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In 2013, the SCTA invited the Palaeodeserts project to undertake a high-resolution mapping survey of Shuwaymis, a site
recently put forward for UNESCO World Heritage status.
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Methods & aims
The survey, one of the first of its kind in the world, saw the application of a differential GPS to record
190 rock art panels to an accuracy of 5mm1.
The animal species depicted in the rock art of Shuwaymis provide a record of the environments and
landscapes the engravers lived in. In combination with evidence from faunal remains and
environmental data, the rock art can provide important information on the eco systems of the
Holocene wet phase in Saudi Arabia.
Many of the engraved boulders at Shuwaymis have fallen in prehistory. The inverted position of these
panels as well as frequent superimpositions of later engravings are an important indicator of their
relative age. In addition, samples from fallen boulders are being dated using OSL and Cosmogenic
radionuclide dating.
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In combination, these methods allow us to map animal species and rock art densities across different
climatic periods. This can identify changing population dynamics and patterns of landscape use.
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Tracing of an inverted panel from Shuwaymis. Photo: Huw Groucutt. Tracing & animal identifications: Maria Guagnin. Advice
on animal habitats: Chris Stimpson.
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The range of animals identified in the Late Prehistoric rock art collectively is indicative of a
humid environment, probably correlating with the Holocene humid period. The engravings
include depictions of hunting scenes, which may be associated with recently discovered
archaeological sites from the Pre-Pottery Neolithic (ca. 10,000 to 7,000 BC2). Depictions of
domestic cattle herds are often superimposed over hunting scenes and older images are
often re-engraved in this process.
• Ibex (Capra Ibex nubiana) are frequently depicted being hunted with bow and arrow and
attacked by domestic dogs. Although ibex are adapted to arid habitats, they need to drink
every day.
• African wild ass/onager (Equus africanus/Equus hemionus) are not distinguishable in the
rock art. They favour semi-desert grasslands but are always found near water sources.
• Lion, Cheetah, Leopard, and Hyaena (Panthera leo, Acinonyx jubatus, Panthera pardus and
Hyaena hyaena) are frequently depicted and often identifiable to species level. They are
often associated with hunting scenes.
• Domestic cattle (Bos primigenius) are frequently depicted. Cattle need to drink regularly
and pastoral herds move in transhumance patterns to access pastures and surface water.

A new phase of rock art emerges in the Bronze Age and Iron Age, by which time the climate
was arid. The figurative rock art is increasingly schematic and accompanied by inscriptions.
• Camels (Camelus dromedary) are extremely well adapted to arid environments. After the
onset of desert conditions camels were used for transport between oases and for long
distance trade.
• Domestic horses (Equus ferus) are frequently depicted with riders. Horses cope well with
desert environments and were used for transport, raiding and battle. It remains unclear
where and when this species was domesticated.
• Ostriches (Struthio camelus syriacus) are adapted to semiarid and arid environments. They
are often depicted in association with camels. Representations of baby ostrich suggest
that they came to Shuwaymis during the rainy season when food was abundant.
• Ibex (Capra Ibex nubiana) are frequently depicted as stick animals. They are well adapted
to the local environmental conditions and can still be found in the area.
• Oryx (Oryx leucoryx) are very well adapted to desert environments and were present
throughout Saudi Arabia until the 20th century.
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Results & future research

indicate that Shuwaymis was situated at the northern boundary of rainfall regimes during the
Holocene humid period. To the north of the area a desert belt reaching from North Africa to
the Levant was maintained throughout the Holocene. The dominance of arid adapted wild
herbivores coupled with the presence of large carnivores in the Neolithic rock art may
therefore be a result of the desert belt creating a bottleneck for savannah species re-entering
the Arabian Peninsula. On the other hand, the faunal composition may be a result of the
marginal environment at Shuwaymis. Further analyses of the rock art and comparisons with
local faunal and environmental data are needed to answer this question.

The presence of a range of large carnivores in the humid phase suggests that there was
sufficient ungulate biomass to sustain them. This and the arrival of cattle pastoralism in the
area implies availability of vegetation and water in the Shuwaymis landscape. In contrast, later
engravings are characterised by desert adapted wild and domesticated animals. We can
therefore see a clear dichotomy in the environments indicated in the animal engravings
recorded in Shuwaymis. Climate models currently being analysed by the Palaeodeserts team
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