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The Artistic Influences on Nabataean Earrings in The Roman Period

An Exploration of Culture Heritag Shams Khamis Ahmed

Abstract:

The Nabataean civilization has been extensively studied across
various domains such as sculpture and architecture, but there remains a
noticeable gap in the exploration of certain art forms, notably jewelry
craftsmanship. This is a noteworthy omission considering the wealth of
Nabataean territories in precious metals and the prolific production of
ornamental pieces. The cultural significance of jewelry, especially earrings,
in Nabataean beliefs, is underscored by its prominent presence in sculptures,
particularly those depicting women.

Earrings constitute an essential part of jewelry for all civilizations.
Since ancient times, earrings have been worn by both men and women, as
well as children, covering the history of earrings across multiple
civilizations. The discovery of numerous gold artifacts during
archaeological excavations of primitive societies allows us to trace the
evolution, diversity, and influences on earring craftsmanship.

The Nabataeans used earrings as part of their religious and social
beliefs. They appeared in sculptures and depictions of deities, and
consequently, kings and nobles adorned themselves with earrings. Earrings
were not only worn to display beauty and wealth or signify social status but
were also believed to protect individuals in their daily lives from diseases
and enemies. Additionally, they were thought to safeguard against evil luck,
protecting in the afterlife. Hence, the Nabataeans buried earrings with their
deceased, adorning them as part of their religious beliefs to assist them in
their journey to eternal life.

This study sheds light on the artistic influences that impacted the
designs of Nabataean earrings during the Roman period. Also, this article
illuminates developments and changes in Nabataean arts and craftsmanship,
focusing on the forms, ornamentation, and symbols influencing the creation
of these exquisite artistic pieces.

In addition to delving into how Roman artistic elements and
influences from other cultures were integrated into this unique artistic
expression. It offers a deeper understanding of the Roman era's impact on
Nabataean civilization and its artistic embodiment.

keywords:

Nabataean civilization, Roman Period, cultural heritage, earrings, Jewelry.
Introduction:
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The Nabataeans originated as a collective of nomadic Bedouins
and Arabian tribes who gradually settled in the southern part of the
Eastern Mediterranean around the 4th century BCE.! They took
control of existing cities and established new settlements, stretching
from the Negev Desert to the Sinai Peninsula and westward to the
Hijaz region. Their reach extended_northward to Hauran and the
Damascus Oasis, as noted by Diodorus. Relying on herding and trade
for sustenance, they-transported goods to diverse'regions. >

The Nabataean civilization received thorough coverage from
historian Strabo, who detailed their capital, Petra, and explored their
economic and social conditions. ‘He=highlighted the city's strategic
position at the crossroads of caravan routes from. southern Arabia
(modern-day ' Yemen);” the Arabian Gulf in the east, Egypt and
Mediterranean. ports in the west, and Syria in the north. This
advantageous location, empowered Nabataean traders to engage in
business and reach, distant.regions like Asia Minor, the Persian Gulf,
and Egypt alond the Mediterrariean‘coast.® (FigeL)

Initial nteractions with.the Greeks'Commenced around the 5th
century BCE through the\trade-of, frankincense”and myrrh. These
exchanges intensified with-Alexander.the-Great's efforts to bridge the
East and the West, leading to the Nabataeans integrating into local
environments. This era witnessed the Nabataeans emerging as one of
the most prosperous trading societies.*

As for the Roman period, Roman forces exerted control over
Nabataean territories, incorporating them into the empire from 106
AD to 363 AD, supported by archaeological evidence. Consequently,
these lands became part of the Roman province of Arabia Petra.
Despite Roman rule, Nabataean language, culture, and religion
persisted, % and the zenith of Nabataean civilization unfolded with its
absorption into the Roman Empire during Trajan's reign of 98-117
AD.° The stability in Nabataean life and their receptiveness and
engagement with other civilizations triggered notable transformations
in their social, cultural, and artistic facets.’

These changes and developments are manifested in the art of
jewelry craftsmanship, notably discernible in the design of earrings.
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The Artistic Influences on Nabataean Earrings in The Roman Period

An Exploration of Culture Heritag Shams Khamis Ahmed
Earrings constitute an essential component of jewelry across diverse
civilizations. Since ancient times, people in societies such as the
Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans, including men, women, and children,
have adorned themselves with earrings. The history of earrings
encompasses various civilizations and cultures, with the discovery of
numerous gold ornaments during archaeological excavations of
primitive societies. Earrings rank among the most significant
archaeological finds, allowing us to trace their evolution, diversity,
and influences on craftsmanship.®

In the context of the Nabataean civilization, this discovery
emerged through clay and stone sculptures portraying deities and
humans adorned with jewelry, including earrings. Additionally,
insights are derived from wall paintings, coins, and inscriptions that
mention the names of some goldsmiths. These depictions and
inscriptions have assisted in tracing the various forms of earrings.
Earrings were often associated with deities, and individuals sought to
emulate them by wearing jewelry, including earrings, to attain a form
of immortality akin to the gods.®
Cultural Significance and Symbolic:

Earrings, worn in the ears through piercings or attached to other
parts of the ear, have been a significant form of jewelry across
civilizations. The Nabataeans used earrings as part of their religious
and social beliefs, which is evident in sculptures and depictions of
deities worn by kings and nobles. Earrings were not merely worn for
aesthetic and social display but also believed to offer protection in
daily life from diseases, enemies, and misfortune. Some types of
jewelry were considered to safeguard individuals in their earthly and
afterlife, leading to their burial with the deceased as a decorative
element and a religious belief aiding their journey into immortality.*°

The Nabataeans utilized various metals in jewelry making, such
as gold, silver, bronze, copper, and iron. Archaeological findings,
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particularly earrings, reveal that gold was the most extensively used
metal, signifying its cultural and religious importance.* Culturally
and symbolically, gold was associated with the sun god and held
sacred, as it remained unchanged over time, making it ideal for
religious beliefs and rituals, especially those related to the afterlife.™

Strabo noted that the Nabataeans possessed gold, indicating the
ease of access through trade or mining. This wealth, acquired through
commerce, granted them the purchasing power needed. Moreover,
gold deposits were found in various Nabataean territories and adjacent
regions on the Red Sea's eastern and western shores.™

Silver, associated with the lunar deity, was also utilized.
Additionally, bronze, widespread among the lower social classes due
to its affordability compared to gold, was commonly used. Gold, more
prevalent among the upper echelons of Nabataean society, remained
the preferred metal for its symbolic and cultural significance.™

The Nabataeans skillfully incorporated materials such as shells
and gemstones into the embellishment of their jewelry. Additionally,
they utilized symbols with cultural and religious connotations, evident
In various earrings, including:

Pearls: Pearls were employed in various civilizations,
symbolizing fertility and immortality. Their use became prominent in
the 1st century BCE and the 1st century AD. Pliny the Elder
emphasized the significance of pearls in adorning women, particularly
in earring craftsmanship. The Persian Gulf is renowned for its pearl
production.™

Birds: Birds were widespread symbols in Egyptian and
Mesopotamian civilizations, sometimes representing deities or
symbolizing immortality.

Grapes: bunches of grapes were considered symbols of
fertility, wealth, and abundance due to their numerous seeds. They
were commonly used in the Nabataean civilization.™

Grains: Grains symbolize germination and fertility. It was
believed that women wearing earrings featuring this symbol would
attain fertility and growth.'’

Rose: In some ancient civilizations, the rose was regarded as
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the sun with its rays. Alternatively, it was considered a botanical
symbol representing fertility, abundance, and prosperity in life.'?
Multicultural Influences on Nabataean Earrings:
Eastern_Influences

Life in the Ancient Near East evolved around 8000 BCE,
giving rise to the earliest civilizations where both men and women
showed an interest in wearing jewelry, believed to offer protection
against evil forces and safeguard their possessions. A mastery of gold,
silver, copper, and precious stones emerged among the early
Sumerians. Ancient Eastern goldsmiths knew how to cut gold into thin
slices and sheets, hammering and drawing it into fine wire used for
weaving and braiding in diverse patterns to create more intricate
jewelry designs.*® The ancient Egyptians also recognized the value of
jewelry for adornment and luxury, understanding its decorative appeal
that enhanced the wearer's beauty. Egyptian women, in particular,
adorned themselves with various ornaments in pursuit of charm and
elegance. Consequently, ancient Egyptians adorned themselves with
jewelry around their necks, wrists, arms, ankles, waist, and other
vulnerable parts of the body, acknowledging its religious and
ornamental significance. Additionally, jewelry served as talismans and
amulets to protect their wearers and ward off evil forces. Egypt drew
its initial impetus towards civilization from the Mesopotamian region,
rapidly advancing in the early third millennium BCE to the extent that
it surpassed it.%°
Fig.1: Small Boat-shaped Earring

From: Mampsis, Material: Gold, Diameter: 1.2 cm, Weight: 0.7
grams/ 0.72 grams, Date: 1st century AD

Earrings experienced notable diversity and changed their
shapes and designs throughout the Roman era, particularly in the
Nabataean Kingdom. Initially, simple earrings emerged, known as
"Navicella" #or small boat; these were tube or circular ring-shaped,
gradually thinning at both ends.?

A pair of earrings was discovered in Mampsis, specifically in
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the burial chamber inside a wooden tomb in the tomb (100). These
earrings are circular tubes tapering gradually at both ends, featuring a
vertical cleft in the middle. This type was not attached through ear
piercing but instead secured on the earlobe through the tapered ends. It
was widespread in Eastern civilizations.

The design of earrings with overlapping ends involves shaping
an equal circular tube with two vertical clefts at the center of the ring.
The burial date of these earrings traces back to the early 2nd century
AD.

The dating of tube earrings from Nabataean tombs relies on
metalwork and clay seals. Tube earrings are considered common
additions across the Roman Empire.®
Fig.2: Small Boat-shaped Earring

From: Mampsis, Material: Gold, Diameter: 1.3 cm, Weight: 0.6
grams / 0.62 grams, Date:1st century AD.

Another discovery in the tube-shaped boat-style earrings from
Mampsis showcases a gradual thinning of its thickness towards the
ends, resembling the shape of a boat. However, this pair is set apart
because it concludes with two tapered backs designed to enter one
side of the ear and twist over the other for a secure closure.**

Fig.3: Pair of crescent-shaped earrings with granulation

From: Mampsis, Material: Gold, Length: 2.7 cm, Width: 2.9
cm, Weight: 1.8 grams, Date:1st century AD.

Another type of earring with more sophisticated decorations
emerged, featuring vertical and parallel lines on the earring, with the
outer part adorned with spherical granules.?

A pair of semi-circular earrings includes rows of decorations.
The upper part contains a row of small granules followed by a row of
larger granules. In the middle section is a row of alternating triangular
granulated motifs with a row of vertically lined granulated motifs. The
earring concludes with the lower or outer part, consisting of concave-
shaped elements and a row of larger-sized beads compared to those in
the upper row. Notice the evolution of the clasp in this earring,
forming a circular loop at one end while the other extends with
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minimal thickness to interlock with the circular loop, creating a hook
and eye closure.

Granulation developed in the second half of the third millennium,
pioneered by Sumerian craftsmen and spreading to the ancient Near
East. This technology evolved over various eras and among unequal
populations in craft and artistic skills. Over an extended period and in
distant regions, decorative elements such as granulated triangles,
rows, clusters, and towers have been utilized.?®

Fig.4: earrings with Gemstone Pendants

From: Khirbet edh-Dharih, Material: copper, Date:1st century
AD.

Another type of earrings emerged, marking the beginning of
using gemstones. These earrings consist of a circular ring made of
copper with tapered ends. One end represents a loop, and the other
interlocks, forming the earring's clasp. Hanging from the earring is a
pendant with a pearl ball.

With the evolution of jewelry craftsmanship, clasps were
introduced, exhibiting various forms. In some examples, a clasp
consisting of two parts, a loop, and a hook, was added. It signifies a
ring at the end of the earring, crafted by winding the tapered end
around this ring. The other end, slightly bent to resemble a hook, is
inserted into the ring.?’
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Greek Influences

At the end of the eighth century, Greek sailors developed active
trade with the Near East and Egypt. New ideas began to flow,
encouraging the development of Egyptian and Eastern art, as well as
advancements in architecture, sculpture, and ceramic art. The craft of
the goldsmith experienced the same stimulation. However, early
Greek taste seems to have been against the wearing of excessive
jewelry. For women, a simple disk-shaped earring and occasional
necklace or bracelet sufficed, while men generally avoided jewelry
altogether. In the fifth and fourth centuries, jewelry forms evolved,
utilizing techniques of casting, ornamentation, and braiding,
incorporating finely crafted small human and animal figures
intricately merged with elaborate vegetal motifs. In the third quarter of
the fourth century BCE, with Alexander's campaigns against the
Persians and the acquisition of treasures from the East, Greek
conquerors obtained vast amounts of gold and jewelry, influencing
artistic works and enabling the introduction of new forms in jewelry
crafting. This period witnessed the mass production of jewelry,
particularly earrings with animal-headed motifs and pendant
earrings.”®
Fig. 5: Hoop earring with immovable pendant

From: Qasrawet, Material: Gold, Length: 2.2 cm, Width: 1.8
cm, Date:1st century AD.

This type of earrings represents an evolution from boat-
shaped earrings. They consist of a circular ring from which beads
dangle, forming a cluster resembling a grape cluster. The circular
ring increases in thickness at the center and tapers at both ends,
creating a pointed, tapered end that enters one ear while the other
winds around it for secure closure. Four spherical beads are
suspended from the center, clustered together in a formation
resembling bunches of grapes.”
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Fig. 6: centered Interlocking Ring Earrings

These earrings feature a crescent shape, occasionally
substituting spherical beads with centered interlocking rings. The
thickness increases at the center and decreases at the ends, where the
two ends intersect to create the lock. The crescent-shaped earring is
adorned with three circular rings, forming a triangle, each consisting
of interlocking centered circles.

This decorative style has a long history, dating back to the early
periods in the Mediterranean region. Its initial appearance can be
traced to the Minoan civilization (1600-1100 BCE), although it was
initially poorly crafted. Subsequently, it increased throughout the
Hellenistic world and endured into the Roman era.

Characterized by two ends entwined around each other, this
type of earring marks the inception of closures. The tapered ends were
wound around each other, making them challenging to undo and
fasten. Due to this complexity, this style of earrings was often worn
permanently due to the difficulty of removing them.*

Roman Influences

Roman jewelry was characterized by a significant emphasis on
color, precious gemstones, and glass. jewelry had been used for
multiple purposes, adornment being the most obvious one, but also for
protection against magic, as well as its assumed healing properties,
demonstrating social status, luxury, and power. It was worn by both
men and women, but it had a more significant role with the latter.
Jewelry was one of the most, if not the most, indispensable
possessions of Roman women during their lifetime.*"
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Fig.7: Earrings with Chain and Pendant

From: Khirbet edh-Dharih, Material: Gold, Length: 7.8 cm,
Ring Diameter: 1.2 cm,Chain Length: 3.8 cm, Date:1st century AD.

Nabataean earrings significantly evolved during the first and
second centuries CE, adopting more intricate forms and
ornamentation. The earrings began to consist of two parts: the upper
part, a ring from which a chain dangles, and the lower part, a pendant
featuring various shapes such as birds or botanical forms.

This earring comprises a circular hoop with a triple-twisted
gold chain, showcasing Roman influences. Hanging from the chain is
a bird-shaped ornament adorned with granulation technique.

This earring reflects the continuation of Hellenistic traditions,
particularly in depicting birds on the earrings. The inclusion of
granulation ornamentation and gemstones aligns with common
Hellenistic earring decorations.*

Fig. 8: baretta-type earring

From: Qasrawet, Material: Gold, Length: 3.5 cm,Width: 1.9
cm, Date:1st century AD.

This type of earring ornamentation became diverse, consisting
of multiple parts. The more significant part is a decorated gold disk,
with floral motifs being the most prevalent. For example, the shape of
a rose is often featured at the center of the circular disk. The second
part is composed of hanging elements, the number of which varies
from one earring to another. These elements are welded to the circular
disk and are made of wires and chains of equal lengths, sometimes
adorned with gemstones. This type is characterized by a distinct lock
resembling a hook.

These earrings consist of four parts. The topmost part includes
the hook, which serves as the earring lock. This section is adorned
with a blue glass stone in the center. Below this part is a rectangle
containing several rows with parallel line motifs, and on the sides,
several ball-shaped elements resemble a rose. Next is a hollowed-out
section in the middle, concealing the junction of the parts. It consists
of intertwining wires resembling a rose, featuring balls in the center
and ending with spiral shapes at the edges. Then, another row of
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parallel lines, topped with three large balls, each connected to three
smaller-sized balls.

This type of earring is considered one of the most advanced and
widespread forms of Nabataean jewelry during the Roman era.*®

Regional Influences

Fig. 9: Earrings with Movable Pendant (Crotalia)

From: Petra, Material: Gold, Length: 2.7 cm. and 2.5 cm,
Weight: 1.522 grams and 1.386 grams, Date:1st century AD.

The baretta-type earrings are composed of three elements: a
disc, a bar, and several mostly movable pendants, the first part of the
earring is a flat gold plate with a tapered upper end. Around it hangs a
circular ring adorned with a spherical ball. Extending from this ball
are two lines, each terminating in a spiral-like shape.** Two small
attached balls are present on either side of this ball, forming the
second part of the earring. Each of these pendants comprises a circular
ring with two smaller rings on its lower side. Between them, a ribbon
extends, gradually thinning, and its ends twist multiple times, creating
a spiral-like shape.

The earring's clasp is fashioned from a flat strip extending from
the top of the tapered part to the back of the earring.

This locally crafted earring exhibits simplicity, and its design
includes the common decorative element of a double spiral
ornamentation found in Nabataean adornments.*

Fig. 10: shield earring with immovable pendant

From: Qasrawet, Material: Gold, Height 4.8 cm, width 1.9 cm,
Date:1st century AD.

The earrings in the shape of a shield consist of two main
components. The first part features a disc resembling a shield
surrounded by a row of beads. The central area is adorned with a
gemstone, giving rise to six rows of beads that extend outward, each
terminating with three beads. The second part comprises a collection
of flat beads fused in the upper section. These beads are arranged
irregularly to create a grape-like cluster, with five beads in the first
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row, followed by four, then two, and finally, a larger bead on the outer
side embellished with an additional row of beads. The design
concludes with a spherical bead attached at the bottom, adorned with
several small hanging beads.*

The clasp mechanism consists of a circular ring fixed in the
upper part and a hook in the form of a long strip extending along the
back of the earring, securing it to the circular ring.

The earring is considered one of the intricate art pieces in
which geometric decorative shapes intertwine with irregular grape
clusters, giving it a unique appearance and design compared to the
standard forms of that period. This illustrates the integration of local
elements and decorations, such as the shield shape, with Roman
elements and designs.*’

Conclusion

-The Nabataeans utilized various types of jewelry, with
earrings standing out as one of the most significant forms. Through
earrings, it is possible to trace the developments during the Roman
period and the diverse influences that manifested in them. The
Nabataeans did not use earrings solely for aesthetic purposes; they
also symbolized social status, determined by the type of metal and
stones used. Additionally, earrings were believed to offer protection,
as indicated by the symbols adorned them.

-Gold is considered one of the most extensively used metals in
crafting Nabataean jewelry, particularly earrings. This preference for
gold can be attributed to its abundance in Nabataean lands and its
cultural, social, and religious significance. Gold became intricately
linked with the sun god, maintaining its cultural and religious
importance over time without undergoing significant changes. In
contrast, silver was employed as a symbol for the moon god but was
more widespread among the simpler social strata compared to gold.

- Examining the shapes, symbols, and ornamentation in
earrings reveals how other cultures and regions of the ancient world
influenced Nabataean civilization. Regarding Eastern influences, the
prevalence of the boat-shaped form on earrings, known as Navicella,
is noteworthy. This simple design carries an Eastern influence.
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Examples of this type include earrings that affix directly to the
earlobe, as observed in specific sculptures (Figure 1). Another
variation features tapered ends twisted together, forming the earring
clasp (Figure 2).

- This form evolved, incorporating more intricate decorative
elements, with one of the standout features being the granulation
ornamentation. This embellishment emerged through the Sumerian
artisans in the third millennium BCE, later spreading to various
civilizations. Granulation is symbolic of fertility and germination.
(Figure 3)

-The Nabataean artist successfully incorporated gemstones into
producing earrings, initially in a simple form (Figure 5). Furthermore,
there was an evolution in the design of the clasp, transforming it into a
loop and hook configuration.

-Concerning Greek influences, the Nabataean goldsmith
introduced another decorative element to earrings shaped like boats:
the bunches of grapes. This symbolizes fertility and abundance. At
times, the bunches of grapes were substituted with concentric circles,
a motif seen in various regions of the ancient world.

- The Eastern and Greek influences continued until the Roman
era. The artist began integrating a variety of elements from different
cultural influences. It became noticeable on the earrings that the
Eastern, Greek, and Roman decorations were fused into the same
artistic piece (Figure 7). The shapes became more intricate. This is
evident in incorporating the Roman-influenced triple chain, the
depiction of a bird as one of the Hellenistic influences, and the
addition of Eastern-influenced granulation ornamentation. The artist
excelled in executing these complex forms.

- During the Roman period, earrings of the Cortilia type
emerged, representing one of the most widespread and evolved forms
during the Roman era. These earrings attest to the skill of the
Nabataean artist in crafting diverse and intricate earring designs.

- The role of the Nabataean artist extended beyond executing
decorations and shapes influenced by other civilizations. The artist
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innovatively created unique decorative elements, incorporating them
with other elements. For instance, earrings featuring double spiral
ornamentation (Figure 9) exemplify these locally inspired decorative
elements that spread throughout the Nabataean civilization.

- In addition to that, earrings during the Roman era showcased
shield shapes, acting as potent symbols of strength and protection. The
evolving complexity in earring designs seamlessly integrated
geometric and botanical motifs, enriched by including precious
gemstones, even though gemstone embellishments were not prevalent
in traditional Nabataean earrings (Figure 10).

- The artistic ingenuity in crafting earrings, enriched with
intricate embellishments and diverse forms, reflects the stability of
social life and the flourishing cultural environment within Nabataean
society. This creativity also highlights prevailing religious beliefs and
the diversity inherent in Nabataean society. It led the artists to
seamlessly integrate various elements and symbols into the earrings,
innovating new shapes and features that accentuate their culture and
local environment.
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(Fig.3) Pair of crescent-shaped earrings with granulation 4
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(Fig.4) Earrings with Gemstone Pendant. *

(Fig. 5) Hoop earring with immovable pendant. 3
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(Fig. 6) Centered Interlocking Ring Earrings. 4

(Fig.7) Earrings with Chain and Pendant.
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(Fig. 9) Earrings with Movable Pendant (Crotalia). */
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(Fig. 10) shield earring with immovable pendant. *®
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