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Jassasiya Rock Art Site

Qatar’s most famous petroglyph site, Jassasiya, is located approximately 60km north of Doha on the coast between the cities of
Al Khor and Al Ruwais. It belongs to one of several rock carving sites that are mainly concentrated along the coast of the northern
part of Qatar.

Rock art is a widespread phenomenon that occurs all over the Gulf region; in Qatar, however, it is unique in its composition
and design. First discovered in 1957, Jassasiya is the major petroglyph site with the highest concentration of rock art in Qatar.
A systematic study was undertaken in 1974 by a Danish team, during which nearly 900 carved single figures and compositions
were catalogued. These rock carvings consist mainly of cup marks in various arrangements, including rows, rosettes and stars,
but also of carvings, such as boats, footprints and enigmatic symbols and signs.

The most common motif of the rock carvings are rows of cup marks. While there are many variations in their number, usually
they consist of seven cups in two parallel rows, which is very similar to the well-known game ‘mancala’. Given this similarity,
the motif is generally believed to represent a board game. Another common motif of cup marks that may signify a game board
Is the ‘rosette’, comprising a large central cup surrounded by smaller cups arranged in a circle. Their number may vary between
five and thirteen. Cup marks may also occur as single features that are sometimes connected to each other by carved lines. Boat
motifs are particularly interesting. These can be divided into two distinctive groups based on the method of representation and
the carving technique: boats shown from the top and those shown in elevation with their outlines carved into the rock. The boat
motifs reflect the entire context of the site of Jassasiya and the nature of Qatar’s economy in the past as it was tightly connected
to pearling and fishing.

In the past, Jassasiya may have played an important role for pearling and the pearl trade along with the town of Huweila, a few
kilometres to the south-east along the coast. The low hills of Jassasiya could have served as an observation point from which
vessels coming in from the pearl banks—located just off the coast—could be spotted.

Although Jassasiya seems to be an isolated site, it was possibly not so in the past given that the area was well supplied with water
and featured several wells. In the 1970s and 1980s, researchers observed extensive dwelling remains and evidence dating back
to the 17th and 18th century. A few scattered finds even point to an occupation during the 10th and 11th centuries.
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Jassasiya Rock Art Motifs

This location boasts one of the most interesting and diverse concentrations of petroglyphs in Jassasiya, including both, cup marks
and boat carvings. Cup marks are represented here particularly by complicated networks of connected cup-shaped indentations and
rectangular flat basins, varying in shapes and sizes; to date their function, meaning and relation to other type of carvings is unclear.

Additionally, these cup mark motifs are found associated with two rows of regular holes, a frequent cup mark motif which may
have served as a board game (so-called mancala) and was played since antiquity in many parts of the world. Although the most
common board game type counts two rows of seven holes, it occurs also in forms that display varying numbers of holes, possibly
representing local or regional variations of the game or different board games altogether that were played at the same time. The
different motifs are often accompanied with isolated cup marks visible across the entire area; their meaning remains likewise
unclear. However, they may be reminiscent of stellar depictions.

The other motif category represents vessels depicted in two variants: Boats seen from above and those shown in elevation. The
first variant depicts mostly boats with oars, carried out in bas-relief, which was carved in dots with a pointed tool, likely a metal
drill. The second variant shows boats in elevation and carried out as line drawings, the outlines of which were made by grooves
(5 to 10mm wide), carved also with a pointed metal tool. The boats seen from above contain several details such as crossing ribs and
cup shaped holes showing very likely partition, thwarts, placing of masts, etc. In the case of some vessels a long, carved line from the
stern renders the anchor rope, ending in an anchor. Two different anchors can be distinguished: an Arabic and a European one. The
former is a triangular stone anchor with two holes, one accepting the connecting rope and the other holding a wooden or iron arm
that makes the anchor hold fast to the seabed. These are the traditional anchors used in the Gulf and called sinn (tooth in Arabic).
The European anchors are metal anchors in classical shape with long shank and two curved arms. The steering mechanism, mainly
oars, are often visible depicted in form of simple lines; their number varies usually from 6 to 8. Some vessels show also further
details as for example a rudder arrangement. The carved boats are not particularly large and might have been small fishing boats.

The line drawing vessels show proper sailing ships seen from the side showing often many details characteristic of specific vessel
types known as bateel, baggara or baghlah. Each type was mainly used for a particular purpose such as pearl fishing, ptrate
shtp, fishing or for long distance trading between India and East Africa. These vessel carvings show many details, which are an
extraordinary source of information, highlighting the central role of seafaring activities for the country.
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Jassasiya Rock Art Motifs

The eastern side of Jassasiya exhibits an interesting concentration of petroglyphs depicting different vessel types and, less
frequently, various cup mark motifs.

Vessels, or dhows, in form of proper sailing ships are mainly carried out as line drawings seen from the side; the outlines were
made by grooves (5 to 10mm wide), carved with a pointed metal tool. The ships are large square-sterned sailing vessels of various
types, showing often many details such as rudder, mast, oars with round or square blades or anchors in a shape usually found
in the Gulf: Flat triangular stones with two holes, one accepting the connecting rope and the other holding a wooden or iron arm
that allows the anchor to bury itself into the seabed. The sternpost is a further important detail which is characteristic of specific
vessel types and enable their identification as bateel, baqqgara or baghlah. Each type was mainly used for a particular purpose
such as for pearling, fishing or for long distance trading between India and East Africa.

Cup marks are represented on this side of the site by motifs associated with groups of two rows of regular holes, a frequent cup
mark motif which may have served as a board game (so-called mancala) and was played since antiquity in many parts of the
world. Although the most common board game type counts two rows of seven holes, it occurs also in forms that display varying
numbers of holes, possibly representing local or regional variations of the game or different board games altogether played at
the same time. The different motifs are often accompanied with isolated cup marks visible across the entire area; their meaning
remains likewise unclear. However, they may be reminiscent of stellar depictions. Less frequent are cup-shaped indentations
connected by a dot-carved line; their meaning remains also unclear.

Another important cup mark motif is the rosette, composed by a circle of holes around a hole in the centre. Although there are
several variations, the most common rosette counts 9 holes around a central larger one. Also the rosette was probably used as a
game board, likely not as widespread as the so-called mancala, but played more frequently as local variant within the Gulf region.

Besides boats and cup marks a less frequent motif which can be seen are a few animal-like figures such as mules or donkeys,
dromedaries and scorpions. These motifs, and what they represent, seem to have played a minor role as compared to the detailed
vessel carvings, which are an extraordinary source of information, highlighting the central role of seafaring activities for Jassasiya
and the country.
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