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Abstract : Recent excavations at ed-Dur have produced a small number of sherds from large Black ware
storage jars decorated with low relief snakes and scorpions. Based on the characteristics of these finds and
data from written sources, the author offers an interpretation on different levels of these appliqués and an
assessment of the role of these animals in the beliefs and religious ideas of late Pre-Islamic communities in
southeastern Arabia.
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Introduction

Recent finds from the French excavations at Bithnah-44/50 in the emirate of Fujairah
have renewed attention into to the low relief decoration in the shape of snakes on Iron Age
II pottery vessels. 1 This kind of decoration is traditionally considered as a typical feature of
the Iron Age period, but several similarly decorated sherds of large storage jars in southeast
Arabian Black ware have now been found at the late Pre-Islamic site of ed-Dur (fig. I). 2

This article addresses the many questions concerning the Black ware, offering a dis¬
cussion of its production, distribution, and dating, and an assessment of the position of the
animal appliqué in its decorative repertory. A comparative study of the ed-Dur sherds is
presented, followed by a discussion of the Iron Age parallels. Finally, based on their char¬
acteristics, archaeological context, and data from written sources, an interpretation of these
snake and scorpion appliqués is proposed.

The Southeast Arabian Black Ware

Most vessels of Southeast Arabian Black Ware vary in colour from black to grey, but
occasionally red or orange shades occur as well. Beside amounts of organic impurities, the
fabric is tempered with large amounts of coarse laminar and angular black, grey, and brown
grits. The surface is commonly pitted with air holes, filled with powdery lime. The fabric is

* Dép. des Sciences de l'antiquité, Service d’assyriologie et archéologie de l’Asie antérieure, Université de
Liège, Belgique.
I am grateful to Prof. Dr. E. Haerinck for the invitation to study the ed-Dur pottery, and to my co-workers
E. Smekens for his assistance with the figures, and K.G. Stevens for his curiosity about the ed-Dur snake
appliqués, which impelled me to study and publish this material in detail.

1 See for the most recent publication Benoist 2007, 34-54.
2 For a general discussion of the site see Potts 1990b, 274-296 ; Haerinck 2001, 3-6.
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Fig. 1. Map of Southeast Arabia showing late Pre-Islamic sites mentioned in the text.

also typified by its hardness, which gives the more thin-walled vessels a metallic ring. The
ware presents a diverse repertory of shapes, in which closed vessels predominate. A variety
of functions associated with serving, preparing, and transporting can be distinguished, but it
is the non-porous and hard fabric that makes the Black ware vessels extremely well suited
for both short and long term storage of liquids and foods. Beside vessels for these mundane
tasks, the Black ware also includes incense burners, which most likely served in religious
and mortuary rituals or other ceremonies (Fig 2:1-9). 3

The earliest examples of this ware appear in Period IIIA (middle 2nd-1st century BC)
at Mleiha, where it is found without interruption into the third century AD and probably
even later. It is one of the most common wares at first and early second century AD ed-
Dur and Period IIIB (l st-2nd century AD) at Mleiha. 4 Fragments of Black ware vessels were
recovered in surveys and excavations of contemporary sites such as Asimah-98, Shimai,

3 De Paepe et al. 2003, 208-209, 211-212, fig. 3:12-16; Rutten 2006, 74-75, 81-87, 110-126, Catalogue
n° 170-457, Pl. 10, 12:1-2, 21:3-4, map 3-4.

4 The Black ware represents 16,43% of the complete assemblage and 60,54% of the local wares at ed-Dur,
whereas it constitutes for 9,9% of the complete assemblage of Period IIIB at Mleiha. See Mouton 1992,
71, 103, fig. 39:1-5, 65:6, 69:6-10; Mouton et al. 1992, 21-22, fig. 23:1-2; Boucharlat, Mouton 1993,
227, 231, Table Ib-c, fig. 16:1-3, 8; Benoist et al. 1994, 11-15, fig. 15:6-12, 16:2-3; Benoist et al. 2003,
66, fig. 9:12.

204



K. Rutten, Snakes, Scorpions, and other Creepy, Crawling Creatures...

Fig. 2. A selection of Black ware shapes from ed-Dur.
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Hail, and Salhiyya in Ras al-Khaimah, 5 at Dibba in Sharjah, 6 and at the sites F and G on
the islands of Ghagha’ and Ra’s Bilyaryar in the emirate of Abu Dhabi, 7 suggesting a wide
local distribution during this particular phase. Several third century AD examples are known
from area F at ed-Dur 8 and the island of Ghallah in the lagoon of Umm al-Qaiwain, 9 and
a related ware, dated to between the third and ninth century AD, is attested in the survey
collections of the Khatt area and the excavations of Kush. 10 Large grey and black storage
jars of similar shape are also made in sub-modem Bani Shumayli or Julfar ware, produced
until recently in the northern Musandam region. These vessels are known as khayr and
were primarily used for the storage of drinking water. This Islamic ware displays a similar
fabric, and petrographic analysis of samples collected from twentieth century kilns at Wadi
Haq’il in Ras al-Khaimah has confirmed its affiliation with the Black ware, offering clear
evidence of a long tradition in the local production of this ware. 11

Research on the distribution of the Black ware in southeastern Arabia and petro¬
graphic analysis of samples from ed-Dur, have identified the northern wadis and alluvial
gravel fans to the west of the northern Oman Mountains as its region of origin. Its close
relationship with the northern Bani Shumayli ware points in this same direction. Unfortu¬
nately, the exact location of the production center(s) of the Black ware remains unknown.
With the exception of the small structure at Asimah-98 and the earliest occupation at Kush,
suggested by a small amount of residual material, no extensive sites dated to between the
third century BC and the end of the first century AD, have yet been identified in the north¬
ernmost emirate. It would, however, be unthinkable to exclude the existence of one or several
major sites in this region, considering its long, uninterrupted occupation and importance as an
area rich in mineral and agricultural resources. The study of the Black ware vessels from ed-
Dur and other southeast Arabian sites reveals not only the importance of the northern region
as a manufacturer of good quality pottery, but also underscores its crucial role as a distributor
of agricultural products packed and transported in Black ware vessels to southern sites. 12 One
of the main reasons for the large amounts of this ware at ed-Dur is without a doubt the import
of agricultural goods, since the inhabitants of this coastal site were completely unable to gen¬
erate these foodstuffs themselves due to environmental circumstances.

5 Vogt 1994, 147-150, fig. 63:1, 8. Shimai, Hail, and Salhiyya were included in several surveys in the emirate
of Ras al-Khaimah by D. Kennet in 1994 and 1995. The unpublished collections are kept in the National
Museum of Ras al-Khaimah.

6 JASIM 2006, 220, fig. 27:1-11, 30:1.
7 King, Tonghini 1998, 131, fig. 5.b, d; Hellyer, King 1999, 120-121, fig. 1-4.
8 Lecomte et al. 1989, 43, fig. AH:3-8 ; LECOMTE 1993, 196-197, 199, fig. 8:2-5, 8-11, 9:2, 5, 6, 8-10.

Recent study of the pottery from ed-Dur by the author has thrown serious doubts on the third century date of
the sherds recovered in and around the fortress on area F. With the exception of the finds from the offering
pits, the assemblage consists most likely of a mixture of third century and residual first/second century mate¬
rial. Within the Black/Grey ware from Area F, only the fragments on fig. 9:10, 13-14 can be dated with
certainty to the third century AD. Rutten 2006, 121, 141-143.

9 MOUTON 1992, 182, fig. 136:17.
10 de Cardi et al. 1994, 54, 56, fig. 10:1-4, Pl. Xllb ; Kennet 2004, 58; Kennet 1998, 115, fig. 6:20-21 ;

Kennet 2002, 158-159, fig. 4.
11 COSTA 1981, 106-107, 114, 139, 142, 151-152; De Paepe et al. 2003, 218-219, 223-224.
12 Rutten 2006, 410-413, 415-418, 427-428, map 14.
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Decoration on the Black ware vessels from ed-Dur is restricted to horizontal and
wavy incisions on the smaller jars and flat, horizontal ribs on the body and shoulder of the
large storage jars. These ribs are not purely decorative but strengthen the heavy walls of the
vessel during fabrication, drying, and daily use. On some vessels, these ribs are accompa¬
nied with rows of tool or finger indentations or are finished with dotted circular imprints.
Seven sherds are provided with a low relief decoration, modelled by hand and adhered with
care to the surface of the vessel. Six of these appliqués represent snakes (fig. 3:1-6), where¬
as one displays most likely a scorpion (fig. 3:7). The bodies of the snakes are either
smoothed or decorated with small indentations or dotted circular imprints to represent the
scales of the animal. All sherds belong to the neck and shoulder of large storage jars.

With the exception of one sherd, picked up from the surface during survey, all frag¬
ments were recovered in excavation and come either from the surface or the occupation
layers in and around the dwellings (Table 1). None of them come from vessels found in
an undisturbed and primary archaeological context. Part of the larger complete pottery as¬
semblage, the sherds are dated on the basis of comparative study to between 25 BC and the
end of the first century/first quarter of the second century AD.

fig. 3 Fieldn0 Archaeological context
1 BS 5219 UF 6712, Sq. VII 5 - Occupation debris on the remains of a loam floor.

2 AH 0013 UF 2480, Sq. Ill 1 - Concentration of sherds found in the fill of a
hearth.

3 BS 2154 UF 6611, Sq. VI 3 - Occupation layer.
4 ED 0009 Surface find.

5 M 0015 UF 0630, Sq. Ill 3 — Surface to the exterior of the sanctuary wall 1116.
6 BS 5664 UF 6760, Sq. IX 4 - Occupation layer.
7 BS 5676 UF 6760, Sq. IX 4 - Occupation layer.

Table 1 : Overview of the sherds in Black ware with snake and scorpion appliqués.

To date, only the Black ware from ed-Dur includes similarly decorated jars. Within
this ware, this kind of decoration is rare, i.e. seven examples out of a total of 2.223 sherds
and semi-complete vessels. 13 This raises the question, whether all these similarly decorated
vessels come from one single potter or pottery workshop and why this type of decoration
was applied to such a limited extent. Since other contemporary sites acquired this ware
from the same production region, the uniqueness of the ed-Dur examples may be explained
by their general rareness within the ware and their higher rate of preservation in the large

13 Two more sherds in a local ware display the remains of comparable wavy relief bands, but this interpretation
remains unclear due to the fragmentary state of these sherds. They belong to the coarse Pink-Yellow Speckled
ware, the provenance of which must be situated in the immediate surroundings of the ophiolithic complex of
Semail in Oman. Preliminary report by P. De Paepe in RUTTEN 2006, 105-107, 148-149, 381, Catalogue
n° 158-159, map 14.
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Fig. 3. Black ware decorated with snakes and a scorpion in low relief.
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assemblage at ed-Dur. Until new archaeological evidence is available for the northern sites
where this ware was manufactured, it remains difficult to understand the true character and
organisation of the Black ware and to determine the position of this kind of decoration.

Although the appliqués are rare, they nevertheless display similar features in shape,
finish, and type of vessel on which they appear. This kind of decoration is not essential to
the primal function of the jars, i.e. the storage of food, but we cannot exclude the possibil¬
ity that it may have offered an added value to the vessels. It is therefore crucial that we do
not restrict the interpretation of these representations to a simple identification of the ani¬
mals, but also try to grasp the significance of the snake and scorpion in the community that
produced them, and whether they meant the same to both the potter, who created them, and
the owner/user at ed-Dur, who acquired the vessels.

Parallels

So far, no parallels for the decorated ed-Dur sherds are found in the assemblages
from other late Pre-Islamic sites. 14 However, both shape and finish of the snake appliqués
are very similar to those on the snake decorated Iron Age II pottery (1100-600 BC). Exam¬
ples of this kind of pottery were recovered at several sites in the Emirates and the Sultanate
of Oman such as Rumeilah, al-Qusais, Tell Abraq, al-Khatt, Asimah-97, BB-15, Am Dhur-
ra, and most recently at Muweilah, Masafi, al-Madam (AM-54), Bida bint Sa’ud, and Bith-
nah-44/50. 15

Not only are the undulating bodies and triangular heads of the ed-Dur snakes com¬
parable to the Iron Age II examples, but both include several animals with similar circular
imprints on the body in imitation of scales. Most of the Iron Age II snakes are applied on
small cups, jugs, and incense burners, vessels which are also present in Black ware, but
nevertheless always left undecorated. Low relief snakes can, on the other hand, be found
on a small number of large Iron Age storage jars, which is exactly the type of vessel at ed-
Dur to which this decoration is applied. 16 Nevertheless, it should also be noted that no
examples of appliqués in the shape of a scorpion are attested on Iron Age II pottery.

14 Snakes in other materials than pottery are rare. A small metal amulet in the shape of a snake is known from
ed-Dur, but this piece is most likely to be dated to the Iron Age and could well have come from the Iron Age
site to the north of ed-Dur. See Haerinck 2003, 93, fig. 5:4. Potts mentions a bronze ladle and strainer with
handles ending in snake heads, found in a monumental grave in ed-Dur, but identical pieces from the Belgian
excavations showed that after cleaning the handles are actually finished with horse heads. POTTS 1990b, 283,
fig. 21:c-d; Haerinck 1994, 404, fig. 2-3, Pl. II-III.

15 Boucharlat, Lombard 1985, 55, Pl. 51:7, 71:4; Boucharlat, Lombard 2001, 218, fig. 14; Taha 1982-
1983, 77, fig. 15c-16; Taha 2003, 316, 319; Potts 1991, 84, fig. 112:1, fig. 113; de Cardi, Kennet,
Stocks 1994, 53, fig. 8:39-41 ; Vogt 1994, 140-141, fig. 62:23 ; Humphries 1974, 51, fig. lOa-b ; de Cardi
1977, 62, fig. 3:106; Magee 1998, 114, fig. 4; Benoist 2001, 61-63, fig. 9; Benoist et al. 2004, 26, fig.
7:1, 3, 8, 9:1-2, 5, 7, 10:2; Benoist 2007, 34, 47-48; fig. 14-15:6, 8-12; Potts 1990a, 359-361, 378-379,
fig. 41:i; Potts 2007, 65, fig. 13.

16 Benoist et al. 2004, fig. 7:3, 9:7; Benoist 2007, fig. 15:11-12.
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Conventionally, snake decorated pottery is considered a typical feature of the south¬
east Arabian Iron Age. Recent studies have suggested that this is only valid for the Iron
Age II period. 17 Similar vessels are clearly missing from sites dated to the following Iron
Age III phase (600-300 BC), which proceeds the late Pre-Islamic period. Excavations have
also shown that based on their archaeological contexts, these vessels are related exclusively
to large columned buildings, fortifications, open air altars, and large deposit pits, suggesting
that they played a particular role in or around these constructions. However, the exact role
of both the snake decorated pottery and the large columned building, where the bulk of
these vessels was found, is still debated. It is generally agreed that the buildings were pla¬
ces of congregation and ceremony and may also have been used for storage. Depending on
the environmental surroundings of the sites, varying interpretations on their role in the po¬
litical economy were suggested. At inland piedmont sites such as Rumeilah, Bida bint
Sa’ud, and Bithnah, the buildings and their congregations are claimed to be related to the
organisation and distribution of irrigation water, supplied by the nearby falaj systems. 18 For
sites which appear unconnected to this irrigation system, as for instance Muweilah, it is
preferred to consider the ‘columned hall’ as the economic and political centre of the com¬
munity, where elite authority is legitimized by assembly, ritual feasting and exchange of
gifts. 19 Whatever interpretation is favoured, all scholars bestow on the snake decorated pot¬
tery a symbolic function and role in the rituals and ceremonies surrounding these meetings.

The recent discovery of several open air altars and offering pits at Bithnah-44/50, and
the suggested close relationship of the large columned buildings with the falaj system, has
compelled R. Boucharlat, P. Lombard, and A. Benoist to re-evaluate the function of the
snake decorated pottery and in particular the iconographic meaning of the snake. 20 Due to
a lack of written sources, their interpretation of the snake and its role in religion and pop¬
ular beliefs relies heavily on the contacts of the Iron Age II communities with neighbouring
regions, implying the existence of shared ideas and symbols. Based on the evidence from
surrounding and more remote near eastern regions, the Iron Age II snake is understood as a
fertility symbol, representing or to be identified with a local deity, and worshipped because
of its close relation to water, soil, and granaries. As a result, both the columned halls and
the falaj system are connected to the snake cult, linking the invention and growing use of
the irrigation system and the resulting agricultural expansion during the Iron Age II phase,
to the development of this fertility cult.

Although the parallels are very convincing, should we interpret the snake decorated
pottery from ed-Dur in a similar way, i.e. as objects in ceremonies performed during com¬
munity gatherings and feastings, and in doing so, as evidence of a continuing Iron Age II
snake cult?

17 Benoist 2001, 61-63 ; Benoist 2007, 34.
18 Boucharlat, Lombard 2001. 223-226; Benoist 2001, 64-65; Benoist 2007, 51-52.
19 Magee 2003, 185-188, 190.
20 Boucharlat, Lombard 2001, 224; Benoist 2001, 63; Benoist 2007, 49-51. The snake featuring in the

South Arabian religion was here unfortunately ignored, see for this Potts 2007, 65.
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When looking beyond the appliqués, we have to admit that the archaeological con¬
texts of the sherds differ greatly from those of the Iron Age II examples. Even though the
ed-Dur fragments come from secondary contexts, all were recovered in the occupational
debris from within or around houses. One complete Black ware incense burner was found
in an undisturbed context alongside one of the altars in the vicinity of the temple on area
M (fig. 2:7), 21 but this is, unfortunately, an undecorated piece. Even the sherd M 0015 (fig.
3:5), collected near the temple, originates like the rest of the household pottery along the
temple walls, most probably from a number of perishable houses or tents in the immediate
vicinity. None of the seven snake decorated vessels was directly connected to remains of
large buildings, altars, offering pits, or fortifications, but all jars formed part of the collec¬
tion of plain household utensils, and were originally, as complete examples in situ demon¬
strate, installed in or nearby the dwellings. 22

Can we, on the other hand, accept a continuation of the depiction of the Iron Age II
snake when focusing on the similarities of the appliqués? It is evident that the simple
bodies of animals such as snakes are easily executed in clay due to the characteristics of
the material and that exemplary pieces are redundant. Even the use of circular imprints on
the body is not restricted to the Iron Age II period, but fits in a long ongoing tradition in
the decorative language applied to pottery and other materials, stretching back to the third
millennium BC. 23 All this can imply that the way in which the snake (and scorpion) is
represented in the Black ware is unique for the late Pre-Islamic period and could have
emerged independently. When assuming a continuation, we are confronted with a hiatus of
almost six hundred years between both examples, which cannot simply be explained by a
lack of archaeological evidence. The excavations of the earliest occupation of late Pre-Is-
lamic Mleiha, suggested a clear break with the preceding Iron Age culture, but several of
the then presented ‘new’ elements are nowadays nuanced by recent finds from Iron Age
sites. 24 Nevertheless, several of those aspects, such as differences in the architecture of
houses and monumental tombs, religious practices, the start of close contacts with Mesopo¬
tamia and the Mediterranean world, the exponential growth of the already established con¬
tacts with regions around the Gulf, and the great quantities of exchanged foreign goods,
remain beyond question characteristic of the late Pre-Islamic communities. M. Mouton’s
arguments, that the origin of the inhabitants of early Mleiha should be found in central
Arabia and that the occupation of the site fits into the broader framework of migration and
settling of nomadic and semi-nomadic Arab tribes from the middle of the first millennium
BC onwards, still stand in our opinion. Recent studies of the pottery from Iron Age III sites
have now shown that far more similarities can be observed to the material of Period II (3rd-

middle of the 2nd century BC) at Mleiha than had been acknowledged before, and that
contacts between both cultures can be clearly seen in the archaeological record. 25 Regarding

21 Haerinck et al. 1991, 33-34. fig. 3:2.
22 POTTS 1989, 20-21, fig. L.
23 Ziolkowski, al-Sharqi 2006. 156-158.
24 Mouton 1992, 274-282; Boucharlat, Mouton 1993, 232.
25 Mouton 1999, 20-22; Benoist et al. 1997, 61, 70; Benoist 2001, 49-50.
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the position of the Black ware during this transition, I have to point out that this ware is
completely absent during Period II at Mleiha. Unlike the other local wares, already present
during this early phase, we can find only a few similar vessels in comparing the Black
ware to the Iron Age III pottery. However, the shape and ridged walls of the Black ware
storage jars resemble those of Iron Age examples. Thick ridges are, nonetheless, commonly
used in the local manufacture of large jars, but they could also have been copied from
storage jars in other wares, which were closely following older Iron Age shapes. Still, large
storage jars provided with snake or scorpion appliqués in other local wares are lacking both
in the Iron Age III and the early phase of the late Pre-Islamic period. Thus the idea of a
direct transmission of this particular decoration based on a continuing or copying of older
Iron Age pottery can be rejected.

Interpretation of the Decoration

Since the ed-Dur snake and scorpion representations are not related to the Iron Age
snake cult, there rises the question whether we should also reject the iconographic interpre¬
tation of the snake as a fertility symbol. It is, therefore, crucial to find out how the snake
and scorpion feature in late Pre-Islamic Arabia and how we may interpret these representa¬
tions and the pottery vessels they adorn. 26 A first level of addressing the meaning of the
appliqués is aesthetic, i.e. whether the representations of these animals are purely decorative
and without an underlying significance. Decoration on Black ware is rather rare and mainly
limited to horizontal or wavy incised lines and bands of finger or tool indentations. In this
respect, the low relief appliqués are atypical, and they demanded extra time and effort of
the potter. Moreover, within a choice of numerous animals only two found their way onto
this ware. An interpretation of the appliqués as a simple embellishment or as components
testifying to the skill of the potter, cannot be ruled out, but their unique presence in a range
of very simple decorative elements, the time and effort devoted to them, the preference for
applying them to only one type of vessel, and the choice of two particular animals, sug¬
gests more than straightforward adornment.

On a more complex level of meaning, the appliqués can be seen as a mirror of sig¬
nificant features of the natural, social, or mythological world. The triangular shape of the
snakehead and the imitation of scales on the body point to a representation of one of the
viper species (Viperidae), such as the homed viper (Cerastes cerastes gasperetii) or the
saw-scaled viper (Echts carinatus), both highly venomous and common in eastern Arabia. 27

In the same category of common dangerous animals we can detect the scorpion (Chelice-
rata Arachnida Scorpiones), of which only the family of the Buthidae is found in the Emi-

26 Recent pottery studies have renewed attention towards the analysis and interpretation of decoration. Most of
this work, however, is aimed at interpreting motifs, patterns, and styles of painted pottery. Notwithstanding the
limits of the ed-Dur sherds, we decided to follow Rice’s framework of varying levels of meaning or content
of styles’, based on ethnic and archaeological research, and apply this directly to the appliqués. RICE 1987,
247-271.

27 Gross 1996, 122-126.
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rates. 28 All members of this family are equipped with a compact and thick cuticle over the
body, which is well represented on the appliqué by several finely incised lines. Considering
the impact of these small animals on every-day life of the inhabitants of late Pre-Islamic
Arabia, it is not surprising to find them represented in popular art. It even seems quite
obvious to find their images in particular on storage jars, when one reflects on the chances
of encountering these nocturnal animals, hiding from the heat and sunlight, in and around
storage rooms and large stationary pottery vessels. These representations may, therefore,
have been chosen especially for large storage jars, because of this association.

We can approach the animal appliqués also in an iconographical way, i.e. as elements
of the mythological world and religion, representing an object or symbol of deep signifi¬
cance or an important being, as has been suggested for the Iron Age II snakes. To date, the
late Pre-Islamic religion and popular beliefs of southeastern Arabia remain vague and com¬
plex, as we have only a few bits of data at hand from the archaeological and epigraphic
record. The picture that emerges from available information displays a religious syncretism,
construed of northern, central, and to a lesser extent, southern Arabian elements, all going
back to a pan-Semitic pantheon and shared beliefs, with a number of Greco-Roman influ¬
ences. 29 Nevertheless, none of the buildings or objects related to official religious practices
or ceremonies uncovered at southeast Arabian sites feature the snake or the scorpion, with
the exception of a short inscription on a local jar from Period IIIA at Mleiha, which men¬
tions the south Arabian deity Wadd. 30

The lunar deity Wadd was in particular worshipped in Ma’in and Awsan, but enjoyed
widespread popularity all over South Arabia. 31 His name means ‘love, friendship’ and is
frequently used in protective formulae (‘Wadd'ab’ or ‘’Abwadd’) on buildings and amulets,
as here on the pottery vessel from Mleiha. His sacred animal is the snake, which is de¬
picted on Minaean, Sabaean, and Qatabanian reliefs together with other symbols. Represen¬
tations of snakes on South Arabian temples are, therefore, considered to be symbols of the
moon and Wadd, who is also addressed as Shahran or ‘moon’. Sometimes inscriptions men¬
tion Wadd together with the Minaean god Nahastab, whose name means ‘good serpent.’
Nevertheless, it should be noted that snakes on South Arabian amulets or buildings are
rather rare compared to Wadd’s protective formulae. So far, the inscribed jar from Mleiha
is a unique find in southeastern Arabia, but may suggest all the same that this deity was
known at the site, although to what extend he was worshipped in the region remains un¬
clear. We find it nonetheless difficult to relate the appliqués on the Black ware to this
deity, given the fact that his protective formulae are not attested on this ware, nor is he
symbolized in South Arabia by the scorpion.

28 Tigar 1996, 110-112.
29 For the late Pre-Islamic religion in southeastern Arabia see POTTS 1990b, 227-228, 279-282; MOUTON 1992,

231-232, 247-252; HAERINCK 1994, 408-414; HAERINCK et al. 1998 1998, 128-130; HOYLAND 2001, 144.
30 Mouton 1992, 232, fig. 148:2.
31 Ryckmans 1951. 29, 35, 43, 46; Höfner 1965b, 544, 549-550; Müller 1997, 121, 123; Hoyland 2001,

140.
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A second South Arabian deity symbolized by the snake is the Sabaean astral deity
Sahar, also known as ‘aurora,’ although some scholars prefer to interpret his sacred animal
as a dragon. 32 He is mentioned in inscriptions together with the god Sami or ‘dusk’ and
both are regarded as manifestations of the supreme South Arabian deity ‘Athtar, or the
planet Venus, who was worshipped in all kingdoms as a god of fertility and bringer of
rain. Sahar is also known in the rest of the Arabian Peninsula and the Levant under the
name of Sahr. There, as a manifestation of ‘Athtar and as desert god, together with his twin
brother Salim he played an important role in the navigation of caravans through the des¬
ert. 33 So we have, on the one hand, a deity symbolized by the snake and linked to fertility
and water, with a role similar to that of the snake during the Iron Age II period, and on
the other, a desert god related to caravan trade and long-distance travel throughout the Ara¬
bian Peninsula, both distinguishing traits of the late Pre-Islamic communities. It is plausible
that the deity was known or even venerated under the latter shape in southeastern Arabia,
but clear evidence of his presence is completely absent in the archaeological and epigraphic
record. Moreover, as is the case with Wadd, an association with the scorpion is missing
here as well. In fact, the only place where both the snake and the scorpion feature on the
same mythological level, is in the world of the jinn, well known from written sources con¬
cerning the Pre-Islamic popular beliefs of central Arabia.

An extensive literature has been written on the jinn, but most of these works discuss
their character and position in the popular beliefs of current Islamic populations. The most
useful and up-to-date overview on the Pre-Islamic jinn is to be found in E. Zbinden and
J. Henninger’s thorough studies based on late Pre-Islamic and early Islamic sources. 34 Both
demonstrate that the current image of the jinn as a purely evil and negative spirit is quite
different to the one acknowledged during Pre-Islamic times. In the original Semitic culture
and religion these creatures are described as spiritual as well as corporal. They eat and
drink, and can be wounded or killed. Either masculine or feminine, they can have offspring,
and may marry or unite themselves with humans. Like humans, they are divided into tribes
and clans and prefer the collective interest above the individual. Their primary living hab¬
itats are the desert or environments which are difficult to access, deserted or unclean places,
old and dilapidated buildings, or trees and shrubbery growing around springs or wells. Their
main shape is animal with a preference for snakes and other crawling creatures such as
lizards, scorpions, and beetles, and it is in particular in houses and storage rooms where
they tend to appear as snakes. They cause illnesses, epidemics, and madness ; they like to
abduct people travelling or halting in the desert, and love to filter through foodstuffs kept
in storage rooms. On the other hand, they can feature as a double or a personal protective
spirit. In this shape they inspire fortune-tellers, poets and musicians, and function as bring-
ers of dreams. During Pre-Islamic times they were generally considered rather unpleasant,
but not evil in the moral sense of the word, as they are morally indifferent and unreliable.

32 Ryckmans 1951, 39-42; Höfner 1965b, 497-501,525; Fahd 1968, 134; Müller 1997, 122.
33 Gray 1949, 73-75 ; Pope, ROllig 1965, 249, 306 ; Höfner 1965a, 465.
34 Zbinden 1953, 75-79; Henninger 1981, 141-156.
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