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ARCHAEOLOGICAL DISCOVERIES
IN WESTERN DESERT.— IRAQ

PAVEL MRAZEK, KAREL PETRACEK

During the geological research in the Western Desert in Iraq
which was undertaken by P. Mrazek and others in 1978—1979 it
was possible to visit different ancient sites and localities where
archaeological, epigraphical and pictographical relics could be
studied. The area of the surveyed territory is defined by the
borderline between Irag and Syria to the north, between Iraq
and Saudi Arabia to the south, by the meridian 39° 30’ of the
eastern width to the west and by the meridian 41° of the eastern
width to the east. The centre of the investigated area was the
Ga‘ara Depression (Djubat al-Qa‘“ara), especially its southern en-
virons (as-Sawab, Abyar al-Mulusa, Wadi al-Agharri, i. e. al-
Gharri, Tell an-Nasr, Wadi Xawran, Qasr al-Muxaiwir, i. e.
Qulab al-Muxaiwir) and al-Xalgqum in the north of the depres-
sion. The second area of our interest lay in al-Wudiyan around
the way to the south (to al-Djawf). The region was formerly
visited and investigated by our outstanding predecessor Alois
Musil in 1908 (cf. his Arabia Deserta, New York, 1927, p. 64 ss.
on Biyar al-Mlosi, p. 247 on the region around Calb al-Ca‘aci,
our al-Ki‘aki), who observed and noted some objects of interest
there.

The aim of this paper is to present a preliminary report on
our work which is to be continued in the future.
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Geography and Geomorphology

Geomorphological evolution of the territory is conditioned
by its geological setting, erosional function of ephemeral streams
and eolation.

Subhorizontal bedded permian, mesozoic and paleogene li-
mestones and dolomites are interbedded with marlstones, silt-
stones and sandstones in the rock basis. In the northern part of
the territory slight vault was formed in the course of the geolo-
gical development (ar-Rutba elevation). The core of the eleva-
tion is denuded in the marked terrain depression of Ga‘ara (al-
Qa‘ara), the bottom of which is 650 m above sea level, bordered
with “mesas’” (tafelbergs) and escarpments. Ga‘ara depression is
drained toward the north and north-east to the Euphrates
(through Wadi ar-Rathga). The eolian abrasion platforms in the
surroundings are covered by the hammada type of desert sur-
face. Beneath the stepwise escarpments there are coarse slope
deposits as well as loamy fluviodeluvial deposits.

The south-western part of the territory is mostly flat or
slightly waved, with average elevation about 800 m above sea
level. In winter ephemeral salt lakes develop in the peneplain
closed basins (playas). The type of the desert surface is serir
with fluviodeluvial sediments and saltcretes.

The south-eastern part of the territory — al-Wudiyan —
differs from the lastly named area in its geomorphology. The
upland elevations (600—700 m above sea level) alternate with
canyons of many wadis which lead toward the east and north-
east to the lowland near Euphrates (200—300 m above sea level).
The most important wadis are Wadi Xawran, Wadi Ghadaf (Ra-
daf in A. Musil, o. c. 248) and Wadi Tubal (Tbel in Musil o. c.)
with their numerous tributaries. The wadi beds are filled with
sand gravel and loamy fluviatil sediments.

Eolian desert sand and dust are to be found inferiorly in
the whole territory.

Geological and geomorphological variability of the terrain has
influence upon its hydrological conditions. Only in Ga‘ara de-
pression and in al-Wudiyan there is sufficient quantity of drin-
king water during the whole year. In winter, water can be found
in some of the wadis while during the other seasons it has to be
taken from the wells. The summer wells are sometimes hollowed
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in the bottom of a wadi and fulfil the function of a water-tank.
The permanent wells, that function all the year round, are hollow-
ed into the waterbearing horizons in the base of quaternary
sediments.

Both Ga‘ara depression and al-Wudiyan have favourable
conditions for a whole-year nomadic cattle breeding and hunting,
as described in the works of A. Musil. In the valleys there is a
lot of perennial and one-year herbs, making the life of some wild
animals possible (antelope, rabbit, fox, hyena, porcupine, desert
wild fowls, etc.) which are hunted by the Sleéb and other tribes.
In this area trees are very rare, but locally there are conditions
for their growth.

Previously Known Human Settlements

There is only one place with perennial settlement on the
road from Baghdad to ‘Amman and Damascus — the town ar-
Rutba. Human settlements, however, have evidently very old tra-
dition in the area. Through the Ga‘ara depression, which was
identified by A. Musil as the classical Gauara (var. Cauara in
Ptolemy, o. c. 506), an old caravan route passed from Palmyra to
Hit on Euphrates and a second one (named Darb as-Sa‘i) from
Damascus to Hit; they were important merely as commercial
connections between Palmyra, the Parthian city Vologesias and
Spasinou Charax in the Persian Gulf. The route from Palmyra to
Hit was evidently under control of the Palmyrians (cf. R. Mou-
terde, A. Poidebard, La voie antique des caravanes entre Palmyre
et Hit au II® siécle apr. J.-C., Syria XII, 1931, 101—115). The most
important stations in the Ga‘ara depression were Abyar al-Mu-
lusa, the wells of Rax and Qulab al-Muxaiwir (Qasr al-Muxaiwir )
in the Wadi Xawran (Musil, o. c. 69), the latter identified by A.
Musil as the classical Aurana. Near the northern rim of the
Ga‘ara depression we can find a townlike settlement and defen-
sive stone walls of the Parthian fortress al-Xalqum, which tends
to show the strategical importance of the depression. There was
an important crossroad in the Ga‘ara depression: the routes in
west-east direction (Damascus — Hit, Palmyra — Hit) were
crossed here by the road leading from the north from the Eu-
phrates (perhaps through Wadi ar-Rathga) to the Ga‘ara depres-
sion and from here to the south through Tell an-Nasr and al-
Wudiyan to al-Djawf, where up to the present we can see many
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buildings (watch-towers) indicating and watching the route. A.
Musil travelled in the region from al-Djawf to Wadi Thel (Tubal)
but he did not observe these towers. He notes that the way from
Ga‘ara to the south was very dangerous (0. c. 247). Near She‘ib
Calb al-Ca‘aci (our Ki‘aki) he also found a low semicircular arti-
ficial wall about forty meters long, enclosing a large mound of
stones, while behind the wall, on the northern side, was a strip
of ground about two meters wide and cleared of all stones. It was
said to him that here Prince “Abdallah ibn Sa‘td al-Imam prayed
and relaxed when (about 1810) he was engaged in war with the
Bedouins. A. Musil also noticed old stone graves on top of which
high cairns had been piled and a large corral for goats (sire)
protected by a wall about sixty centimeters high against wolves.
The importance of the area is evident.

There are only three archaeological localities recorded on
the Archaeological Map of Iraq:

An-Nisir (our Tell an-Nasr):

a rock on the elevation nearly 40 km north-east from ar-
Rutba. Here old inscriptions were pecked into the desert varnish
on the surface of siliceous sandstone with some stone implement.
The settlement is supposed to have existed from middle chalco-
litic (Uruk) to Sassanian period (fig. 1).

Xalqum (our al-Xalgqum):

The location on the Iraqi archaeological map is not correct.
Townlike settlement on a “mesa” (tafelberg) and defensive stone
walls are found at the beginning of the Wadi ar-Rathga, near
the northern rim of the Ga‘ara depression. On the plane 250—
600 m there are many destroyed stone houses with rectangular
ground plane, remnants of fireplaces and fragments of pottery.
The settlement is ment to be Parthian (figs. 2 and 3).

Mulusa (our Bir al-Mulusa, Abyar al-Mlosi in Musil):

indicated on the map as a Parthian locality, we failed to
find.

In the collection of Iraqi Museum in Baghdad there are “old
yemenite’ (safaitic) inscriptions, written by ochre on limestone
plates from the surroudings of ar-Rutba. Some of the Iraqi
safaitic inscriptions have been published by G. L. Harding, Sa-
faitic inscriptions in the Iraq Museum, Sumer 6, 1950, 124—129.
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