New Nabataean Inscriptions from Qa‘ al-Ma‘atadel

Solaiman al-Theeb

Qa* al-Mii‘atadel mountain is situated to the north-east of Mada’in Salih at a distance
of about ten kilometres on the way to HZ'il province. On the sides of this mountain,
H. Abil al-Hassan found a number of lexts written in three scripts:

1.  Texts written in the Nabataean script which are the subject of our study.

2. Tweo texts written in the Thamudic script.’

3. A group of texts that go back lo the early Islamic era.

These texts, which are written in three different scripts, supgest that Qa‘ al-
Mi‘atadel mountain is sitnated beside a trade road that was used for a leng peried of
time. The two Thamudic texts, as the shapes of letters indicate, go back to the period
between the second and the first centuries AD, i.e. the period known as the late
Thamudic era.® The five Nabataean texts, as the shapes of the letters indicate, go back
to the middle and late first century AD.” These texts of different styles indicate that
the people who used this road had the habit of writing on the faces of the rocks during
these periods as they passed by. Several mountains along this road connecting al-
Hijaz with Ha'il have other early Arabic inscriptions. The full corpus will only be
known if a comprehensive survey is made to identify these writings and inscriptions.

Apart from the work done by A. Jaussen and R. Savignac which led to a good
study of the material collected by these travellers, J.T. Milik and J. Starcky, in
Ancient Records from Neorth Arabia, made a study of one hundred and thirty

I Although these twe Thamudic inscriptions will be studied by Abf al-Hassan, this does not mean
that a preliminary reading of these texts cannct be made. The first one, written under Nabataean
inseription no.4, is to be read from right to left as follows:

Usd bn b b swdt & T yikb igri wwim Tihwihldw'iz

By ‘sd son of /6 son of swdi from the tribe of y&b (fgr) and he looked for /b and for Afdf and for

. .

It is noteworthy that the verb (553) oceurs here, for the first time in the Thamudic inscriptions,
according to our infermation,. The second text consisting of two short lines, was written to the left.
[t can conscrvatively be read as follows:

zn dnlwd br vy, “This is dafwd son of myr’.

2 For more information see al-Theeb 1999: 5-9.

Healey 1990-1: 47, table 1.

4 Jaussen and Savignac 1914: 85235,
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Studies on Arabia

Nabataean inscriptions, of which one hundred and eight inscriptions are from al-*Ula
province, Forty-four texts from this collection were studied for the first time.’ This
was followed by A. al-Ansary’s study of cighteen Nabataean texts including
Nabatacan text JS 17, which is close in style and vocabulary to standard Arabic.® Graf
published twenty-four texts, seven of which were written in Nabatacan script and
three of which were studied and published for the first time.” In 1990 I. Healey
published a study of a Nabatacan funerary inscription found during the cleaning
process carried out by the General Directorate of Antiquities and Museums. This
inscription goes back to the period of reign of King Rabbel I1.* This discovery was
followed by a detailed study of the Madd’in Salih funerary insctiptions which
amounted to thirty-eight texts.” The Saudi Directorate of Antiquities and Museumns in
AH 1408 carried out a survey of inscriptions that covered the area from al-Madinah
al-Munawarah in the south to the borders of Tabak in the north, including al-‘Ula
region. As mentioned in the report published in Arlal, the Nabataean inscriptions in
this province amounted to threc hundred and four."

The most recently published study on the al-Hijr inscriptions is the one made by
the present author, which contained a total of two hundred and sixty Nabataean
inscriptions."

The importance of the group of inscriptions published here lies in the appearance
of the particle %, *yes’ (see inscription no. 5), which did not appear before except in
the texts found in al-Jawf province. The appearance of this particle in one of the texts
of this group indicates that it was not limited to the dialect of the Nabataeans of al-
Jawf.

These five texts provide sixteen items of vocabulary and some proper names,
including the proper name tmy” or zmy' which occurs for the first time in the

Nabatacan inscriptions. The analytical comparative study of the proper names shows

5 Winnett and Reed 1970: 141-60. The inscriptions published for the first time are 17 in number, Of
these, nos, 3238 were found at a site situated 30 km east of Mada’in Salik. No. 50 was found in al-
“Ula’, while the rest of the texts, nos. 60, 64, 73, 76, 97, 99, 100, 102, 103, 108, 110, 113, 114, 118,
120, 124, 125, 127, came from al-Hijr.

6 al-Ansary, Ghazal and and King 1984: 2541,

7 Graf 1990: 196-202. The new inscriptions are nos. 8, 15, 23.

8 Healey 1990: 63-9.

9 Healey 1993: nos. 1-38, 68-236.

10 Kabawl ef al. 1989: 634,

11 al-Theeb 1998: 29-327.
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that six of them are simple proper names {one-word names) as in the name nmw (see
inscription no. 5} and miy (see inscription no. 4) in the f3'# form, while the two
proper names kAln (no. 2) and ‘srx (no. 3) occur in the fa ‘al@n form. The other proper
names occurred in different forms. The two proper names tay’ (no. 1) and w’'hw (no. 3)
are hypocoristics, while the names rbyb '/ (no. 4), and “bdmilow (no. 3} represent
nominal phrases. The first means ‘enslaved, given to the god EI', while the second
means ‘servant of mikw’. The study of these proper names has, from the social point
of view, indicated thal some of them were in the form of wishes and prayers for the
newborn, such as ‘mene, ‘winner, gainer’ (no. 2), mly, praying for ‘long life and
wealth’ for the newborn (no. 4), khfn, praying for ‘long life’ for the newborn, and
lwrw which ig apparently derived from the animal name swr, meaning “young camel’
{no. 1). There is also a proper naine derived from a time or an event, ‘sra, ‘bornin the
afternoon’ (no. 3). If the reading fmy’ is correct, it is a proper name derived from a

physical quality, meaning ‘tall and big’ (no. 1).

Inscription no. 1 {Fig. 1)
§lmtny’ br Iwrw

Peace of fry” son of fowrw

Commentary:

A number of carly Arab-Islamic inscriptions were made on the face of this rock
beside the short Nabatacan inscription which was written in a good style and hence
was satisfactorily read. The appearance of two different scripls that go back to
different time-periods potentially indicates continued human settlement around the
site because it lies beside the trade road that links al-Hijr with the kmown sites in the
northern part of the Arabien peninsula towards Jiabbah and other sites™ up to the early
Islamic period.

This memorial text begins with the singular masculine noun §m meaning
‘greetings, peace’, widely known in the Nabatacan nscriptions and followed by the
name of the engraver of the text, fny’ or zny ' as the first letter has two possible values.
Although the first proper name did not appear before in the Nabataean inscriptions, it

appeared in the Thamudic inscriptions in the from sy, which can be connected with

12 al-Theeb 1999: 25-119.
13 Harding 1971: 389
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