashells 
or plaster were used for the sclera (white of the eyes), lapis lazuli, obsidian 
and glass paste for the iris and black plaster or black paint for the eyebrows, 
moustache and beard.  

Specific formal features of South Arabian sculptures, such as the use of 
plaster for the hair, the eyes outlined in black and the large, high set ears belong 
to the Ptolemaic tradition.  In fact, exchanges between Arabia and Egypt were 
particularly frequent in this period, as indicated by classical Greco-Roman 
authors (Cf. above, p. 87) and archaeological evidence that we shall discuss 
further below. 

funerAry And vOtive StelAe

During the Middle period, as during the Ancient period, the funerary and 
votive stelae represented the most important expression of regional practices 
relative to the cult of the dead and religious worship.  This category comprises 
a vast range of stelae bearing the representation of the deceased and displaying 
distinctive regional characters — Sabaean, Qatabanian and Minaean — even 
though one can identify a common and traditional expressive language that is 
always symbolic in terms of the iconography and concise in style.  However, 
toward the 1st century BC, the traditional style was partially abandoned by the 
introduction of stelae presenting complex narrative themes and symbologies 
that are of clear Hellenistic-Roman origin.

Fig. 75a-b - Frontal and lateral views of a female portrait in ala-
baster on an inscribed base, from Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl.  The chignon is in 
plaster and applied to the back of the head and neck.
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Sabaean stelae 

A type of square stela in alabaster, 
and occasionally in limestone, is com-
monly found throughout the Sabaean 
territory.  The stela, generally about 
30 cm in height, depicts the face of 
a man or a woman sculpted in relief 
that represents symbolically a portrait.  
Female heads are characterised by long 
hair falling freely down both sides of 
the face, while male heads have the 
typical “collar” beard framing the 
jawbone, as shown in Figure 76.  Such 
stelae were set into niches excavated 
in the limestone, or were occasionally 
carved directly onto the external wall 
of the funerary monument, as seen in 
the necropolis near the Awâm temple 
at Marib.  The sculptural technique ranges from coarse engraving to an almost 
flat relief.  The oval of the face was obtained by a slight lowering of the back-
ground and the features were incised or slightly raised.  The name of the de-
ceased was incised above or below the portrait.  The archaic script that marks 
a number of these inscriptions suggests that the necropolis at Marib remained 
in use over a lengthy period.  

In spite of the coarseness of the carved figures, one can still recognise the 
conventional approach to portraiture common to South Arabian stoneworkers.  

The tombs in the necropolis near the Awâm temple at Marib are veritable 
mausoleums.  Built next to one another and laid out with a system of paths, 
these tombs stand several metres high and are divided into tiers.  The portraits 
of the deceased, either sculpted in the round (Cf. Figure 73) or engraved in 
bas-reliefs were exhibited on the external façade of the tombs. 

Qatabanian stelae

The majority of Qatabanian stelae have been excavated from the necropolis 
of Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl at Tamna‘.  This funerary complex extended on the Western 
side of the Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl’s hill and was composed of two distinct areas.  The 
first area was dedicated to funerary rituals and ceremonies related to the cult 
of the dead and is comprised of a holy well, a building supplied with benches 
for the offerings and a temple with a terrace surrounded by structures devoted 
to funerary rites and the cult of the dead. 

The second area was dedicated to burials and only funerary monuments are 
present.  The family tombs were usually organised in burial chambers sym-
metrically arranged on both sides of a central corridor.  Each chamber was in 
turn divided vertically into adjacent loculi by means of horizontal slabs, up to 
a height of about 3 metres (Figure 77, Colour Plate).  Every loculus contained 

Fig. 76 - Sabaean funerary stela in ala-
baster with a male face in relief.
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the body of the deceased and his/her grave goods (Figure 78, Colour Plate).  
The funerary monuments abutted one of the walls of the burial perimeter (Figure 
79, Colour Plate).  

Packed together, these monuments constitute burial insulae (quarters), joined 
by a network of paths forming a veritable “city of the dead.”

Qatabanian stelae from the 3rd century BC to the 1st century AD presented a 
variety of types.  It was common practice in the necropolis of Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl 
to perpetuate the memory of the deceased not only through portraits sculpted 
in the round (Cf. Figures 72, 74-75), but also by a stela featuring a bull’s head 
sculpted either in low or in high relief — as shown in Figures 80 and 81, re-
spectively — or in the round fixed to a slab by means of a tenon. 

Some of the dedicatory inscriptions on the bovine stelae include the term 
m‘mr, which recurs in other sculptural works, connoting an object symbolising 
the presence of the worshipper in the temple, or of the deceased in the cult of 
the dead.  As previously discussed, the bull is a symbol of fertility and repro-
duction, and also represents rebirth after death (Cf. above, p. 43). 

Aniconic stelae were also very common.  They were made of alabaster in a 
variety of shapes and sizes and stood on a base where the name of the deceased 
was inscribed (Figure 82). 

The Qatabanian stelae could also be in limestone, square and flat in shape, pre-
senting a schematic face in low relief with lozenge or U-shaped eyes, finished with 
a border containing the incised name of the deceased (Figure 83; 1st – 2nd century 
AD).  The eyes, like the whole face, could also have had an apotropaic function, 
i.e. designed to ward off anyone intent on profaning the tombs. 

Another category of typical Qatabanian stelae features a standing human 
figure in relief.  The stela depicted in Figure 84 portrays a deceased worshipper, 
hands clasped at the level of the waist, and standing on a base incised with the 
name of the deceased (1st century BC – 1st century AD).  The iconography of 
these stelae is very similar to the statues in the round of offerers and worshippers.  

Fig. 80 - Inscribed funer-
ary stela decorated with a 
bull’s head in relief.

Fig. 81 - Bull’s head in 
high relief on a funerary 
stela, from the necropolis 
of Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl.

Fig. 82 - Aniconic stela in 
alabaster standing on an 
inscribed base, Hayd ibn 
‘Aqîl.
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Minaean stelae
 
Other stelae with a schematic rep-

resentation of a human face are of 
Minaean production.  A large number 
of these stelae, both in stone or wood 
and rectangular in shape, originate 
from the Jawf.  Unfortunately, only 
limited information exists on the fu-
nerary architecture in the major cities 
of the Jawf, with the exception of the 
small necropolis with pit tombs that has 
been excavated at Barâqish/Yathill by 
the Italian Mission.  However, for the 
large caravan cities such as Tamna‘ and 
Marib, and the city-states of Qarnaw, 
Haram, Nashq and Nashshân in the 
Jawf, we can imagine the presence of 
massive funerary complexes, or “cities 
of the dead” with monumental tombs 
for princes, priests or traders. 

The excavation in the necropolis at 
Barâqish, the first of this sort to have 
been carried out in the Jawf, resulted 
in the exceptional recovery of funerary 
stelae in situ, in their original historical 
context.  These simple pit tombs, small 
and square in shape, are placed next to 
one another, sharing a common wall, 
and are each identified with a stela.  

Fig. 83 - Square stela in limestone de-
picting a schematic face in low relief.

Fig. 84 - The alabaster stela depicts a 
standing worshiper sculpted in high relief.
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The stelae present a human face incised or sculpted in 
low- and high-relief, accompanied by the name of the 
deceased (Figure 85).  Analysis of the onomastics has 
provided interesting findings regarding the origins of 
the people who regularly visited the region between 
the 3rd century BC and the 1st century AD, and has 
revealed a mix of South and North Arabian names, 
indicating both the movement of people along the 
Caravan Route and the presence of an North Arabian 
community in the Jawf.  The rather modest crafting 
and typology of the pit graves suggest that these be-
longed to a nomadic community or to the caravaneers 
that resided seasonally in Yathill, outside the city’s 
walls.  Barâqish was located along the Frankincense 
Route and was therefore a major staging post for 
caravans heading towards the North of the Arabian 
Peninsula.  It is in fact in the North of the Peninsula 
that similar stelae, sculpted in the round or in relief, 
are found.  However, stylistically, the Minaean stelae 
present unmistakably South Arabian characteristics. 

Divinity or human?

Fig. 85 - Minaean stela 
with a male face sculpted 
in high relief, found in the 
necropolis excavated at 
Barâqish (Jawf).

Fig. 86 - Alabaster stela depicting the 
bust of a female figure whose right arm 
is raised, palm facing outwards, and 
with the left hand resting on the breast 
and holding a sheaf of wheat.

Fig. 87 - Alabaster stela of a female 
figure wearing a necklace with a central 
decoration of two antelope heads facing 
each other.
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An unusual and impressive type of South Arabian stelae, also present in the 
Hayd ibn ‘Aqîl necropolis and Marib, depicts a bust of a woman carved in high 
relief from a rectangular plaque, identified by the French scholar Jacqueline 
Pirenne as the South Arabian goddess dhat-Himyam (Figures 86-87). 

The figure has the right arm raised, palm facing outwards in a gesture of 
benediction and protection.  The left hand, resting on the breast, holds a sheaf 
of wheat — a symbol of fertility.  In a Syrian context, these two gestures are 
typical of the Dea Syria or Atargatis and also correspond to the Greek goddess 
Demeter, indicating possible sources of inspiration for South Arabian artists 
of this period.  However, the identification of this feminine representation 
with the local divinity dhat-Himyam is still a matter of debate, as mentioned 
in the Chapter on religious iconography (Cf. Chap. 3, Divinities and Religion, 
p. 39 ff.).  It is possible that this type of funerary or votive stelae might have 
depicted a stereotyped image as a representation of the deceased or the offerer 
whose name was cited in the inscription incised on the lower edge of the stela.

In a number of stelae, the female figure wears a necklace sculpted in 
relief in the shape of a chain with a central decoration depicting two ante-
lope heads facing each other (Figure 87).  Interestingly, specimens of gold 
necklaces identical to those depicted 
on the stelae have been found in 
tombs in the Jawf (Figure 88, Col-
our Plate).  Iconographic and paleo-
graphic analyses reveal that these 
stelae date from the 1st century BC 
to the 2nd century AD.

The same question regarding the 
association of the human figure either 
with a divinity or the deceased can 
be raised for a type of stela bearing a 
male representation.  The masculine 
figure is depicted either frontally or 
in right profile and performs the char-
acteristic gesture of benediction with 
his right hand and holds a sword in 
the left hand.  The example from al- 
Jûba, now in the National Museum 
of San‘â’ (Figure 89), dates from 
between the 1st century BC and the 
1st century AD.  The figure presents 
stereotyped characteristics — short, 
curly hair and the typical local skirt.  

These figures are normally accom-
panied by symbolic animals, such as 
ibexes or, as in this case, bulls’ heads 
with an ornament between the horns.  
The name “Ghawth’îl son of ‘Asm” is 
incised on the upper edge of the stela. 

Fig. 89 - Alabaster stela portraying a 
male figure with the right arm raised; the 
left hand holds a long sword with a pom-
mel in the shape of a crescent (al-Jûba).
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A second inscription — ‘Amm’yatha‘ son of ‘Asm — not as carefully executed 
as the one above, runs along the lower edge of the frame and appears to be 
of a later date.  The addition of the second name could be explained by the 
re-utilisation of the stela for another member of the same family.  Although 
Jacqueline Pirenne identified this male figure as Almaqah, the patron god 
of Saba’ — the same identity that has been attributed to the bronze statue of 
Ma‘dîkarib, which dates from the 6th century BC (Cf. p. 63 f.) — the lack of 
consistent iconographic elements and symbols regarding South Arabian divini-
ties does not allow a definitive identification. 

Complex storytelling on funerary or cultic stelae.  Aspects of Greco-Roman 
inspiration combined with the vernacular idiom

Two types of funerary stelae from the 1st – 2nd century AD illustrate the adoption 
of Greco-Roman subjects in relief artworks and demonstrate themes not previ-
ously seen in local iconography.  The first type of stelae displays the divinised 
representation of the deceased and, at times, a funeral banquet depicted in an 
elegant and refined style.  The second type of stela depicts, in separate registers, 
rural and hunting scenes with the deceased on dromedaries or on horseback that 
stylistically and for decorative effect recall many works of local, popular art. 

The first type of stelae — sculpted in alabaster — appears to be linked to 
an exclusively female milieu and features a woman seated on a throne and at-
tended on either side by family members or handmaids. 

In a stela from Haram (al-Jawf), at 
the Military Museum of San‘â’ (Figure 
90), the scene is set beneath an aedicula 
(shrine) with a full arch bearing at the 
ends the head of a gryphon.  The arch 
rests on two fluted columns with Cor-
inthian capitals.  In similar stelae, the 
space between the edge of the relief and 
the arch is decorated with an angular 
vine leaf (as in the stela from Haram) 
or a bunch of grapes or a vase.  The 
attendants of the central female figure, 
depicted in smaller size, hold a vari-
ety of objects, ranging from musical 
instruments such as a sistrum, cups or 
toiletry items, such as a mirror.  The 
inscription incised on the upper frame 
of the stela from Haram cites “Image 
of Radakharam of the family Ha‘lal, 
may ‘Athtar destroy he who breaks it”.

A similar iconography is present in 
an elegant alabaster funerary relief at the 
National Museum of San‘â’ (Figure 91).  
The stela is divided into two registers. 

Fig. 90 - This funerary stela in alabaster 
from Kharibat Hamdân/Haram (Jawf) 
depicts a female figure seated on a throne 
and attended by two assistants.  The scene 
is set beneath an arch bearing at each end 
the head of a griffin and resting on two 
fluted columns with Corinthian capitals.
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In the lower register, beneath the arch supported by columns with Corinthian 
capitals, two women, in full-draped garments, are seated facing one another.  
The woman on the left, representing the deceased, sits on the kline and plays 
a lyre.  Although fragmentary, the extant portion of the upper register shows 
the deceased lying on a bed, assisted by a woman.  The vine leaves sculpted 
beneath the arch, the women’s robes, the furniture and the architecture are 
subtly executed and engraved in detail, in sharp contrast with the neutral back-
ground.  The theme and the overall composition — architecture, symmetric 
registers, hierarchical proportions and symbology — are all novel elements in 
South Arabian sculpture at this time.  It is clear that the artistic culture of the 
Romanised Eastern provinces, in particular Syria, had a marked influence in 
Southern Arabia.

The second type of stelae is coeval with the first and similarly depicts com-
plex scenes, but differs greatly in subject matter and style and was apparently 
associated exclusively with men.  Generally sculpted in limestone, the relief is 
composed of panels in which the principal male character (the deceased named 
in the inscription) is involved in vernacular scenes and daily activities.  The 
figure is positioned at the centre of the register and is hierarchically larger than 
the surrounding attendants.  

Fig. 91 - Alabaster funerary relief organized into two registers. 
In the lower register, a female figure is seated on the kline and 
plays a lyre, assisted by a woman.  In the upper register, the 
woman is depicted as deceased on a bed.
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The limestone stela of Figure 92, 
in the National Museum of San‘â’, 
features a hunting scene, depicted in a 
schematic manner.  The central panel 
depicts a hunter armed with bow and 
arrow.  His upper body, broad and 
square-cut, appears front on, whereas 
the legs are in profile.  The figure of 
a servant appears to his right, and to 
his left an ibex being attacked by a 
dog; above, only the lower limbs of 
an animal, probably a camel, are still 
visible.  The dedication, inscribed 
above the servant, reads “Image of 
Kathibat”.  The relief is flat and coarse 
and the iconographic elements are re-
alised through heavy, square-cut and 
simplified forms that communicate a 
raw and direct narrative power.  

The image of a farmer in the act of 
ploughing with oxen depicted in Figure 
93 (1st – 3rd  century AD, of unknown 
provenance in the Louvre Museum), 
while stylistically flat and crudely hewn, 
demonstrates a provincial, but highly 
original iconography.  The inscription 
refers to the “Stela of Yahmad, Shuf-
nîqên, Hassat and Khalli[...”

Among the popular scenes sculpted 
on the stelae, the camel-rider is a re-
current theme, always portrayed with 
a distinctive headdress, flowing full 
garment and a long stick or spear in 
one hand, as shown in Figure 94, where 
the rider is preceded by a hunter on 
foot equipped with bow and a quiver 
of arrows.  

Another stela in the Museum of San‘â’ (Figure 95) is organized in a double 
register featuring a hunter.  In the lower register, the hunter, armed with bow 
and arrow, is accompanied by two dogs. 

In the upper register, the hunter holds a spear and rides a camel.  The piv-
otal role of the camel in South Arabian culture — as both a beast of burden 
and generator of wealth — is underlined by archaeological findings at Raybûn 
and in the Wâdî Arf, in the Hadramawt, that revealed the presence of camel 
remains associated with human burials.  Next to the camel skeletons lay metal 
tools including knives, razors and spearheads.  These graves suggest the ritual 
sacrifice of the animal.  Alternatively, it seems plausible to consider the camel 

Fig. 92 - Stela in limestone depicting a 
hunter armed with bow and quiver in the 
relief of the central panel.

Fig. 93 - Funerary stela in limestone illus-
trating a farmer ploughing with oxen.
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as one of the distinctive elements among grave 
goods, indicating the wealth of the deceased or 
his belonging to a specific class.

A comparison between the stelae with narra-
tive representations and the traditional stelae from 
the Minaean, Sabaean or Qatabanian cultures that 
are aniconic or feature a schematic face or bovine 
representations, suggest the same dichotomy in 
the socio-cultural significance noted for craftwork 
and statuary.  Indeed, the iconographic dichotomy 
could be the expression of a divergence in cul-
ture and social class.  The complex scenes could 
emerge from a social milieu associated with the 
ruling elite more exposed to, and influenced by, 
the Hellenistic-Roman culture.  It is matter of de-
bate as to whether the elite could have established 
Hellenised images as the official iconographic 
language.  In contrast, the simpler iconography 
was strictly linked to tradition and we assume 
that it was preferred and adopted by people who 
venerated ancient cults and were not significantly 
exposed to foreign influences.

Votive stela dedicated to the goddess Shams

Of particular interest for its original narrative 
and unusual dedication is an alabaster stela (2nd 
century AD) found in Tan‘im, a few km East of 
San‘â’ and presently in the National Museum of 
San‘â’ (Figure 96).  The stela depicts a female 
figure seated on a folding chair.  Her head and legs 
are shown in profile and the bust in three-quarters 
view.  She has long, wavy tresses and wears a 
dress with serried creases.  The woman, probably 
the goddess Shams, is holding a vase in her right 
hand and a small statuette of a crouching gazelle 
in the left — these are sacred objects offered to 
her by the male figure standing in front of her.  

The man, smaller in size, is depicted on a stool 
perched on a bench where the woman’s feet are 
placed.  He carries a quiver on his shoulder and 
is armed with a spear, a bow and a dagger in a 
sheath on his belt.  A cubic incense burner with a 
pyramidal foot, a common object in cult practices, 
stands on an altar between the two figures.  The 
divine symbols of the crescent moon with the astral 
disc are depicted in the upper part of the scene. 

Fig. 94 - This fragment of 
an alabaster stela shows a 
hunter equipped with bow 
and quiver walking in front 
of a camel rider holding a 
long stick or spear.

Fig. 95 - Funerary stela in 
limestone.  The upper panel 
shows a camel rider holding 
a spear.  The lower panel 
depicts a hunter on foot fol-
lowed by two dogs.
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The inscription, added in the space 
above the figurative scene, reads 

Work of Lahay‘athat, the Sabaean, 
for Shams, goddess of Abîbahath, 
wife of Tubba’; they drew for the 
goddess their booty, conforming to 
that which they pledged, promised 
and vowed.  That [Shams] accords 
her [Abîbahath] prosperity.  Tubba’ 
son of Subh 

The interpretation of the inscription 
could be that the male figure (Tubba’), 
a hunter, is offering the gain he has 
secured, to the goddess Shams, a divin-
ity venerated by his wife (Abîbahath), 
in order to ensure her prosperity.  The 
language and the writing style, together 
with the rather crude representation 
of the figures, suggest that the stone 
carver was neither a professional nor 
a Sabaean by culture.  Indeed, the 
composition of the sentences differs 
from the aulic style of coeval standard 
texts and recalls the prosaic style of 
rupestrian graffiti written by nomads. 

The winged victory as a cultic image 

During the first centuries AD, the 
iconography of the South Arabian re-
liefs included the winged nike (victory).  
A remarkable example is shown in an 
alabaster plaquette at the San‘â’ Military 
Museum (Figure 97, and another simi-
lar example is at the National Museum 
of San‘â’, YM 16658).  The Victory is 
represented with the head and wings in 
profile and the body in frontal stance.  
In her right hand, she holds a wreath 
that crosses the frame of the relief, and 
in her left hand a bow, as a substitute 
for the palm branch — her distinctive 
attribute and symbol of victory.  

Fig. 96 - Alabaster stela depicting a 
hunter in the presence of the goddess 
Shams.

Fig. 97 - Alabaster plaque dedicated to 
the goddess Shams, depicting a winged 
Victory holding a bow and a garland 
(Marib).
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The quiver peeks out from below her left arm.  The garland of the winged 
victory, together with her unusual hunting attributes — the very attributes de-
picted in the hunting scenes of the stelae in Figures 92, 94-96 — could refer 
to the successful outcome of a hunt.  The rigidity of the robe’s folds, the rough 
rendering of the wing feathers and the wooden stance of the figure suggest an 
inexperienced craftsmanship, typical, perhaps, of commercial manufacture.  
An invocation to Shams is incised on the upper frame of the stela, suggesting 
a domestic cult of the goddess probably invoked as a personal patroness or 
protectress — a sort of “guardian angel” — in gratitude for a granted wish.
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Jewellery

Many of the sculptures depicting 
men and women demonstrate small 
holes in the ear lobes, at either side 
of the neck and around the wrists and 
ankles, suggesting that precious orna-
ments or decorative elements were 
originally present.  In a number of 
stone or bronze statues and reliefs, 
the jewels were sculpted in low relief, 
in imitation of the real jewels found 
buried in the tombs.  The richest and 
most complete documentation of 
South Arabian jewellery is provided 
by male and female statues, such as 
the statues of the Kings of Awsân or 
the “Lady of al-Dâli‘”, adorned with 
her highly elaborate pectoral.  

Different materials were used in making necklaces, bracelets and rings.  
The most common semi-precious stones were cornelian, agate, onyx and 
amethyst fashioned into different shapes (spheres, discs, cylinders, bi-cones, 
etc.).  Jewellery was also fashioned from beads of terracotta, multicoloured 
glass paste (imported millefiori from Egypt, Figure 98), bone, shells (mostly 
perforated Cypraea and Oliva) and coral.  

Gold and silver ornaments included finely worked necklace beads, ear-
rings, gem rings (Figure 99, Colour Plate), pendants (Figure 100, Colour 
Plate) and bracelets (Figure 101, Colour Plate).  Of note, these gold jewels 
(presently in a private Yemeni collection) were part of a rich assemblage of 
grave goods that also included a gold funerary mask (Figure 102, Colour 
Plate).  Most of these precious jewels (1st – 2nd century AD) were imported 
from Syria, probably from Palmyra and Dura Europos.

Fig. 98 - Millefiori bead found dur-
ing the excavation of the temple of 
Nakrah (Barâqish).
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Stylistic changes in artistic works that occurred in the Near East follow-
ing Alexander the Great’s conquests in the 4th century BC, gradually left their 
mark in Southern Arabia, where local figurative production underwent various 
transformations.  In particular, by the 3rd century BC, the production of artefacts 
showed for the first time a Hellenistic influence as a result of the introduction 
of bronze objects from Ptolemaic Egypt. 

During the period extending from the 1st century BC to the 3rd century AD, 
local production demonstrated highly original works in which elements of Greco-
Roman inspiration were blended with autochthonous stylistic and iconographic 
traits in order to adapt to local taste and function.  The elements that clearly 
identify the local production are iconographic motifs, such as the figure of the 
offerer, the style, function and technique of manufacture.  

One feature that unambiguously identifies South Arabian bronze production 
is the presence of a core of heat refractory material such as clay that remains 
subsequent to bronze casting using the lost wax technique.  It is possible that 
the clay core was not removed from the finished product to prevent damage 
to the thin layer of bronze (2 mm), or simply because the possibility of metal 
damage from humidity associated with the core was not an issue.  The lost wax 

Classical imagery in local works 

Fig. 103 - Bronze appliques depicting cupids riding lions placed on inscribed 
bases (Tamna‘).
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technique was regularly used even for small artefacts that could have been cast 
as a solid piece of bronze.  

The elements of the Classical tradition that seeped into South Arabian hu-
man statuary appear in the movement and nudity of the body, hairstyle, clothing 
and ornamental accessories, such as diadems and jewels.  The bronze artefacts 
could be manufactured by foreign artisans working in South Arabian territory, 
either from available models, or by using imported moulds (as was common 
during the Greco-Roman era), or through collaboration between foreign and 
local artisans, or some combination of these factors.  Therefore, in figural art, 
Classical works became the new language for expressing internationalised taste, 
political status and religious sentiment.

We will describe below only a few significant examples of this type of 
South Arabian artwork.  

tHe liOn riderS

One such example is the pair of bronze appliques in relief depicting lions 
ridden by putti and bearing on the base a dedication in South Arabian script 
(Figure 103).  These artworks were excavated from a house — identified in 
the dedicatory inscription as Yafash — near the Southern gate of the city of 
Tamna‘, capital of the Kingdom of Qatabân.  The two pieces have a mirror 
image composition, similar to the pair of lions from as-Sawda’/Nashshan, in 
the Jawf (see above, p. 58-59, Figure 56).  The casting technique, hollow on 
the posterior side, suggests that the two facing lions were attached to a wall, 
possibly over the balustrade of the terrace on a higher floor of the house.  The 
inscriptions on the artworks refer to a father and a son, Thuwayb and ‘Aqrab 
of the Muhasni‘ family, who placed these figures on the house named Yafash.  
The theme of the child riding an animal, linked to the image of the child Di-
onysus carried by a lion or a panther, became widespread during the Hellenistic 
period and continued into Roman times.  The Yemeni lion riders date from the 
end the 1st century BC to the early 1st century AD, when the King Shahr Yagill 
Yuhargib ruled over Qatabân.  

Another example of the genus is a bronze statue of a putto from Amran (northeast 
of San‘â’) and presently in the San‘â’ Archaeological Museum (Figure 104).  This 
iconography is strikingly similar to the Tamna‘ lion riders.  The stylistic treatment 
of the putto’s anatomical details such as the abdominal folds and the cheek dimples, 
rendered through a stiff formalism, as well as the irregular rendering of the curls on 
the forehead and neck, is suggestive of local manufacture.  The presence of the clay 
core is also indicative of the local bronze casting technique.  The spiral rendering of 
the hair, converging toward the top of the head, is probably a provincial interpretation 
of the “corymb-toupet” from original representations depicting the infant Bacchus/
Eros or children in Bacchic scenes.  Although the arms are now broken, according 
to Greco-Roman iconography the putto originally should have held either a bunch 
of grapes, a bird or a duck.  On the other hand, the bent posture of the left leg sug-
gests that the child was riding an animal, possibly a lion, a panther or even a horse, 
as seen in a South Arabian statuette presently in the Louvre Museum (AO 6506.)
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A similar classical theme is expressed in a composite scene depicted on a 
small cylindrical chest, of unknown provenance, standing on three feet (Figure 
105).  On the outside, the base is decorated by a continuous motif of pearls, above 
which a series of figures interspersed with trees are depicted in relief on a flat 
ground.  The iconography of the figures is Greco-Roman — maenads holding a 
thyrsus, winged putti riding lions and panthers, and Hercules in leontè grasping 
a club and performing a libation.  A palm tree, a vine and trees of frankincense 
and myrrh separate the figures.  While the subject of the Dionysian myth, and 
the style are unmistakably late-Hellenistic, the composition with mythological 
figures interspersed with vegetal elements, indicates a Roman provincial idiom 
of the first centuries AD.  The shape of the container derives from a long tradi-
tion of South Arabian ceramic and bronze production onto which the classical 
motifs appear to have been successfully adapted.

 

twO brOnze feMinine StAtueS frOM tAMnA‘

Two bronze statues dating from the 1st century BC –  1st century AD have also 
been discovered at Tamna‘: a statue known as Lady Bar’at (Figure 107) and a 
female figure adorned with a diadem on a Greco-Roman hair style (Figure 106).  

The Lady Bar’at statue, excavated from a house near the Southern gate of 
the city, depicts a seated woman whose name, Ba’rat, is incised on the limestone 
base.  The inscription refers to the offering of the statue by “Ba’rat, priestess of 
the god ‘Amm of Rabhu, to the goddess dhat-Himyam”.  The figure’s arms are 
bent and slightly raised.  The palm of the left hand is open and facing upward 
as if to sustain an object, possibly an incense burner, and the right hand is po-
sitioned as if holding a pinch of incense.  The hair, parted in the middle, forms 
two wavy locks, softly framing the face and tied in a chignon at the nape of 
her neck.  A crown and a string with four pearls adorn her head.  The circular 

Fig. 104 - A bronze statue of a putto.

Fig. 105a-b - Tripod-footed chest 
decorated with Classical iconography 
(maenads, winged putti riding lions and 
panthers, Hercules), alternated with a 
variety of trees.
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folds of the tunic are unnaturally flat and rigid 
and only vaguely reminiscent of the flowing 
wet-drapery effect of Hellenistic sculptures.  
The woman’s ankles are decorated with tubular 
anklets and she wears thong sandals with thick 
soles.  The iconographic analysis of the statue 
suggests that the figure may be a local inter-
pretation of a Greco-Roman prototype whose 
characteristics are clearly visible in the hairstyle 
and diadem.  However, the ornaments and the 
anklets clearly belong to the Eastern tradition.  
The clay-core casting technique again indicates 
that the artwork was produced locally and the 
artist probably took inspiration from a model 
from Syria.

The second statue (Figure 106) depicts a 
worshipper in the act of offering or burning in-
cense.  The realism in the depiction of the head, 
with locks carefully combed on the back of the 
diadem and spiral curls descending on the neck, 
contrasts with the rather flat and rigid model-
ling of the body and the stiff rendering of the 
wet-drapery effect.  The rigid, frontal posture 
denotes a markedly linear style and imparts 
to the figure a hieratic quality that decidedly 
expresses an Eastern tradition.  

Fig. 106a-b - Bronze statuette of a worshipper in the act of burning a pinch of in-
cense (Tamna‘).

Fig. 107 - Bronze statue of a 
female figure known as Lady 
Ba’rat resting on a limestone 
inscribed base (Tamna‘).
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dHAMAr‘AlAy yuHAbir And tHA’rân, KingS Of SAbA’ And dHu-
rAydân 

Two colossal statues (c. m 2,30 high) from al-Nakhla al-hamrâ’ (the Him-
yarite town of Yaklâ, 30 km South-East of San‘â’) bear witness to a break with 
the past and to the adoption of an important practice entirely imported from the 
Greco-Roman tradition — the celebration of political leaders through heroic, 
nude portrait-statues (Figures 108-109).  The inscription incised on the chest of 
one of the two statues in South Arabian characters identifies the pair as father 
and son, Dhamar‘alay Yuhabir and Tha’rân, Kings and co-regents of Saba’ and 
Dhu-Raydân.  These men donated the two statues for the decoration of the pal-
aces of the important family of Dharânih, qayls (princes) of Qasham (a faction 
of the Dharânih tribe), responsible for the control of the borders between Himyar 
and Saba’.  One inscription in Greek (on the left knee) records the name of the 
Greek artist, Phokas.  The other inscription in Sabaic (on the right knee) cites the 
local artist, Lahay‘amm.  The signatures demonstrate not only the collaboration 
of two artists of different nationalities, but also the presence of foreign artisans 
in Southern Arabia.  Both statues bear a dedication written on the chest stating 
that they were exhibited in the audience hall of a palace called Sana’.  

To date, these statues represent the first and only examples of artworks in 
Southern Arabia without a votive or funerary significance.  Instead, their sole 
purpose was to decorate private palaces as emblems of secular political power. 

From an iconographic perspective, the statuary model of a ruler brandishing 
a spear in his raised arm while the other arm rests along the side of the body, is 
known from Hellenistic times.  A well-known example is the Hellenistic statue 
of Alexander the Great, by Lysippos — a model later replicated by the Romans.

Fig. 108 - Bronze statue of a king of Saba’ 
and dhu-Raydân.  The life-size reconstruc-
tion is based on extant fragments.

Fig. 109 - Bronze head of one of the two 
statues of the kings of Saba’ and dhu-
Raydân (al-Nakhla al-hamrâ’).
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The stylistic analysis of the father and son statues reveals that the artistic 
rendering of the short beard in separated locks shaped as small flames is typical 
of the Roman period from the mid 2nd – mid 3rd century AD.  In contrast, the 
long locks covering the shoulders derive from Classical models, in particular 
from the so-called “pathetic and tragic style” that disappeared around 285 
AD, during Diocletian’s reign.  Therefore, on the basis of style and epigraphic 
analysis, the two statues can be dated from between the 2nd and 3rd century AD.  

tHe gHAyMân HOrSe

A remarkable work, coeval to the colossal 
statues, is the bronze rearing horse from Ghay-
mân, part of the Dumbarton Oaks Collection 
(Figures 110a-b).  This exceptional artwork 
was found in 1929 in a shop in Cairo.  Broken 
into eighty fragments, it was restored by a New 
York antiquary and purchased for the Dumbar-
ton Oaks Collection in 1938.  

The horse originally bore a rider, as dem-
onstrated by the hole where the human figure 
would have been attached astride the saddle.  
The statue was most likely one of a pair, as 
indicated by the incised inscriptions and sug-
gested by the torsion of the head to the right, 
visually enhanced by the plastic folds of the skin 
of the neck.  The horse is depicted in a rearing 
posture — a common iconography in Hellen-
istic and Roman sculpture, but also present in 
South Arabian imagery of combat scenes of a 
later period, possibly of Sassanid’s inspiration 
(Cf. Figures 156 and 157).

The statue bears three South Arabian in-
scriptions, each different in style and incision 
technique, that have raised questions regard-
ing the dating and significance of this notable 
piece.  The first inscription, incised on the left 
shoulder of the horse, is a ten line dedication 
stating that a ruler of the tribe Ghaymân offered 
two equestrian statues to ensure well-being and 
prosperity for himself and his people, to en-
tice the divinity to grant him favour and allow 
the humiliation of his enemies.  On the basis 
of the palaeography, historical origin of the 
proper names and the typically pagan lexicon, 
epigraphist Jacques Ryckmans argued that the 

Fig. 110b - Lateral view of the 
bronze Ghaymân horse.

Fig. 110a - Frontal view of the 
head of the bronze horse found 
in Ghaymân.
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dedication was in honour of the goddess dhat-Baʿdân and could be dated to 
the mid-2nd century AD.  

The second inscription, written in relief on a bronze patch added to fill a hole on 
the left side of the saddle, contains portion of a proper name in a more ancient script.  
This evidence suggests that the patch was part of a restoration performed after the 
2nd century AD using a piece of an ancient bronze.  

The third inscription, engraved on the rear hindquarters of the horse, features a 
name that can be dated to the beginning of the 5th century AD.  According to epigra-
phist Albert Jamme, this inscription is a dedication to Rahmânân, Lord of Earth and 
Heavens.  The dedication was probably engraved when the statue was reassigned 
to another purpose.  

rOMAn tASte in HOuSeHOld ObJeCtS

Aspects of customs and traditions of the faraway Roman world entered into 
the households of rich South Arabian families whose tombs reveal funerary 
goods of devotional significance (incense burners, offering tables, ceramics, 
etc.) manufactured locally in an unquestionable native style, together with 

luxury items of foreign inspiration.  These luxury goods, including jugs, bowls, 
tripods, lamps, vessels, ladles and paterae were intended for banquets and could 
have been either imported or locally manufactured in imitation of foreign items.  

Stylistically, these items recall Roman dishware from Pompeii and Her-
culaneum in both form and in the use of decorative, floral elements and the 
depiction of zoomorphic and anthropomorphic figures.  This type of dishware 
was commonly used during meals.  In particular, the jug and the patera, often 
associated with tripods, were used for the traditional ablutions that preceded 
the meal — a custom used to welcome guests.  The simpulum, or ladle, was 
used as a standard measure for water and wine, for pouring wine into cups 
during banquets or for transferring fluids from the mixing vessel to drinking 
or libation cups.  Craters were large vessels for diluting wine with water and 
were also part of dining room furnishings. 

Fig. 111 - On the left side Bronze dipper with the han-
dle terminating in a camel’s head (Wâdî Dura’).  On the 
right side Bronze patera with the flat handle decorated 
with a panther’s head (Wâdî Markha). 
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South Arabian domestic artefacts 
copied from foreign models fashion-
able during the early centuries AD, are 
slightly different from the originals.  For 
example, a simpulum is a ladle with the 
handle curved as a hook and decorated 
at its end with an animal’s head.  In 
Greco-Roman models, the handle is 
a single piece decorated with swans, 
lions and fawns.  The South Arabian 
version of the handle is constructed 
from two parts with the end decorated 
with the head of a gazelle, panther or 
dromedary (Figure 111, left side).

Another example of a domestic 
utensil is the patera — a broad and 
shallow dish whose handle terminates 
with an animal’s head — that was also 
used for pouring fluids during sacri-
ficial rituals (Figure 111, right side).  
The examples produced in South Arabia show a rather mediocre manufacture 
in which the bowl is smaller than Roman prototypes, with a flat handle deco-
rated with the head of a panther or bull rather than the expected head of a ram.  

Basic functional forms underwent stylistic transformation in the hands of 
local craftsmen.  There are numerous examples of bronze oil lamps replicating 
the Roman lucerna model — pear-shaped body, sharp-edged nozzle holding 
the wick that recalls the crescent-shaped nozzle of the original.  However, the 
handles of the oil lamps are ornamented by indigenous theriomorphic motifs, 
most commonly an ibex, but sometimes a bull or a horse.  Often, the handle, 
long and curved, terminates in a leaping ibex — the back arched, the legs 
straight, hooves drawn together, or, as with the lamp in Figure 112, the handle 
culminates in a protome, from which the foreparts of an ibex burst forth, front 
legs raised.  Usually, these lamps rest on a base and their rim is either flat and 
smooth, or decorated with pearls in relief.

Fig. 112 - Bronze oil lamp with the 
handle decorated with a protome of a 
leaping ibex.
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Archaeological evidence has revealed Greek and Roman objects imported 
into Southern Arabia.  These artefacts are statuettes of gods and luxury items 
such as precious silverware.  Among the imported objects depicting divinities 
from the Hellenic pantheon, of note are the bronze statuettes of Dionysus (Fig-
ure 113), Heracles, Demeter, Harpocrates, Athena and Isis-Fortune.

 

A buSt Of AtHenA And A re-
fined HelMet 

The Qatabanian, and later Himyar-
ite, site of Jabal al-‘Awd, located on a 
plateau (2800 m above sea level), not 
far from Yarîm, is of particular inter-
est for the richness and variety of the 
objects found in situ.  Today, it is still 
possible to see the remains of many 
ancient buildings, including walls, 
small rooms, part of the city-wall and a 
cemetery.  The German Archaeological 
Institute in San‘â’ has assembled a col-
lection of pieces — mainly in bronze, 
but also in silver and stone — excavated 
from the site.  Based upon analysis of 
the inscriptions, the stratigraphy and 
the style of the works of art, the site 
can be dated from the 3rd century BC 
to the 3rd century AD.

Part of the collection comprises objects imported from the Hellenistic 
(Alexandrian-Ptolemaic) world, with statuettes of women and goddesses.  
Among the most significant works are a helmet in the shape of a male mask 
(Figure 114), a bronze bust of Athena (Figure 115), a sphinx and a statue of 
Isis holding a cornucopia.  The mask-shaped helmet bears the features of a 
young Hellenistic ruler, possibly a member of the Ptolemaic dynasty, as in-
ferred from the straight shape of the nose and the open, full-lipped mouth.  

imported artefacts 

Fig. 113 - Bronze bust of Dionysus.
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The free flowing hair, combed back, recalls the characteristic portraits of Al-
exander the Great.  Beneath the chin is visible a piece of the band that passed 
around the head and was tied at the neck to gather the long hair flowing down 
the back.  In Hellenistic-Roman times, mask-shaped helmets were common 
throughout the Mediterranean.

The depiction of Athena is one of the most common images of goddesses 
unearthed at the site of Jabal al-‘Awd.  The bronze bust of the goddess shown 
in Figure 115 bears an inscription incised on the neck stating “Qasidan of the 
Sadqan family placed”.

The type of objects from Jabal al-‘Awd, together with their generally votive 
inscriptions, suggest that they were donations to the temple that over the centu-
ries had received a fine array of offerings.  The full significance and function of 
this important site has not yet been ascertained, although a possible reference 
to this very site and its purpose is given by Medieval sources indicating the 
existence of a mountain sanctuary on the plateau.

tASte fOr luxurieS frOM fOreign lAndS

The anonymous author of the Periplus Maris Erythraei writes about goods, 
such as “golden and silver historiated vases,” originating from Egypt and des-
tined to the port of Muza (al-Makhâʾ, on the Red Sea) to satisfy the taste of 
wealthy South Arabian patrons.  This ancient information is confirmed by the 
discovery of two splendid silver vases in the tombs of Wâdî Dura’ (Hadramawt) 
— a calathus, with the representation of the gigantomachy (Figures 116 a-b, 
Colour Plate), and a decorated cantharus (Figure 117, Colour Plate).  Both 

Fig. 114 - Bronze helmet in the shape of 
a male mask (Jabal al-‘Awd).

Fig. 115 - Bronze bust of Athena (Jabal 
al-‘Awd).
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objects carry an incised dedication in South Arabian characters.  The inscrip-
tions, in Hadramitic language, refer to the name of the offerer Gummân, of the 
Habbum tribe, the names of his palaces Shab‘ân and Yaghûl during the King-
dom of Yada‘’ab, King of Hadramawt, son of Yada‘’îl, King of Hadramawt.  
Epigraphist Christian Robin positions this king at around 200 – 210 AD.  

The subject matter depicted on the calathus is of great interest.  The calathus, 
fashionable during the Augustan and Tiberian eras when the most refined ex-
amples were produced, is a deep drinking vessel in the shape of a truncated 
cone, without foot, and generally provided with one vertical handle (missing 
from this specimen) attached at the rim and shoulder.  This form makes the 
calathus well-suited for figurative decoration.  Here, the lip of the calathus 
is raised and rounded, decorated with a floral band with volutes bordered by 
a band of alternating beaded motif and a line of ovoli.  The base is decorated 
with a series of beads, a smooth band, a vine tendril with leaves and grapes 
and another narrower smooth band.  The centrepiece, in repoussé relief on a 
smooth background, depicts the mythical combat between the Olympian gods 
and the Thracian giants, epitomising the struggle between good and evil.  The 
iconographical prototype appears to be the Gigantomachy depicted on the High 
Altar of Zeus at Pergamon (first half of 2nd century BC; Staatliche Museen, 
Berlin) and, in particular, the monumental relief of the eastern frieze.  The gods 
and giants are all identifiable from their precise attributes and poses.  The scene 
features four pairs of characters, three comprising a goddess, Artemis, Hecate 
and Athena, each with a giant, and the fourth, Heracles, also with a giant.  The 
Gigantomachy was a common subject from the Classical and Hellenistic periods 
through to the Roman Imperial era.  The iconography and formal layout are 
Hellenistic in character and carried out with a lively naturalism expressed in the 
accurate modelling of the muscles of the male nudes and the vigorous torsion 
of their bodies, the supple rendering of the rich drapery of the divinities, the 
position of the figures disposed on two different planes and the bodies seen full 
face or in three-quarter view.  The intersection of straight lines resulting from 
the extended legs and arms and the brandished weapons, alternating with the 
curves of the drapery, shields and serpentine coils of the giants’ legs, evoke the 
intensity and passion of the action.  The detailed, naturalistic rendering of the 
subject is exceptionally expressive and denotes a great refinement in technical 
skill and artistic vision.  

The second silver vase, the cantharus, has a spherical body resting on a ring 
foot with a flat edge devoid of decoration (Figure 117, Colour Plate).  The object 
lacks the two vertical tapering handles that are generally present in a cantharus.  
The body of this type of vessel comprises two walls.  The inner wall is smooth 
and thin, the outer one is decorated in repoussé work.  The rim is raised and 
decorated with a row of ovoli around its exterior face.  The relief ornamentation 
on the body comprises two oak branches adorned with small bunches of berries.  
Between the 1st century BC and 1st century AD, this type of naturalistically deco-
rated cup was very fashionable within the argentum potorium (drinking silvers) 
of rich Roman families.

These two vessels are part of the numerous funerary goods from Wâdî Dura’ 
that include imported tableware, such as bowls, dishes, goblets, cups, dippers 
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and strainers, and toiletry boxes (pyxides), in silver, silver-gilt and bronze, indi-
cating that they belonged to the elite.  The Wâdî Dura’s artefacts were probably 
made in workshops in the Eastern regions of the Roman Empire, for example in 
Syria, where the Hellenistic tradition was still alive during the 3rd century AD.  

glASSwAre

Small glass vases were also 
imported.  Glassware is particu-
larly rare in pre-Islamic Yemeni 
archaeological sites and most 
come from funerary contexts dat-
ing from the first centuries AD 
(Figure 118).  For example, the 
valuable grave goods unearthed 
in a tomb of Wâdî Dura’ include 
a number of glass containers, 
one of which is a millefiori bowl, 
presumably produced in Antio-
chia during the 1st century AD.  
Similarly, glass containers for 
ointments and perfumed oils - un-
guentaria — found in a hypogean 
tomb of Waraqa (near Dhamâr), 
as well as in tombs of the Jawf 
and Marib, most likely have an 
Alexandrian provenance.  Glass 
objects found in the royal palace at Shabwat vary greatly in manufacture 
and provenance.  For example, vitreous mosaics used in architecture and 
household vessels made of painted mono- or polychrome blown glass, 
were produced in Italy and Eastern Mediterranean regions including 
Syria and Egypt.  The production of these items can be dated to between 
the 1st and 4th century AD.  

Advances in glass blowing techniques from individual handblown 
objects to the use of moulds made large-scale production possible.  Dur-
ing the Roman Imperial era, glass production attained high levels of 
artistic excellence and spread beyond the borders of the Empire.  The 
presence of luxury objects, such as vases and glassbead necklaces, in 
necropolises and cities at the edge of the Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn desert 
and in the Yemeni plateau, shows that the great commercial exchange 
network reached regions of Southern Arabia that were distant from the 
centres of production.  

Fig. 118 - Blown glass juglet with spher-
ical body and flat bottom.
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The large number of architectonic fragments 
found at Zafâr, the capital of the Himyarite 
Empire (110 BC – early 6th century AD), or 
reused in later times in monuments of nearby 
villages, demonstrates the widespread use of 
sculpture in low- and high-relief in architec-
tonic decoration from the first century AD 
onwards.  Indeed, this period marked the be-
ginning of the dominance of decorative reliefs 
over the sculpture in the round that had been 
the norm in previous centuries.  Stylistically, 
the relief is flat and linear and the resulting 
image certainly favours schematism rather 
than naturalism and expressivity.  

During this period, South Arabian artistic 
production, while undoubtedly original and 
creative, cannot lay claim to an exclusively 
indigenous inspiration.  The iconography 
demonstrates Roman-Oriental origins that, 
according to Jacqueline Pirenne, derived 
from Southern Syria, especially the area of 
the Hawran and Palmyra.  The iconographic 
features of the reliefs found on Syrian monu-
ments from the 1st century BC onwards, indicate a skilled and creative trans-
formation of Hellenistic models.  This genre of figurative production can be 
described as Oriental Hellenism or, specifically, as Syrian Hellenism, and it 
is from this iconographic and stylistic prototype that South Arabian produc-
tion appears to have derived.  

The new iconography features a large range of subjects, from humans, 
divinities and mythological figures to animals and ornamental motifs, in-
cluding plant and architectonic elements.  Reliefs become embellished with 
highly fanciful images, such as nikai, winged putti with garlands, horsemen 
armed with lance and shield and soldiers in Roman attire.  Together with the 
traditional decorations of palm trees with dates, new botanical motifs are 
also introduced — rosettes, olives, pomegranates, bay leaves, acanthus, ivy 

the art of the architectonic relief. 
An iconographic convergence

Fig. 119 - Capital with three 
rows of acanthus leaves.  The 
abacus is decorated with a 
central rosette, vine tendril 
with grapes and cauliculi.  The 
astragal is formed by a twisted 
pattern (Shibâm-Kawkabân).
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and vines.  Indeed, during the first centuries 
AD, the artistic production was characterised 
by a marked syncretism in which figurative 
motifs from Oriental, Greek and Roman icono-
graphic repertories were adapted to, or wholly 
or partially assimilated into local traditions.

A number of Yemeni capitals are shaped 
in a Corinthian style (Figure 119) on fluted 
columns (Figure 120), probably in imitation 
of prototypes from the Syrian city of Suwayda 
(called Dyonisias in Hellenistic and Roman 
times), in the Hawran.  

Frieze ornaments also demonstrate new 
elements, such as the motif of the meander, 
the Vitruvian scroll (“running dog”) and ovoli.  
An example of these motifs is provided by the 
relief fragment shown in Figure 121, from the 
Zafâr Museum.  This relief depicts a rampant 
leopard inside an aedicula supported by a col-
umn with the capital adorned by two rows of 
volutes and a human head.  The outer border 
of the arch is defined by a triple decoration, 
comprising a spiral motif, the “running dog” motif and the ovoli design. 

Among the new architectural elements represented in South Arabian reliefs, 
it is worth mentioning the aedicula, a canopied niche, symbol of a small temple 
or shrine, particularly widespread during the Roman period.  The aedicula was 
defined by one or multiple arches resting on fluted or tortile (twisted) columns 
surmounted by Corinthian capitals, and, as in the Greco-Roman tradition, it 
could shelter images of gods or human figures, as shown in the relief origi-
nating from the village of Bayt al-Ashwal, near Zafâr (Figure 122; 3rd century 
AD).  The women depicted underneath the aediculae face the viewer and hold 
a pomegranate in their hands, a symbol common to fertility goddesses.

Fig. 120 - Fluted column 
with twisted torus.  The plinth 
is decorated with three ro-
settes framed by two rows in 
the “running dog” pattern 
(Shibâm-Kawkabân).

Fig. 121 - Fragment of a re-
lief showing a rampant leop-
ard standing on a shelf inside 
an aedicula or shrine (Mu-
seum of Zafâr).
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gOdS And tHeir SyMbOlS

Images carved on architectonic 
reliefs indicate the cult of foreign 
gods, or a creative syncretism in 
which foreign divinities mingle and 
merge with native deities, or local 
divinities are depicted with the at-
tributes of foreign deities.  

The reliefs on display at the Zafâr 
Museum reveal a number of Palmyrene 
or Nabataean iconographic elements.  
Figure 123 shows a fragment of a 
frieze (1st – 2nd century AD) depicting 
the head of an adolescent, beardless 
male with a radiant halo emanating 
from his flowing hair — a sign that 
might identify him as an astral divinity.  
Although the image is incomplete, the 
similarities with the representations 
of the Divine Triad carved on stelae 
from Palmyra, in which the three ce-
lestial gods appear in Roman military 
garb (lorica and mantle) but wearing 
Persian trousers, are unmistakable.  

Fig. 123 - Fragment of a relief depict-
ing a male head with a radiate halo 
suggesting an astral divinity (Museum 
of Zafâr).

Fig. 122 - Series of small arches, resting on fluted columns, framing feminine images 
or possibly goddesses.  The lower face of the structure presents the sculpted wings of 
two eagles (Bayt al-Ashwal). 
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Another relief from Zafâr (Figure 124) presents interesting analogies with 
a relief from the Syrian city of Suwayda, in the Hawran depicting the bust of 
a man with two branches sprouting from his head decorated with vine leaves 
and bunches of grapes.  Two birds symmetrically positioned and pecking at the 
grapes and two rosettes complete the iconography (2nd – 3rd century AD).  The 
relief symbolizes Zeus Ammon with ram’s horns.  In the Zafâr relief, the bust 
of the Syrian prototype is replaced by a local South Arabian sacred subject, 
i.e. the bull’s head with long horns branching into luxuriant vegetal elements. 

The relief found at Shabwat (3rd 

– 4th century AD, Figure 125) is also 
exemplary of the impact of Greco-
Roman iconography on South Arabian 
relief art.  The relief depicts Hercules 
beneath an arched aedicula.  The 
demigod wears a leontè draped over 
the left arm and holds a club in the 
right hand.  The physical features 
of Hercules are exaggerated — the 
shoulders are disproportionately broad 
on the narrow chest and the torsion of 
the hip is overstated.  The arch of the 
aedicula is too massive and supported 
by columns with undefined capitals.  
Together, these features demonstrate 
a naïve artistic and conceptual ap-
proach by a South Arabian sculptor in 
handling motifs from Greco-Roman 
art that clearly did not belong to his 
culture and iconographic tradition.  

Fig. 125 - Alabaster funerary slab de-
picting a crowned Hercules beneath an 
aedicula (Shabwa).

Fig. 124 - Limestone relief (reused in a modern building in Zafâr), depicting a bull’s 
head with long horns branching into vegetal elements.
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The eagle

Common elements portrayed inside the aediculae are religious symbols, 
such as the eagle (Figure 126), often accompanied by a snake.  In Syria, the 
eagle was the symbol of the sun and stars and usually represented the Semitic 
god Hadad, in general portrayed crushing a snake.  

In South Arabia the eagle was probably adopted as the symbol of the gods 
Sayyin or Nasr, and the snake as the symbol of the god Wadd at Ma‘în.  Dur-
ing the Himyarite era, representations of the eagle featured the raptor viewed 
frontally, the body covered with feathers superimposed in a regular fashion and 
extended along the outstretched wings.  This iconography appears to derive 
from Nabatean art and emphasises formalism rather than naturalistic appearance.  
This degree of schematisation is taken even further in later representations of 
the eagle, as in the 6th century AD relief in the Museum of San‘â’ (Figure 127) 
and in another relief found at Masna‘at Mâriya (see below, p. 141, Figure 154).  

Generally, in reliefs depicting the arched aedicula, the space above the arch is 
occupied, as we have seen in the funerary stelae, by ornamental elements such as 
urns, rosettes, vine leaves (Cf. Figures 90, 125-126) and bunches of grapes whose 
triangular form is particularly suited to filling in the corners of the tympanum.

The mystic vase

Urns or vases are often portrayed in architectonic and funerary reliefs (Fig-
ures 126, 128-129).  A typical vase, generally interpreted as a vase for libations 
and associated with the cult of the dead, is a two-handled urn, with a spherical 
or oblong body on a tall foot and a lid, similar to the Greek vase kantharos, 
symbol of the god Dionysus.  This kind of “mystic vase” is found in Persia as 
the Mithraic vase, and in Syria it is related to the cult of the goddess Atargatis 
or the god Dionysus.  In the Christian world the vase will be transformed into 
the Eucharistic chalice.  It is, of course, quite possible that the assimilation of 
this motif into the South Arabian repertory had both iconograph ic and semantic 
value — intrinsically associated with the afterlife. 

Fig. 126 - Fragment of a limestone slab 
depicting an eagle fighting a snake in-
side a naiskos.  A mystic vase is shown 
in the upper right corner (al-Lisân).

Fig. 127 - Alabaster relief showing an 
eagle grasping two snakes.
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A figured stone block found at 
Marib, dating between the 1st and 3rd 

century AD, served as the base of a 
funerary stela (Figure 128).  On the 
front of the block, inside a simple 
frame are two stylized birds, probably 
peacocks shown in profile, both facing 
a large bunch of grapes.  Above, the 
two lateral projections are decorated 
with kantharoi.  The row of dentils 
at the base of the central rectangular 
opening reflects the enduring South 
Arabian traditional decorative motifs. 

The gryphon

The representation of animals is 
recurrent in South Arabian reliefs.  
The iconography reiterates South 
Arabian traditional depictions, such 
as the bull, ibex and antelope, but 
also expands into representations of 
other animals, such as the panther and 
lion, or imaginary beasts, such as the 
gryphon and triton.  An outstanding 
example of a gryphon is sculpted in 
the splendid capital excavated from a 
building identified as the royal palace 
at Shabwat (3rd century AD; Figure 
129).  This gryphon combines the 
slender and muscular body of a pan-
ther, horns, pointed ears and eagle’s 
wings, elaborately decorated with 
two kinds of feathers.  The model-
ling of the relief indicates features of 
the Parthian-Sassanid tradition.  The 
gryphon is associated with the ritual 
vase and the vine, elements that per-
tain to Dionysian and funerary sym-
bolism.  Therefore, this iconography 
was not merely adopted as decorative 
elements, but was most likely imbued 
with religious value that was trans-
ferred to South Arabian symbolism.

Fig. 128 - Limestone block decorated 
with two mystic vases and two pea-
cocks in profile and facing a large 
bunch of grapes. 

Fig. 129 - The central panel of this lime-
stone capital is decorated with a gryphon 
with the right forepaw on a ritual vase. 
The capital is framed by regular vine 
tendrils with grapes and the “running 
dog” pattern (Shabwa).
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COnCluSiOnS

From the 2nd century BC through to the 4th century AD, ancient Yemen’s 
artistic production was enriched by iconographic elements from Greek and Ro-
man traditions.  From the 1st century AD, both the expanding Roman Empire 
and the inauguration of a maritime trading route with the Indian coast ensured 
the dissemination of foreign artefacts and cultural influences that left their mark 
on South Arabian artistic production.  

According to a long established tradition, most of the artefacts served vo-
tive or funerary purposes.  Imported domestic goods, such as bronze and silver 
artefacts, were also associated with the cult sphere, as indicated by the dedica-
tory inscriptions, and, although intended to a small elite, their use implies the 
continuous transformation of local customs.  Imported statuettes, particularly 
between the 2nd century BC and the 2nd century AD, featuring foreign divini-
ties and the local assimilation of foreign iconography, demonstrate both the 
introduction of new cults and/or the appropriation of foreign iconography in 
the representation of local divinities.

Commerce, initially by caravan and later along maritime routes, was the 
principal mechanism for import of luxury goods for sophisticated, wealthy and 
powerful clientele.  However, such items were frequently copied and reproduced 
locally, to keep costs down, hence the necessity of importing prototypes or casts 
to be reproduced locally.  In adapting those foreign models, South Arabian 
artisans often introduced elements of local taste or, when they attempted to 
copy the models faithfully, they did not fully understand the original meaning. 
However, one has to consider that the purpose and significance of a specific 
iconography in the new South Arabian cultural environment could have been 
different from that of the original model, and any transformation or interpreta-
tion was therefore justified. 

Since all South Arabian figurative production had a religious significance 
and served the political power, it had to abide by local communicative canons. 
However, South Arabian art drew on other expressive repertories whenever its 
own traditions were no longer effective or were non-existent.  For example, 
the colossal statues from al-Nakhla al-hamrâ’ featuring heroic nudity as a sign 
of divinisation, were without precedent in South Arabia and were adopted in 
order to affirm the local power.  In contrast, the traditional means for declaring 
kingly power had only been through monumental writings and public archi-
tectural projects. 

Similarly, local architectural tradition, characterized by geometric motifs, 
was enriched by foreign aesthetic forms, the use of floral elements and fantas-
tic creatures that reflected a new taste for ornamental details and narratives. 

With the adoption of monotheism (the first monotheistic text known in 
Yemen dates from 363 – 373 AD), the artistic production and hence the dedi-
catory function of statues and artefacts declined rapidly. 
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COinAge

International trade, whether carried by caravan or by sea involved barter 
or an accepted currency.  The minting of coins in South Arabia began early 
in the 4th century BC and continued until the late 4th century AD.  Only the 
Kingdoms of Saba’, Qatabân, Hadramawt and Himyar issued their own 
coins that had limited circulation, indicating that the majority of trading 
transactions were still based on barter.  The Minaeans, who were the lead-
ing caravan traders, appear not to have had any coins of their own.

The Qatabân Kingdom was the first to mint silver coins, copying the “old 
style” Attic models depicting the head of Pallas Athena on the obverse and 
the owl (“Qatabanian owl”), sickle moon and olive branch on the reverse, 
accompanied by the first three Greek letters of Athena’s name: ΑΘΕ (Fig-
ures 131-133).  The coin’s value was expressed by letters of the alphabet on 
Athena’s cheek and the issuer’s identity indicated by the Royal monogram on 
the reverse.  The other Kingdoms followed this pattern more or less faithfully. 
It is likely that these particular coins were only used for international trade. 

Fig. 131-133 - Qatabanian silver coins in imitation of Athenian coins.  The 
obverse bears the head of Athena and the reverse the owl, with wide, round eyes 
(4th – 3rd century BC).
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Later coins were “national” in character, with a king’s head replac-
ing Athena and, on the reverse, local monograms and religious symbols. 
Around the early 2nd century BC, the “Qatabanian owl” was replaced by 
local iconography: on the observe a beardless male head with short curly 
hair and, on the reverse, a bearded male head in “Hellenised” style with 
a chignon, accompanied by symbols, letters or monograms (Figure 134).

Trade with Rome is evident in the design of Sabaean coins dating from 
the late 1st century BC to the early 1st century AD where on the coins’ ob-
verse, the head appears to be that of the Emperor Augustus, whereas the 
coins’ reverse still features Athena’s owl.

On Hadrami coins dating from around late 1st century BC to the early 1st 

century AD, Athena was replaced by the head of a solar or lunar divinity, 
adorned with a nimbus of rays and, on the reverse, a winged caduceus (the 
symbol of Hermes, the god of trade in Greek and Roman mythology) and 
monograms.  In the 1st century AD, the Hadrami ruler Yashhur’îl Yuhar‘ish 
minted coins bearing a male head (probably his portrait) with the name of 
the god Sayyin on the observe, and an eagle on the reverse. 

In the late 2nd century BC, Himyar imitated the Qatabanian model, but 
“Arabised” the portrait by adopting the long hairstyle characteristic of South 
Arabian portraits and added Raydân as mint place.  Later, in the 1st and 2nd 

centuries AD, Himyar produced its own unique coinage known as “two 
heads” (Figure 135), because both sides of the coins bear the head of the king, 
the name Raydân, monograms, the royal symbol and the name of the king. 

Fig. 135 - Himyarire silver coin of the “series with two heads” (1st – 2nd century AD).

Fig. 134 - Qatabanian silver coin of the “series with two heads” (2nd century BC).
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In the 2nd and 3rd centuries AD, the Himyarites began to use the Sabaean series 
of coins known as the “with bucranium” (bull’s head) (Figure 136) for local 
transactions and later gold Aksûmite coins for their international commerce.

Fig. 136 - Sabaean silver coin of the “series with bucranium” (early 2nd – mid-
3rd centuries AD).





Recent South Arabian Period
(3rd - 6th Centuries AD)
The Empire of Himyar
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During the 3rd century AD, the Kingdom of Himyar saw the intensification of 
conflicts due to the emergence of new threats — the Abyssinian (or Aksumite) 
invasion (200 – 275 AD) along the coastal region of Tihâma, on the Western 
border of the Yemeni plateau, and the increasing power of the Kingdom of 
Hadramawt (Cf. Figure 185).  By the 3rd century AD, Arab tribes that had set-
tled in Minaean territory during the 2nd century BC, became influential in the 
Tihâma region through an alliance with the Abyssinians.  Arab tribes that set-
tled in the Yemeni plateau gradually integrated with the Sabaean society after 
initial clashes.  However, by the end of the 3rd century AD, Himyar extended 
its dominion in the southwest through the expulsion of the Abyssinians and 
the annexation of Saba’, and in the southeast through the annexation of the 
Hadramawt.  Consequently, South Arabia was unified for the first time under 
Himyar and, by the 5th century, the Kingdom extended from the Red Sea in the 
West, to the Indian Ocean in the South, to Oman in the East and to the territory 
of Najrân in the North (Cf. Figure 186).  In territories north of Najrân, the tribes 
of Central Arabia recognised Himyar’s protectorate beyond modern ar-Riyadh, 
and in Western Arabia, as far as Yathrib, today’s al-Madîna.

The Kingdom’s demise began with the second Abyssinian invasion around 
525/530 AD (or, according to some inscriptions, 529/530 AD) led by Kâlêb 
Ella Asbeha.  This was followed by the Sassanid occupation of Yemen in 570 
AD and in 632 AD, Yemen became part of the Islamic State that the Prophet 
Muhammad founded in al-Madîna.  

The disappearance of a uniquely South Arabian civilisation is symbolised 
by the final collapse of the Marib dam, between 560 and 620 AD.  The dam 
required continuous maintenance.  In 456 AD, following the damage caused 
by excessive summer rains, the dam was repaired by Shurihbi’îl Ya‘fur (son of 
Abîkarib As‘ad, Judaic King of Himyar) and again in 547 – 549 AD by Abraha 
(the Abyssinian King who, in c. 535 AD, proclaimed himself King of Yemen).  
When the dam ceased to be regularly repaired, agriculture went into a precipi-
tous decline that ultimately led to the collapse of the South Arabian civilisation.  

Up until this time, the political and ethnic identity of the local populations had 
been closely linked to religion, with each tribe worshipping its own pantheon 
and tutelary divinities.  During the 4th century, the introduction of monotheism 
marked the beginning of the abandonment of the ancestral gods and temples, 
as paganism had not yet been completely replaced by the new faith.  

Historical Context 
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The first indication of the existence 
of monotheistic cults in Southern Ara-
bia is revealed by a number of inscrip-
tions dating from the mid-4th century, 
invoking “Îlân, Lord of the Heavens”.  
It has been suggested that the Himyar-
ite King Malkîkarib Yuha’min and his 
sons Abîkarib As‘ad and Dhara’’amar 
Ayman (c. 380 AD) adopted monothe-
ism for the state religion as a political 
strategy rather than as a religious choice 
in the belief that worship of a single 
god strengthened cohesion among the 
many tribes present in the vast and 
heterogeneous Himyarite territory.  

During this period, the antagonism 
between Persia and Byzantium over 
control of the trade routes between the 
Mediterranean and India influenced 
political and religious developments 
throughout the region.  Persian do-
minion extended from Syria to India, 
while Byzantium controlled the coast 
of the Eastern Mediterranean as far 
as the Axumite Kingdom in Ethio-
pia.  Christianity had gained a foothold along the edges of the Yemeni desert 
and on the coast, in Najrân, in the Hadramawt, in Tihâma and on the island 
of Suqutra.  The Greek historian Philostorgius recounts that the Roman Em-
peror Constantius II (337 – 361 AD) charged Bishop Theophilus the Indian 
with converting Southern Arabia to Christianity.  Theophilus, originally from 
an island known as Dibu (probably Suqutra) lived in Arabia between 339 and 
344 AD where he was received with honours by a Himyarite King.  The King 
built three Christian churches — the first church was at Tapharos (Zafâr), the 
second at Adane (‘Adan) and the third “in the Persian emporium at the mouth 
of the Persian Sea”.  Philostorgius also mentions that at this time the Jewish 
community was influential and greatly respected in the Himyarite Kingdom.  
The earliest epigraphic evidence of a Jewish presence in Southern Arabia in-
cludes a Greek inscription from a synagogue in the ancient port of Qanîʾ (Bi’r 
‘Alî, Hadramawt) dating from the second half of the 4th century and a Greek 
inscription (3rd – 4th century AD), found at Beth She‘arim in Palestine referring 
to the Homeriton, the Himyarites.  

Nearly 200 years later, following the 2nd Abyssinian invasion during which 
two Kings selected by the Abyssinians briefly ruled, Prince Yûsuf As’ar Yath’ar, 
known as dhû Nuwâs came to power (according to inscriptions in 522 – 525 
or in 529 – 530 AD).  He would be the last King to rule over an independent 
Yemen.  Dhû Nuwâs was called “King of all the tribes”, rather than “King of 
Saba’, dhu-Raydân, Hadramawt and Yamanat, and the Arabs of the Mountain 

Fig. 137 - Alabaster slab with an inscrip-
tion in Ge‘ez (ancient Ethiopian script), 
describing the Abyssinian invasion of 
Yemen, possibly that of the Negus Kâlêb 
Ella Asbeha (530 AD, Marib).
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and Coastal Plain”, as his predecessor King Abîkarib As‘ad used to be known.  
When Abîkarib As‘ad had, together with his co-regent father and brother, pro-
claimed monotheism as the state religion in c. 380 AD (see above, p. 133), his 
commitment to Judaism was not explicit in the inscriptions of the period, as God 
was simply called “their Lord, the Lord of Heavens”.  However the nature of 
the Jewish faith professed by his heir, dhû Nuwâs is evidenced by the ferocious 
military campaigns conducted against the Christian Himyarites (the Aksumite 
residents of Zafâr and the tribes of Tihâma) in response to Ethiopian meddling 
in South Arabian internal affairs.  Dhû Nuwâs destroyed Christian churches, 
persecuted the allies of the Abyssinians on the coast and exterminated part of the 
Christian community of Najrân, remembered as the “martyrs of Najrân”.  This 
momentous episode provoked an immediate reaction from Byzantium and in 
525 AD the Abyssinians, led by the Ethiopian Negus Kâlêb Ella Asbeha, were 
authorised to invade Yemen (Figure 137).  Kâlêb defeated the Himyarite army 
and Yemen became an Abyssinian protectorate for the next 50 years, first under 
the Christian Himyarite King Sumyafa‘ Ashwa‘ and then under the Abyssinian 
general Abraha who renounced allegiance to the Ethiopian Negus and ruled 
independently as King of the Himyarites from 535 to 565 AD.

During Abraha’s reign, the dam of Marib was restored (547 – 549 AD) 
and the capital was moved from Zafâr to San‘â’, where a splendid Christian 
church was erected.  According to the Arabic-Islamic tradition, the King sought 
to transform this church into the largest and most prestigious pilgrimage site 
in Arabia, supplanting the Ka‘ba, in Mecca.  Indeed, between the years 555 
and 565 AD, Abraha led a military expedition to the North of the Arabian Pe-
ninsula against Mecca’s Ka‘ba.  This failed expedition is remembered in the 
Quran (Surah 105: 1-4) as the “expedition of the elephant,” because the King, 
to impress his enemies, led his army with one or more elephants from Ethiopia.

As part of the continuing struggle for regional control, around 570 AD Persia 
supported the Yemeni Jewish prince Sayf ibn dhî Yaz’an in his fight against the 
Abyssinians who were finally expelled from Yemen.  Consequently, the terri-
tory became a satrapy of Persia, and later its vassal state until 632 AD, when 
it joined with the Islamic state of the Prophet Muhammad.

Before the advent of Islam, Yemen was characterised by a mosaic of reli-
gions — Judaism, Christian sects, Zoroastrism and Manichaeism.  Politically, 
the country was divided into different and conflicting enclaves under Persian 
influence or feudal lords governing princedoms and Arab tribes.  The gradual 
transition from the old South Arabian civilisation to Islam was characterised by 
considerable political instability and confusion and it is generally regarded as 
a time of decline.  In reality, we know very little about the cultural and social 
significance of this period and future research will help ascertain whether it 
represented a true break with the past or whether there were some aspects of 
cultural continuity.  For example, a typological study of South Arabian temples 
reveals that their ground plans served as a blueprint during the formative phase 
of Islamic religious architecture.  In particular, the small Yemeni hypostyle 
mosques appear to derive from the South Arabian “one-room temple” type, 
found mainly in Hadramawt and Jawf.
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From the 3rd century AD, there is clear evidence of a drastic decrease in 
both the production of traditional sculpture and in the import of artefacts from 
Hellenised countries.  The adoption of monotheism was undoubtedly an im-
portant factor influencing this trend, even though Arab paganism did not die 
out altogether.  The inscriptions found in the city of Qaryat al-Fâw, the capital 
of the Kingdom of Kinda in Central Arabia, show that the gods worshipped 
were Ahwar, Sin, Shams and ‘Athtar.  At Najrân, in addition to ‘Athtar, two 
other deities were worshipped, dhu-Samâwî, “The One of the Heavens” and 
a god simply defined as “Lord of Mkntn”.  In Arab-Islamic texts, the lexicon 
concerning idols comprises four main terms, nusub, sanam, wathan and timthal 
that might refer to cult statues venerated by the South Arabians.  

This tumultuous period is artistically significant for its distinctive architectonic 
features and reliefs, as well as for objects displaying an amalgam of Oriental 
Hellenism, Byzantine and Persian elements, integrated with and complementing 
the indigenous style.  However, contrary to the epigraphic documentation, the 
archaeological evidence is limited to a few reliefs and capitals of small dimen-
sions recovered outside their original context.  These artefacts were probably part 
of aediculae and small cultic edifices that, all things considered, bear witness 
to a modest, provincial production — a pale reflection of the more prestigious 
and sumptuous artwork of cities in the Romanised, Northern regions.

 

ARCHiteCtuRAl elementS And ReliefS.  SHAdowS of CHRiS-
tiAn devotion

During the Himyarite Empire, the columns in religious monuments show a 
variety of forms, ranging from squared pillars with cubic or cylindrical capitals 
decorated in geometrical pattern (blinds, dentils) following the ancient South 
Arabian tradition (Figures 138 and 139 respectively), to fluted or hexagonal 
columns surmounted by Corinthian capitals of Hellenistic design (Figure 140).  
It is worth noting that capitals with traditional local motifs and capitals with 
Hellenistic acanthus leaf motifs were often at the same sites as, for example, in 
Marib and on the plateau at Shibâm-Kawkabân, Tan‘im, Dâf, Baynûn, Dhamâr, 
Yarîm and Zafâr.  The presence of traditional and foreign architectural elements 
at the same sites poses the question as to whether the two styles were intended 

Architecture, reliefs and artefacts 
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for different social or religious contexts, for 
example for buildings of separate cults — one 
pagan and the other associated with the Chris-
tian or Jewish faith.  Unfortunately, virtually all 
architectural examples of both types have come 
down to us from deposits of re-used material 
(spolia), making it difficult to attribute them to 
a definite context or historical period.  

The South Arabian Corinthian-type capitals 
show specific ornamental and stylistic features 
characteristic of capitals in the Hellenised East, 
in particular Southern Syria.  The typological 
evolution of Corinthian capitals in Southern Syria 
has been analysed by the French archaeologist 
D.  Schlumberger.  However, as art historian 
Michael Avi Yonah has argued, this evolution 
continued beyond the 2nd century AD and led, 
toward the end of the 4th century, to a new style 
of Syrian capitals that would strongly influence 
the architecture of neighbouring countries dur-
ing the following centuries.  Indeed, a number 
of Yemeni capitals appear to date from the 4th 
century AD (Figures 141-144).  Medium to 
small in size, the capitals feature one to two 
rows of leaves characterized by a solid central 
vein flanked by secondary parallel veins, in 
imitation of acanthus leaves.  These leaves are 
rigidly rendered, small and closely adhering to 
the surface of the capital, with the exception of 
their tips that project slightly outwards.  The 
outline of the leaves is slightly indented.  The 
leaves are often associated with various decora-
tive elements, such as rosettes, vine tendrils with 
grapes and stalks — the cauliculi (Figure 141).  
Over time, this schematic pattern underwent a 
transformation that involved the elimination 
of the cauliculi among the foliage, an initial 
expansion of the angular spirals and, later, 
their substitution (or alternation) with rosettes. 
The capitals in Jordan and Palestine underwent similar architectonic trans-
formation.  Of note, Yemeni capitals, although showing the same general 
abstract rendering as Middle Eastern prototypes of the same period, preserved 
an undeniably regional formalism characterized by a smaller size, greater 
simplification, rigidity and flatness in the geometry and lack of those sculp-
tural characteristics that would enhance the chiaroscuro effects.  Arguably, 
these are the marks of a traditional style not entirely supplanted by the new 
artistic trends of the time. 

Fig. 138 - Hexagonal pillar 
with a cubic capital decorated 
with geometrical patterns, i.e. 
blind and dentils.
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Finally, a few Yemeni capitals adopt a 
new element — the cross.  Confined within a 
schematic, but plastic row of leaves, the cross 
replaces the central rosette (Figure 145; Figure 
146, Colour Plate).  These cube-shaped capitals 
with broad stylised acanthus leaves surmounted 
by a cross have their prototype in capitals in 
the cathedral of Saint Mary of Zion in Aksûm, 
Ethiopia, built between 372 and 424 AD (Figures 
150 and 151).  In Yemen, the large cube-shaped 
Christian capitals, finished in different styles and 
reused in the Great Mosque of San‘â’ (Figures 
145-149) can be dated to the Aksumite invasion 
of Yemen.  They would have adorned the church 
erected in San‘â’ at the time of Abraha, around 
mid-6th century AD.  Of note, Emperor Justin-
ian is known to have sent architects, workmen 
and materials, including marble and mosaics, 
for the construction of the church.  The 9th cen-
tury Islamic chroniclers al-Tabarî and al-Azraqî 
described this magnificent church in detail, and, 
on the basis of their descriptions, scholars Rob-
ert B.  Serjeant and Ronald Lewcock, Barbara 
Finster and Jürgen Schmidt have proposed a 
reconstruction of the building.  The church, 
called al- Qalîs (“the Church”, from Greek 
ekklèsia), stood in the oldest quarter of San‘â’.  
Most of the materials of this church were later 
used in the construction of the Great Mosque 
(705-715 AD), as demonstrated by the presence 
of capitals, columns and plinths, as well as el-
ements of the roof and the wooden door with 
panels featuring pre-Islamic inscriptions.  From 
detailed descriptions in Islamic texts, we learn 
that the church of San‘â’ was surrounded by an 
open space that served for circumambulation, as 
in Ethiopian rituals.  It is likely that the wall of 
the church was built in the style used for early 
Christian churches in Ethiopia.  Friezes were 
created by inserting rows of triangular stones 
of alternating colours between two layers of 
rough-hewn stones, similar to the façade of the 
modern building in Zafâr shown in Figure 152 
(Colour Plate).  The upper part of the wall of the 
church was completed with bands of stones of 
contrasting colours — black, yellow and white 
— that formed a thick parapet against the sky. 

Fig. 139 - Fluted column sup-
porting a cylindrical capital 
decorated with dentils (Mosque 
Masjid al-Ju‘aydan, Ghay-
mân).

Fig. 140 - Hexagonal pillar 
surmounted by a Corinthian 
capital (Dâf).
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This construction method recalls the 
technique used today for building 
houses using ancient re-used materi-
als.  In fact, nowadays, a common 
building style utilizes alternate lay-
ers of coloured stones and parapets 
decorated with protruding stones that 
create a chiaroscuro, light/dark effect 
(Figure 153).  

Apart from these items, there is no 
other clear archaeological evidence 
of Christianity in Yemen.  We should 
recall that, in the first quarter of the 
6th century AD, Yûsuf As’ar Yath’ar 
persecuted Christians and destroyed 
their churches.  There were undoubtedly 
churches at Najrân and Qaryat al-Fâw 
in the North (Saudi Arabia), and oth-
ers were erected at Marib, Zafâr, al-
Mukha (on the coast of the Red Sea), 
and at ‘Adan and Qanîʾ (on the coast 
of the Indian Ocean).  A few examples 
of iconographic elements depicted on 
stone reliefs from spolia may bear 
witness to a Christian devotional past.  
For example, a stone arch showing a 
motif of stylised acanthus leaves and 
what appears to be a cross sculpted in 
the intrados was found at Masna‘at 
Mâriya (11 km West of Dhamâr) 
and was probably part of a Christian 
aedicula (Figure 154).  Above the 
extrados and flanking the monograms 
carved next to the centre, two eagles 
with hooked beaks and long necks 
similar to a vulture are represented.  
The birds have spherical bodies and 
the feathers on the wings are rendered 
in schematic patches.  In this specific 
case, it is not clear as to whether the 
eagle syncretically preserved a local 
meaning as the symbol of a South Arabian divinity (see p. 124), or, for its abil-
ity to soar up into the sky, was symbolic of the resurrection of Christ within 
the Christian iconography. 

Another example of possible Christian significance is the representation of the 
peacock that was a favourite symbol of Christians for whom it was allegorical of 
the resurrection of the Christ. The magnificent plumage of the bird that re-grows 

Fig. 141 - South Arabian capital deco-
rated with one row of acanthus leaves, 
volutes at the corners, rosettes and 
cauliculi. The abacus is decorated with 
dentils and ovoli (Mawkal).

Fig. 142 - Capital with one row of acan-
thus leaves and abacus decorated with 
the meander motif.
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Fig. 143- Limestone capital with two rows 
of acanthus leaves.

Fig. 144 - Limestone capital with one 
row of acanthus leaves, plain abacus 
and astragal with a twisted line pattern.

Fig. 145 - A limestone cube-shaped 
capital decorated with stylised acan-
thus leaves surmounted by a cross. 
The capital was reused in The Great 
Mosque in San‘â’.

Fig. 147 - An upturned cube-shaped 
capital once part of the ancient church 
built in San‘â’ around mid-6th century 
AD (The Great Mosque in San‘â’). 

each spring symbolizes the Saviour who escaped the corruption of death and rose 
again in all his glory.  In a South Arabian alabaster relief dating from the 5th – 
6th century, a peacock is depicted face on, with the tail wide open (Figure 155).  
The provenance and function of this relief is still obscure, as no inscriptions are 
visible on the frame of the relief.  In ancient times the peacock was a symbol of 
immortality, resurrection and incorruptibility.  It was extensively represented in 
catacombs and in the mosaic flooring of Paleo-Christian churches where the pea-
cock is seen in profile, with the tail closed and pointing downwards.  In Christian 
iconography, peacocks facing each other on either side of a flower or a chalice 
became a common feature in religious monuments from the 2nd and 3rd century 
AD.  From the 4th century, the subject was represented in all its variants — pea-
cocks drinking at a cantharus sprouting vine tendrils and grapes or flanking the 
monogram of Christ, and so on.  The peacock was also depicted together with 
other birds, vases and garlands that, taken together, evoke the idea of Paradise.
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Fig. 148 - A cube-shaped capital deco-
rated with broad stylised acanthus 
leaves (The Great Mosque in San‘â’).

Fig. 150 - A typical capital of the 
ancient Cathedral of Aksûm (Aksûm 
Museum).

Fig. 149 - A cube-shaped capital deco-
rated with large leaves and volutes (The 
Great Mosque in San‘â’).

Fig. 151 - Cube-shaped capital of the 
ancient Cathedral of Aksûm (Aksûm 
Museum).

Fig. 153 - Modern palace at Zafâr built with ancient architectural materials. 
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Fig. 154 - The decorations of this stone arch are composed of two eagles with 
spread wings, a monogram and the vine tendril motif. The intrados is sculpted with a 
cross and stylised acanthus leaves (Masna‘at Mâriya).

Fig. 155 - Alabaster square stone with a frontally facing peacock with a large, wide-open tail.

RetHinking HelleniStiC And SASSAnid SeCulAR iConogRAPHy 

From the 3rd century onwards, in addition to existing influences from the 
Greco-Roman culture, the local iconographic repertory was enriched with new 
themes inspired by the Parthian-Sassanid tradition, such as the hunt and the 
combat between horsemen — both expressions of heroic victory.  Symbols of 
power in the ancient Persian tradition, such as the lion-bull combat, were also 
introduced in South Arabian figurative representations. 

The science of warfare 

As we have previously noted, during the long twilight of South Arabian civi-
lisation, relief art demonstrated its most eloquent artistic expression.  Popular 
secular subjects in representational art favoured scenes of prowess in arms, 
whether hunting or warfare. 
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War is the subject in a fragment of a stone relief from either a funerary or 
commemorative stela (4th century AD; Figure 156).  The scene, emerging from 
a neutral background, is composed of a horseman armed with a spear and an 
oval shield and, behind him, a foot soldier with an axe and a small round shield 
(right side of the drawing).  A frame decorated with a vine tendril motif runs 
along the right side.  On the top right portion of the fragment, the monogram 
“ydm” and a two-line dedication are carved.

The horseman, wearing a scaled lorica and helmet, is most likely confront-
ing another horseman, as suggested by the partial relief of a horse’s hooves 
appearing on the left edge of the fragment.  Indeed, another fragment, reused 
in recent times for a typical Yemeni lamp, probably belongs to the same stela 
(left side of the drawing) and would complete the mirror-symmetrical composi-
tion of two facing horsemen.  The top left portion of the piece is inscribed with 
another monogram (h, ḍ, n).  However, the text of the dedication is incomplete 
and it is impossible to identify the name of the horseman.

The scene brings to mind another heroic combat depicted on a Himyarite bronze 
plaque with silver inlay from Zafâr that was part of a horse’s harness (Figure 
157a; Figure 157b, Colour Plate).  The plaque is divided into three horizontal 
registers framed by a herringbone pattern.  The top and bottom registers illustrate 
(on either side of a central ornamental motif comprising a cantharus sprouting 
vine leaves) two mirror-symmetrical scenes of a hunter on foot accompanied 
by a dog attacking a fleeing gazelle.  The central register is subdivided into two 
panels, each portraying two horsemen confronting each other on rearing horses 
and, on the ground between the horses’ legs, lays a human figure.  The head 
and legs of the horsemen are seen in profile and their torsos in three-quarter 

Fig. 156 - Drawing of an inscribed stone stela decorated in relief with a representation 
of a battle between horsemen and foot soldiers (reconstructions from two fragments).
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view so that the figure on the left is viewed from the front and the figure on the 
right from the back.  Each rider holds a lance in his right hand and the reins in 
the left.  Each figure wears a distinct type of warrior attire — the figure on the 
right wears a tight-fitting suit of chainmail covering the arms and legs down 
to the ankles, while the figure on the left wears a tunic with transverse folds 
over a pair of breeches marked with creases.  The iconography is particularly 
interesting for the cultural tradition that inspired the scene.  The horseman on 
the right appears to be a clibanarius, that is, a cavalry-man protected by armour 
and armed with a spear, as seen on Trajan’s Column in Rome commemorating 
victory over the Sarmatians.  The cloaks of the two warriors billow out sug-
gesting the energetic movement of the horses, especially the cloak of the left 
figure that is rendered more plastic by the presence of folds.  The technique of 
silver intarsio (or agemina) is preserved only on the left-hand horse and cov-
ers the areas of the muzzle, musculature, mane, bridle and saddle depicted as a 
tasselled rug.  From a formalist perspective, the figures are flat and the draw-
ing is linear with only a naive allusion to perspective.  Although the care for 
detail is noticeable, the scene lacks naturalism in the rendering of the figures.

Scenes of combat between knight-warriors, like the one on the Himyar-
ite plaque, are not indigenous.  Such hunting and knightly combat themes, 
compositionally arranged in mirror-symmetric scenes, derive from Sassanid 
iconographic models adapted for the local market by the insertion of Himyarite 
monograms in the central register.  From the study of the onomastics of the 
monograms, the artefact of Figure 157 can be dated to the 5th century AD.  A 
similar iconography recurs in Sassanid rock reliefs from Naqsh-i Rustam, North 
of Persepolis, and Fîrûzâbâd, the city founded by Ardashir I.  In the Sassanid 
conventional imagery of combat scenes between horsemen brandishing spears, 
the horses are depicted at a “flying gallop”, running over the ground with their 
forelegs extended forward and the hind legs extended backwards, while the 
defeated horseman is shown lying prone on the ground.  

Fig. 157a - Drawing of the plaque from Zafâr. The top and bottom frames of the 
artwork depict two identical, mirror-symmetrical scenes of a hunter on foot accom-
panied by a dog attacking a fleeing gazelle. 
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A fragmentary architectural element, 
probably a voussoir, presently in the 
San‘â’ National Museum, illustrates the 
iconography of the knight on horseback 
in heraldic attitude (Figure 158).  The 
horseman is seen with head and legs in 
profile facing left, so that the torso is 
seen from the back, with lance at rest.  
Similar to the plaque from Zafâr (Figure 
157), the horseman’s triangular cloak 
billows to suggest the horse’s move-
ment and its arching folds mitigate the 
stiff rendering of the fabric.  The figure 
on the left, although badly damaged, 
suggests a second horseman, in keeping with the conventional composition 
of facing warriors inspired by the Sassanid tradition.  However, the precursor 
of this iconography is the image of the “Thracian Knight”, a divine or heroic 
figure represented, from the 2nd century AD, in numerous votive reliefs and 
funerary stelae in Northern Greece, Macedonia and Bulgaria.  

The art of hunting

The themes of the royal lion hunt and animal combat that are carved on a 
number of Himyarite reliefs most likely derive from Sassanid iconography, 
although such themes are not exclusively Persian.  Indeed, such themes were 
the favourite subjects for the mosaic cycles that adorned private homes and pal-
aces in Italy (for example, Piazza Armerina, Sicily, 4th century AD), in Roman 
Proconsular Africa (Djemila, Algeria, 4th century AD) and even in the Eastern 
Mediterranean cities (Antioch, Syria, 4th – 5th centuries AD).  

The Himyarite voussoir shown in Figure 159 depicts a lion hunt in high 
relief.  The royal title in the monogram reveals the regal character of the hunt 

Fig. 159 - Limestone Himyarite architectonic element with a representation of a 
royal lion hunt in high relief. 

Fig. 158 - An architectonic fragment 
showing a horseman with lance in rest, 
sculpted in high relief.
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performed with the participation of venatores 
(hunters) depicted bare-chested, wearing short 
skirts and armed with daggers and Roman oval 
shields decorated with floral motifs.  The defeat 
of a wild beast was considered a noble privilege 
and understood as a symbol of the glorification 
of the king.  It is likely that, in the relief, the 
king was one of the hunters represented below 
the monogram and in proximity to the lion.  The 
carving does not contain any naturalistic depic-
tion of the environmental settings of the hunt.

An interesting sequence of hunting scenes 
is represented in four different episodes on a 
squared capital originating from Husn al-‘Urr 
(Hadramawt) and presently in the National Mu-
seum of ‘Adan (Figure 160a-d).  The corners 
of the capital are flattened and adorned with a 
vine tendril while each face of the capital bears 
a hunting scene animated with predators and 
prey.  The four hunting episodes can be inter-
preted as follows:

a)  The hunters, in pleated skirts similar to the 
hunter’s attire in Figure 159, are armed 
with spears and bows and are accompa-
nied by dogs.  This scene could represent 
hunters in readiness for the hunt, or, ac-
cording to archaeologist Edward Keall, it 
could represent the technique of driving 
animals inside a fence by using beaters 
and dogs, a practice commonly used in 
Persia and Roman Africa.

b)  Depiction of a lion hunt, where a large 
lion is pierced by a spear and another 
lies dead in the foreground.  A hunter is 
riding a horse while two other hunters 
are on foot and a fourth, armed with a 
spear and shield, has fallen beneath the 
rampant lion.

c)   Depiction of a gazelle hunt in which two hunters are shown on foot while 
one rides a horse.  The figure in the foreground holds a gazelle by the horns.

d)  The scene depicts ibexes resting, grazing or involved in a sporting battle.  
In the centre, a human silhouette at a distance, with a staff and horned 
headdress, could be interpreted as a triumphant hunter or a hunter in ritual 
costume during a propitiatory ceremony.  Because of this interpretative 
uncertainty, this face of the capital could either be the last or the first im-
age of the hunting sequence.  

Fig. 160 a-d - Limestone 
capital from Husn al-‘Urr 
depicting different episodes of 
a hunt.
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Although the theme of the hunt is commonly found in the Sassanid tradi-
tion and in the iconography of the Roman Provinces, Edward Keall suggests 
that a number of stylistic and compositional elements, such as the subdivision 
into different sequences (here on the four sides of the capital), the proportions 
of the human figures and animals and finally the absence of a naturalistic en-
vironment, do not belong to these cultures.  Instead, these characteristics ap-
pear to be specific to Byzantine mosaic compositions dating from the end of 
the 5th century to the beginning of the 6th century AD found in Constantinople 
and Antioch.  On this basis, Keall envisions the presence in Southern Arabia 
of Syrian artisans whose artistic influence has been already mentioned for the 
series of capitals in Corinthian style (Cf. above, p. 137). 

The alabaster relief in the Foster Collection (Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 
MD; Figure 161, Colour Plate) is an elegant representation of a hunt between 
animals for which the sculptor seems to have drawn inspiration from Sassanid 
sumptuary art.  The centre of the scene features a tree where birds are perched 
on the wind-tossed branches.  On the left, an ibex is attacked by a dog and, on 
the right, a leopard leaping from a rock attacks an ibex.  On the ground, in the 
lower part of the scene, a hare and a rodent are represented.  

The composition, characterised by the symmetrical placing of the animals 
and the tendency to clutter the entire space in a horror vacui atmosphere, points 
to an Eastern milieu, while the subject and the iconography are specific to the 
Sassanid tradition.  The detail of a spiral drawn on the forequarters of the hunted 
animals recalls the motif of the “Sassanid star” on lions in royal hunting scenes 
decorating luxury plates produced for the court and aristocracy and interpreted 
as the symbol identifying animals in royal hunts.  In artistic depictions of the 
Ancient Near East, the ibex, the bull and the lion were often associated with 
celestial symbols (stars, rosettes, points) representing the constellations.  The 
“Sassanid star” could be a reminiscence of those 
very ancient star symbols.  

A hunting scene with a greyhound attacking 
its prey is featured on the handle of a bronze oil 
lamp (Figure 162) found at Matara, in Ethiopia.  
Stratigraphic analysis dates the lamp to the 6th 
century AD, and the French archaeologist Fran-
cis Anfray has hypothesised its South Arabian 
origin by analogy with lamps found in Yemen.  
The lamp has an elaborate body characterised 
by an undulating spout surmounted by beads 
and four protruding, stylized flamelets, and 
a tall foot decorated by small palm-shaped 
columns.  The handle consists of a sculpture 
in the round of a hunting dog attacking a flee-
ing ibex by seizing the animal’s hindquarters 
with its jaws and front paws.  The base of the 
handle features an elegant decorative element 
with volutes.  On the body, beneath the handle, 
a bull’s head is represented in relief.  

Fig. 162 - A refined bronze 
lamp with the handle in the 
shape of a hunting dog attack-
ing a fleeing ibex.
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The lion-bull combat

A lion attacking a bull is a common scene depicted on Yemeni objects dat-
ing from different historical periods.  This motif is found on a 1st century BC 
– 1st century AD relief kept in the Museum of San‘â’ (Figure 163), on a 1st – 
3rd century AD fragment excavated from al-Huqqa, in Central Yemen (North 
of San‘â’; Figure 164), and on the handle of a 3rd – 4th century AD bronze oil 
lamp of unknown provenance (Figure 165).

This iconography is evocative of 
the symplegma (group of entwined 
animals) depicting the lion-bull com-
bat on the monumental sculptures 
decorating the Achaemenid palaces 
in Persepolis (6th century BC).  The 
significance of this symbol, chosen 
by the Achaemenid kings as the royal 
emblem for their palaces, is based on 
the identification of the conquering 
lion with the king.  However, the im-
age has an even more ancient origin 
— appearing in an Elamite prehistoric 
seal from around 4,000 BC — and 
is without doubt the most enduring 
symbol of Near Eastern iconography.  
Indeed, the motif of the lion attacking 
a bull or a gazelle was also transferred 
to the Islamic milieu as a symbol of power.  For example, the theme is to be 
found in an apse mosaic in a private palace in the Umayyad site of Khirbat 
al-Mafjar, near Jericho (724 – 743 AD), and in the Great Mosque of Amida/
Diyarbakir, a city in South Eastern Turkey (12th century).  

Fig. 163 - Limestone low relief with the theme of the lion-bull combat.

Fig. 164 - Fragment of a limestone re-
lief depicting the theme of the lion-bull 
combat. Note the frontal view of the at-
tacking lion (al-Huqqa).



149recent South ArAbiAn period

According to German scientist and polymath Willy Hartner (1905 – 1981), 
the lion-bull combat originally had an astronomical meaning and symbolised a 
well-defined calendrical event.  

Hartner and Ettinghausen affirm that, 
There can be no doubt that in As-
syrian and Achaemenian time, 
if not earlier, the old motif was 
re-interpreted as a symbol for the 
most important day in the Assyrian 
and Zoroastrian calendars: on one 
hand, the solar date indicating the 
beginning of the luni-solar year, 
in the other, the Nowrûz (i.e. the 
celebration of the Achaemenid New 
Year).  (Hartner and Ettinghausen 
1964: 164). 

Further, Hartner suggested that in 
Achaemenid times, the lion-bull motif 
could also have been transformed into 
an emblem of royal power.  The lion-
bull motif was later adopted during the 
Parthian and Sassanid eras with the same 
meaning — the symbol of the mighty king.  Thence, from this milieu it made its 
way to South Arabia to become a symbol of power for the local aristocracy.  For 
example, the monogram incised on the relief with the lion-bull motif of Figure 
163 cites the name of Nasha’karib, probably a Himyarite aristocrat.  According 
to French epigraphist Christian Robin, the writing and the style of the monogram 
are commonly found in the archaeological sites of San‘â’. 

Naturalistic designs 

The vine tendril was extremely widespread in Southern Arabia during the 
3rd to 6th century and was reproduced on everyday objects, funerary reliefs and 
architectonic elements, such as columns, intrados, doorjambs and pillars.  Ac-
companied by vine leaves and grapes — ornaments of Eastern origin — the 
tendril seems to have entered the South Arabian decorative repertory through 
Syria, as early as the 1st century AD when it appears associated with putti, birds 
and tritons.  From the 3rd century onwards, the same motif became more sim-
plified, stylised and characterised by angular shapes with bulbous junctions, 
similar to knots, enclosing grapes alternating with vine leaves.  This style can 
be appreciated in a stone doorway from Yemen kept at the Museum of Oriental 
Art in Rome (Figure 166), and on the body of the oil lamp described above 
(Figure 165).  Jacqueline Pirenne’s typological study of the evolution of this 
botanical motif on South Arabian reliefs suggests that it belongs to the so-called 
champlevé style of the 4th century AD.  The vine tendril was often associated 

Fig. 165 - Bronze lamp with the handle 
featuring a lion attacking a bull. The 
body of the lamp is decorated with vine 
tendril, leaves and grapes. 
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with a tuft of acanthus (Figure 167) and the ritual vase (Figure 168), probably 
in connection with the cult of Dionysus.  There is no doubt that in Southern 
Arabia, at least initially, the vine was associated with the Hellenistic legacy of 
the Greek god Dionysus that was depicted in bronze statues (Cf. Figure 113).

Among Yemeni naturalistic designs, 
a vegetal motif makes its appearance 
coupled to whole or half-sized human 
and animal figures in an iconographic 
motif known as “peopled scroll”.  For 
example, Edward Keall described an 
elegantly sculpted portion of an archi-
trave from the archaeological site of 
Husn al-‘Urr (6th century) depicting 
the intertwined grapevine design en-
riched by human figures climbing the 
vine tendrils, a hunter stalking a deer, 
two women in long robes, a standing 
ibex and a dove pecking at a bunch 
of grapes.  The “peopled scroll” has 

Fig. 166 - Limestone doorway decorated 
with the vine tendril motif on the lateral 
frames. The central panels are sculpted 
with door-knockers, bull’s heads and a 
human bust.

Fig. 167 - Pillar decorated with the 
vine tendril motif emerging from a tuft 
of acanthus leaves. The pillar has been 
reused upside down at a side of the main 
door of the Sarha mosque in Yarîm.

Fig. 168 - Alabaster slab depicting two 
vases and a monogram in the central 
panel. The frame consists of a vine ten-
dril motif. 
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its roots in the Hellenistic world, but enjoyed great popularity with sculptors, 
painters and mosaicists in Imperial Rome from the 1st century AD through Late 
Antiquity — from the time of Diocletian (244 – 311 AD) to the 6th century AD.  
The motif of “peopled scrolls” continued during the Byzantine era (for example, 
the Eastern Church of the Alahan Monastery in Southern Turkey, dating from 
the 5th century AD) and in Islamic art (for example, Qasr al-Hayr al-Gharbi in 
Syria, built in 727 AD during the Umayyad period).  According to Keall, the 
Husn al-‘Urr architrave can best be explained by a North Arabian influence, 
including Palestine and Central Syria, through the Kingdom of Kinda.  As 
previously mentioned, Kinda was an Arab tribe that had its capital at Qaryat 
(today Qaryat al-Fâw, in the region of Najrân, Saudi Arabia).  According to Arab 
historical tradition, when the Himyarite King Hassan extended his dominium 
into Central Arabia, he nominated a prince of Kinda, Hujr, as the local king. 

Entwined to form a grid, the vine 
tendril motif was also used to decorate 
large flat surfaces and its significance 
resided both in its decorative function 
and symbolic meaning.  Floral and 
vegetal motifs were also commonly 
used to cover whole surfaces of pillars, 
columns, slabs and architraves where 
the ornamentation was executed in flat, 
intaglio relief, using a technique of 
sculpting and grinding down, probably 
evolved from carpentry practices.  For 
example, a limestone panel from Zafâr 
(5th – 6th century AD, Figure 169) car-
ries a low relief decoration composed 
of a vine tendril, intricately entwined 
with leaves, grapes and the new shoots 
from the plant.  This decoration, where 
the entwined double vine tendril forms 
a large network framing leaves and 
bunches of grapes or other plants, is 
similar to a coeval Coptic basket capital 
with entwining leaves and grapes from 
Saqqara (Egypt). 

An ancient, re-used column from the mosque of Musa at San‘â’ (Figure 
170a-b, Colour Plate), and a column with a decorated shaft re-used in the 
Great Mosque at San‘â’ (Figure 171) demonstrate a division of their surfaces 
into three zones, each decorated with distinct vegetal motifs.  The sculptural 
technique and the ornamental style recall the slabs in the balustrades of Cop-
tic churches.  The artistic aim is to achieve an enhanced ornamental effect by 
completely and harmoniously filling the spaces in an evocation of the horror 
vacui of earlier Eastern tradition. 

Historian Avi Yonah summarizes the evolution of the ornament in its artistic 
expression from the early centuries AD up to the advent of Islam, 

Fig. 169 - The whole surface of this 
stone panel is covered by a grid of en-
twined vine tendrils, bunches of grapes 
and vine leaves (Zafâr).



152 recent South ArAbiAn period

The evolution of ornament from the Hellenistic to Byzantine period 
represents in the main the transformation of the classical ornament inher-
ited from ancient Greece into the arabesque.  The latter ... is the quintes-
sence of all Oriental ornament.  However, before the complete transition 
could be accomplished from the sober and restrained classical ornament 
to the luxuriant growth of the arabesque, a long process of evolution had 
to be completed (Avi Yonah 1981: 158-159).  

The horoscope

Astrology and the casting of in-
dividual horoscopes were important 
practices in Himyarite society.  There-
fore it is not surprising to find Zodiac 
signs in reliefs from Zafâr dating from 
the 5th century AD.  Fragments from 
several reliefs are kept in the Zafâr 
Museum, but a number were also 
reused in the construction of houses 
at Bayt al-Ashwal.  The Zodiac signs 
identified are Aries (Figure 172), 
Scorpio and Sagittarius (Figure 173), 
Cancer (Figure 174), Pisces and Virgo 
(Figure 175).  

Although the reliefs are fragmented, 
it is evident that all the Zodiac signs 
are associated with inscriptions and 
are surmounted by animal protomes 
projecting from a frieze of acanthus 
leaves, interpreted as symbols of the 
planets.  For example, the astrological 
sign of Virgo (Figure 175) is symbolised 
by an enthroned goddess, wrapped in 
a cloak, holding the cornucopia in her 
left hand and a shaft of wheat in her 
right hand.  The inscription “the Ear” 
accompanies the goddess.  Therefore, 
the astrological sign of Virgo is rep-
resented as the goddess of Fertility 
combined with the goddess of Fortune.  

Figure 173 shows the sign of Sag-
ittarius with the inscription ḥẓyn that means “Sagittarius”.  This relief is be-
lieved to represent a foundation horoscope indicating a favourable astrological 
conjunction that would provide protection for the building.  This hypothesis 
is corroborated by a 10th century document in which the Yemeni historian Abû 
al-Hasan ibn Ahmad ibn Ya‘qûb al-Hamdânî explicitly mentions the founda-
tion horoscope for the castle of Ghumdân at San‘â’.  

Fig. 171 - Column in the courtyard of 
The Great Mosque in San‘â’. The sur-
face of the column is divided into three 
zones, each depicting distinct vegetal 
motifs. The cube-shaped capital is deco-
rated with stylised acanthus leaves and 
rosettes at the corners.
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Fig. 172 - Limestone relief depicting the zodiac sign of Aries (Bayt al-Ashwal, Zafâr).

Fig. 174 - Limestone relief with the zodiac sign of Cancer. In the upper frame, the plan-
ets are symbolised by animal protomes that emerge from a frieze of acanthus leaves.

Fig. 173 - Limestone relief with the zodiac signs of Scorpio and Sagittarius.
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Considerations on the representation of the human figures

Numerous fragmentary human figures in relief, part of the Zafâr Museum’s 
collection, are fascinating for their complex iconography that raises questions 
regarding their origin, significance and stylistic inspiration.  A number of stylis-
tic features, such as the rendering of the face in a series of well-defined, sharp 
planes, the protruding brow, the eyes emphasised by a straight line in relief, 
often finished with thick eyelids, the swollen eyeball, the prominent chin, the 
fleshy, down-turned lips, the short curly hair and the twisted, drooping mous-
tache, are found in Parthian artistic production.  These characteristics also 
express conventional Byzantine and Umayyad formal tradition.

The majority of these figural representations are fragmentary and compo-
sitionally incomplete and unfortunately, because they were recovered outside 

Fig. 175 - Limestone relief with the zodiac sign of Virgo represented sitting on a 
throne and holding a cornucopia (Museum of Zafâr).

Fig. 176 - Fragment of a human face in stone, framed by a row of curls, a twisted 
band and a row of ivy (Museum of Zafâr).
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their original context, it is difficult to interpret their meaning and significance.  
The only exception is the remarkable sculpture of a complete figure (Figure 
177, Colour Plate), carved in relief and part of the Eastern wall of the courtyard 
of a building at Zafâr, excavated and identified as a temple by archaeologist 
Paul Yule.  The standing figure wears a tall crown, a richly decorated tunic 
and a toga over his left shoulder.  He holds a sceptre in his right hand, a torch 
in his left hand and a sword in a scabbard hangs at his waist.  The inscription 
is engraved in late Sabaic writing on either side of the crown and consists of 
the invocation wd’b , “(the god) Wadd (is) father”.  This apotropaic formula, 
of clear pagan character, suggests that the sculpture pre-dates the adoption of 
monotheism and therefore precedes 380 AD, when Judaism became state reli-
gion at the time of King Abîkarib As‘ad (Cf. above, p. 134).  We concur with 
Paul Yule in identifying the relief figure with a ruler on the basis of his symbols 
of power — the crown, the sceptre and probably the torch. 

 
ConCluSionS

All that remains today of the illustrious past of the Late Southern Arabian 
period has come down to us in the form of spolia used in erecting mosques and 
other buildings during the Islamic era.  Ancient columns, pillars and capitals 
were reused in a practical manner in the mosques, as in The Great Mosque 
in San‘â’, one of the most ancient in Yemen, built during the lifetime of the 
Prophet Muhammad.  Nonetheless, even as Islam began to assert itself, the 
ancient splendour of the South Arabian civilization was still visible through 
majestic architecture and distinctive reliefs.

Al-Hamdânî (c. 893 – 945) was a Yemeni scholar who belonged to one of 
the noblest families in San‘â’ and considered himself an heir to the legacy of 
South Arabian civilization.  He wrote of the greatness of the South Arabian past 
— the cities, monuments, traditions and language — in contrast to the nomadic, 
Bedouin tradition of the most Northern regions.  In Book VIII of al-Iklil (The 
Crown), al-Hamdânî listed the royal palaces that were still in a reasonable state 
of preservation.  He describes the glories of the palace of Ghumdân (al-Maqlab) 
at San‘â’ (demolished in 7th century on the Prophet Muhammad’s orders), the 
palaces of Ya‘raq and dhû La‘wa at Nâ‘it (site of more than twenty palaces), 
the palace of Salhîn in Marib, five palaces at Zafâr, including the legendary 
Raydân, and many more.  Al-Hamdânî describes the architecture of the palace 
of Ghumdân in terms that may strike us as hyperbolic, but that indicate without 
doubt the magnificence and originality of the construction.

The most direct evidence of the rich and complex architecture of the ancient 
palaces comes to us from rare graffiti on rock faces on the plateau near Ghay-
mân.  Figure 178 (Colour Plate) provides an example of such graffiti depicting 
a group of five adjacent tower-houses.  The resemblance to Yemeni architecture 
as seen today on the plateau is astonishing — high multi-story buildings with 
façades interspersed with windows and decorations culminating in terraces 
with parapets (Figure 181, Colour Plate).  A second graffito (Figure 179, Col-
our Plate) represents in greater detail the monumental entrance to a palace — a 
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flight of stairs flanked by two columns on plinths decorated with large cubic 
capitals adorned with dentils.  In the background stands the palace with its 
entrance.  The graffito is remarkable for the skilful use of spatial perspective.  

Finally, a block of stone from the Archaeological Museum in San‘â’ bears 
a sculpted relief of the lower part of a palace façade (Figure 180).  The three 
entrances are artistically rendered through the customary use of inset panels.  
The central doorway is surmounted by an arch, while the side entrances are 
marked by tympani.  The walls are decorated by rows of dentils and the “blinds” 
motif.  The graphic representation of these buildings provides an extraordinary 
snapshot of late ancient period of Yemeni culture.  

AfteRwoRd

We have analysed how ancient Yemeni art advanced from its Bronze 
Age origins to the formation of a unique local artistic expression.  From 
the 1st millennium BC, the Arabian Peninsula played an important role in 
the transfer of goods for trade, ideas, religion and culture given its strategic 
position on major land and sea routes.  As a direct result of these external 
influences, South Arabian art developed through the integration of elements 
from major cultures that developed around the Mediterranean, the Near East 
and as far afield, as India and Persia.  However, these external forms were 
incorporated into an artistic and cultural tradition that developed in a clearly 
autochthonous manner.  
With the advent of Islam, the ancient South Arabian culture was completely 
displaced.  However, traces of this ancient civilization have endured and Islam 
has benefited from this millenary legacy as regards to architectural forms, 
hydraulic engineering and craftsmanship.  The legacy of this ancient and noble 
civilisation belongs to the Yemeni collective memory and is apparent today in 
construction techniques (building typologies characterised by stone foundations 
supporting multi-storey, mud-brick structures — the pre-Islamic tower houses), 
in urban layout and architectonic decorations, and in eclectic handicraft, such 
as wood intaglio and modelling in plasterwork.  

Fig. 180 - Limestone block depicting the lower portion of the façade of a palace.  
The South Arabian traditional motifs of blinds and dentils are associated with the 
tympanum and arch.
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The debate on the level of cultural development of pre-Islamic Southern 
Arabia is ongoing.  On the basis of Islamic sources, scholars of early Islam 
consider that Arabia, and in particular Yemen, during the period preceding and 
immediately following the prophet Muhammad, was a land characterized by 
poverty, and anarchy — a primitive land in a state of “ignorance”, Jâhiliyya.  
In contrast, on the basis of archaeological research and epigraphic studies, 
scholars of Ancient Arabia emphasize more than a millennium of prosperous 
and exceptionally advanced civilization.  
Certainly, this perception by scholars of Islamic history is due to their focus 
on a limited period spanning the two centuries preceding Islam.  Indeed, the 
profound political, economic and religious transformations of South Arabian 
society from the 4th century till the advent of Islam in the 7th century AD, 
caused a gradual, but irreversible decline of the cities, especially those of 
Marib and Shabwat that for centuries had been central to the identity of South 
Arabian tribal populations.  A complete inventory of all known Himyarite 
inscriptions from the 4th to the 6th century AD, compiled by Christian Robin, 
reveals a gradual decline in epigraphic production until their complete 
disappearance at the end of this interval.  These results are also in agreement 
with archaeological studies that have revealed a scarcity and modest quality 
in the material culture and figurative production and the reduced distribution 
of Yemeni settlements during this period, as reported by archaeologist Jérémy 
Schittecatte.  The city of San‘â’ represents the exception, as it survived the 
cultural turmoil during the period from its inception in the 1st century AD to 
the Islamic era.  
The history of South Arabian art and civilization, although fragmentary and 
discontinuous, speaks to a great civilization with rich cultural, spiritual and 
economic accomplishments.  South Arabian society expanded and prospered 
during a period spanning over 1,500 years while interacting with every other 
great civilisation of the region from the Mediterranean to India.  In the years 
to come, we can expect that further archaeological research and discoveries 
will provide a more comprehensive narrative that does justice to the substantial 
achievements of this ancient land and its people and shed further light on the 
history of the entire Ancient World.
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Taymâ’: Taymāʾ
Tell Halaf: Tell Ḥalaf
Tha’rân: Ṯʾrn, Thaʾrān
Tihâma: Tihāma
Wâdî Bayhân: Wādī Bayḥān
Wâdî Daw‘an: Wādī Dawʿan
Wâdî Dhana: Wādī Dhana
Wâdî Dura’: Wādī Ḍuraʾ
Wâdî Hadramawt: Wādī Ḥaḍramawt
Wâdî Madhâb: Wādī Madhāb
Wâdî Markha: Wādī Markha
Wâdî Rima‘: Wādī Rimaʿ
Watâr: Wtr, Watār
Yada‘’îl: Ydʿʾl, Yadaʿʾīl
Yada‘ismuh: Ydʿs¹mh(w), Yadaʿismuh(ū)
Yaghûl: Yḡl, Yaghūl
Yahmad: Yḥmd, Yaḥmad
Yahyà: Yaḥyà
Yaklâ: Yaklā
Yalâ / al-Durayb: Yalā / al-Durayb
Yarîm: Yarīm
Yasduq’îl Fâri‘ Sharhat: Yṣdqʾl Frʿ(m) S²rḥt, Yaṣduqʾīl Fāriʿ(um) Sharḥāt
Yashhur’îl Yuhar‘ish: Ys²hrʾl Yhrʿs², Yashhurʾīl Yuharʿish
Yasrân: Yasrān
Yath‘ân: Yṯʿn, Yath‘ān
Yûsuf As’ar Yath’ar: Ys¹(w)f ʾs¹ʾr Yṯʾr, Yūsuf Asʾar Yathʾar
Zafâr: Ẓafār
Zalmân: Ẓalmān
Zufâr: Ẓufār
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Atm: ‘Ataq Museum
Bm: BayhânMuseum 
dAi:  Deutsche Archäologische Institut (German Archaeological Institute, San‘â’).
goAm: General Organization for Antiquities and Museums
mAiRy: Missione Archeologica Italiana nella Repubblica dello Yemen
mim: Military Museum, San‘â’
mnAor: Museo Nazionale d’Arte Orientale, Rome
nAm: National Museum, ‘Adan
ym: Yemen National Museum, San‘â’
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maps
Historical maps of Pre-islamic yemen.

Fig. 182 -  Political map of South Arabia in the 7th Century BC.  

Fig. 183 -  Political map of South Arabia in the 4th Century BC.  
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Fig. 184 -  Political map of South Arabia in the 1st Century AD.  

Fig. 185 -  Political map of South Arabia in the 3rd Century AD.  
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Fig. 186 -  Political map of South Arabia in the 5th Century AD.  
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