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abstract: research by the petroglyph Unit in the 2011 season was concentrated on recording two 
sites. one was site 6/09 in the central oasis, a multicultural site unusually rich in rock panels 
bearing an abundance of representations of ostriches and of the sandal/foot motif. The other one 
was Winkler’s site 62 in the eastern oasis, mainly of prehistoric provenance, with an exeptional 
panel depicting seven artful images of anthropomorphic figures.  
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The petroglyph Unit is part of the 
international interdisciplinary dakhleh 
oasis project (dop) and its work is 
coordinated by the polish centre of 
mediterranean archaeology of the 
University of Warsaw (pcma UW). 
fieldwork in the 2011 season had to 
be delayed due to the outbreak of the  
January 25 revolution in egypt and was 
consequently shorter than originally 
planned. in the central oasis, some 

additional tracings and photographs  
were made on site 5/09, but the major  
effort went into completing the 
documentation of site 6/09, which had 
been started already in 2009 (Kuciewicz, 
Kobusiewicz 2012), but required 
much greater involvement due to its  
complexity. The other major task 
accomplished in this brief season was 
the recording of Winkler’s site 62 in the 
eastern oasis.

site 6/09
The site is located in the western part 
of the central oasis, on a sandstone 
cuesta situated 2.75 km south of the 
modern tarmac road (25°30’55.19”n, 
29°8’48.80”e). The hill is 40 m long, no 
more than 10 m high, oriented north–

south [Fig. 1]. The frontslope on the 
north side is a steep, cliff-like formation, 
backed on the south with a gentle slope 
that is easy to climb. The main clusters 
of petroglyphs are located on the north, 
northwest and northeast walls, as well as  
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Fig. 1.    Site 6/09, view from the north 
           (Photo P. Polkowski)  

at the top of the hill. The set of rock 
drawings is exceptionally rich: more than 
30 panels and hundreds of single images, 
representing practically all the main periods 
in the history of the dakhleh oasis. 
 The oldest, prehistoric drawings are 
represented by dozens of ostrich figures 
[Fig. 2], which may be dated to the 

middle/late neolithic or old Kingdom.1 
They occupy long smooth panels facing 
northwest, relatively high up on the steep 
northern cliff, making them impossible 
to trace. a combined technique was 
employed in their execution, the bodies 
of the ostriches being abraded to resemble 
sunken relief, the legs and necks of figures 

1  it has been suggested that ostriches were extinct in the dakhleh oasis area probably before the sixth dynasty (pantalacci, 
lesur-gebremariam 2009). 
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Fig. 2.    Panel with ostrich depictions on site 6/09 (contrast enhanced) 
          (Photo P. Polkowski) 

engraved. all of the animals were executed 
in an identical style and were oriented 
to the right. indeterminate quadrupeds 
and human-like figures with exaggerated 
fingers and toes appeared between them. 
The ostrich composition appears to 
have been produced by one person and 
should be regarded in all probability as  
a narrative scene. a similar scene was 
recorded in the Kharga oasis, although 
the birds depicted there were interpreted 
as storks (ikram 2009: 71, figs 3, 4). 
a much closer analogy is afforded by 
a panel found by hans Winkler on his  
site 64 and published by pavel Červiček 
(1986: 56, fig. 401). There, a row of nine 
ostriches was executed in a style identical  
to that of the images on site 6/09. They  
were all oriented to the right and were 

perfectly fitted to the shape of the rock, 
forming a natural register. The formal 
similarity of these characteristic but 
separate groups of petroglyphs is an issue 
to be investigated in the future.
 a neolithic origin should probably be 
ascribed to a giraffe and anthropomorphic 
figure composition registered on the 
northeastern wall, approximately 6–7 m 
above the bottom of the wadi [Fig. 3]. The 
giraffe theme and execution technique 
suggest a prehistoric dating for this 
group. The giraffe figure was produced in 
combined technique, using pecking for 
the trunk and neck of the animal, and 
engraving for the legs, tail and horns. 
 some figures potentially belonging 
to the neolithic horizon can be seen also 
higher up on the cliff. The morphology 
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Fig. 3.    Giraffe and anthropomorphic figure on the northeast wall of hill 6/09 
           (Photo P. Polkowski) 

of the rock at that time must have been 
different, affording an easier climb. 
at present these images cannot be  
examined in detail and have to be 
considered perforce as indeterminate for 
the time being.
 most of the recorded petroglyphs 
from the site are, however, of dynastic, 
probably graeco-roman date on the 

whole. foot and sandal images, of which 
there is more than 30 examples, are the 
commonest type. all were engraved on 
horizontal surfaces, sometimes in clusters, 
but more often as single images, never 
however as a pair (left and right shoe/
foot executed in the same style). The 
foot/sandal motif is well known from  
the eastern sahara and the mediterranean 



dakhleh oasis project, petroglyph Unit: rock art research 2011
egypt

233

pam 23/1: research 2011

in general. it has been recorded in many 
places in egypt (castiglione 1970; 
Červiček 1986) and sudan (hellström, 
langballe 1970, corpus aa; váhala, 
Červiček 1999), but its meaning in rock 

art remains a matter of debate (verner 
1973: 13–56). Červiček dated some of the 
sandal petroglyphs to horizon c (2100–
1400 Bc), but most of them to horizon 
e (1050 Bc–ad 250, Červiček 1986). 

Fig. 4.   Foot and sandal depictions from site 6/09: top, panel with foot and sandals in outline executed 
in different styles; bottom left, foot representation; bottom center, sandal with heel and straps 
depicted; bottom right, sandal with straps inside (Photo P. Polkowski) 
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verner (1973) considered most of the 
lower nubian examples as a product of 
the graeco-roman period. 
 The nearest parallel to rock art comes 
from temples in the nile valley. feet 
and sandals occurred in large numbers, 
especially on the roofs of many of the 
egyptian and nubian temples. one such 
place is the Khons temple in Karnak, where 
hundreds of the motifs were registered 
and many of them with accompanying 
inscriptions ( Jacquet-gordon 2003). The 
short texts related to the foot and sandal 
images help to date these motifs as well as 
shed light on the meaning conferred on 
them. research on the graffiti from the 
Khons temple has shown that they were 
executed from the late new Kingdom 
through the ptolemaic period by minor 
priests of local origin, who wished to 
manifest their piety and eternalize their 
existence in the house of their god.
 no graffiti texts accompany the finds 
from site 6/09, hence the dating remains 
vaguely late and roman period, but it may 
be possible that some examples, especially 
the feet, were produced earlier. feet 
engravings from the nephthys hill in the 
eastern part of the oasis, investigated by 
olaf Kaper, have been proposed to belong 
to old Kingdom times, when the oasis 
was colonized by egyptians, particularly in 
the times of the fifth and sixth dynasties 
(Kaper, Willems 2002). Thus, the examples 
from site 6/09 could have been produced 
over a number of centuries.
 feet petroglyphs were less frequent 
than sandals and were executed in different 
styles and not always with equal care. 
one example with slightly bent little 
toe and marked toenails [Fig. 4, bottom 
left] is strongly naturalistic in expression, 
while at least two other feet are outlined 

in somewhat haphazard and uneven 
fashion, the general shape distorted and 
exhibiting a supernumerary digit (six 
toes shown). images of sandals are even 
more differentiated, in terms of execution 
quality as well as shoe type. examples 
from the corpus can depict nothing 
more than an outline [Fig. 4, top] or 
have a bipartite construction with clearly 
depicted heel and straps projecting from 
it [Fig. 4, center bottom], or they can 
be schematically hatched, presumably in 
depiction of a network of straps, which 
in some cases are depicted extremely 
naturalistically as braids [Fig. 4, bottom 
right]. The lattermost type is rare and its 
engraving would have been a relatively 
longer process as well as demanding 
greater skill. all of the sandals and feet 
were located on horizontal surfaces. 
 another recorded motif, although 
not as numerous, is the so-called pubic 

Fig. 5.   Two sandals and a pubic triangle in 
juxtaposition from site 6/09   

          (Photo P. Polkowski) 
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triangle. The chronological context in 
this case could have been as differentiated 
as in the case of the feet/sandal motif. 
investigations of nephthys hill brought 
to light a boulder with pubic triangle 
and mr hieroglyph (Kaper, Willems 
2002: 88), which suggests that it probably 
has old Kingdom roots. it cannot be 
excluded however that this particular 
motif was produced in much later times, 
even in the arab period. at the site, pubic 
triangles occurred as single images or in 
small clusters, and in two cases they were 
associated with sandals [Fig. 5], which may 
be an indication of their being carved in 
the same period.  
 as for other representations, a few 
images of quadrupeds and two depictions 
of birds may be ascribed to the dynastic 
period, although further examination is 
in order before any final determinations 
are made. 
 The younger time horizons are 
represented by relatively large numbers 
of geometric motifs (squares, rectangles, 
different configurations of lines). Their 

exact chronology is difficult to establish, 
but they look fresh and their v-shaped 
section profile suggests the use of a sharp 
tool (a knife perhaps). some of them 
resemble arabic wusum, Bedouin tribal 
marks known from virtually all parts of 
the sahara and the arabian peninsula 
(Winkler 1938; 1939; 1952; field 1952; 
huyge 1998: 1383–1385). These marks 
are fairly simple and usually take on 
geometrical shapes, consisting of lines 
and dots. some of the motifs found  
at site 6/09 resemble wusum marks from 
other regions of egypt and sudan, for 
example, some found in the selima oasis 
(Fig. 6; compare newbold 1928: 283, 
fig. 7).
 a few depictions of the pentagram were 
also found at the site. These images were all 
engraved on horizontal panels and were 
surrounded by other petroglyphs, mainly 
feet/sandals. chronology is difficult 
to ascertain as the five-pointed star is 
a symbol of antique origin and was used 
in prehistoric and dynastic iconography,  
as well as in early christian times. its use  
as a sign in arabic magical texts has also 
been noted (verner 1973: 66–68). 
 arabic inscriptions of modern origin 
were recorded at the site as well. 
 The hill is an excellent example of 
a multi-period site, posing the question 
as to its importance, considering the 
accumulation of petroglyphs, which are 
only sporadically found on other hills in 
the vicinity. another issue at hand is the 
impact that the older rock art could have 
had on the making of newer petroglyphs. 
The location of the hill in the landscape 
and its potential role as a marker on the 
itinerary of people traveling through 
the area in the past is another issue for 
consideration. 

Fig. 6.   Tribal mark(?) located high on the north-
east side of the cliff on site 6/09  

          (Photo P. Polkowski) 
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WinKler’s site 62
The site is situated in the sandstone 
cuesta in the eastern oasis (about 18 
km from the village of taneida following 
the modern asphalt road in the direction 
of Kharga oasis and at this point about 
600 m to the south of it), south of the 
western protrusion of gebel abu tartur, 
called also el Battikh promontory. 
it consists of seven hills, yardangs,2 that 
are comparatively isolated in an otherwise 
rather flat terrain. The hills are long, 
oriented ne–sW and arranged parallel 
to one another. as a geomorphological 
form, they are fairly typical of the oasis. 
rock art panels were noted on three 
of these hills with the most interesting 
ones appearing on the northernmost one 
(25°21’52.23”n, 29°25’52.90”e).
 The hill is about 70 m long and 15 m 
high in its highest, northern extreme. 
it descends gently toward the southern 
verge, almost leveling out with the 
surrounding ground. The distribution 
of rock art panels is typical of sites of 
this kind in the oasis: they are found on 
the top and on vertical surfaces on the 
northwestern side. 
 The most unique and striking rock 
art panel of this site is placed on the 
flattened top of the hill, more or less 
at one third of its length [Fig. 7]. The 
block it was executed on, which measures 
1.30 m by 0.70 m, is loose and it is not 
clear whether the present position is the 
original one. two sections of the surface 
of this rock were sufficiently smooth 
and undamaged to be used for carving. 
The first composition is a scene of six 

anthropomorphic figures, most probably 
female (although James [2012] suggests 
that not all the images are evidently 
female) [Fig. 7, top left]. two figures face 
the viewer, the other four are in profile. 
execution was in a combined technique: 
deep precise cuts and partly sunken relief. 
artful stippling additionally emphasized 
the outlines. The lower, expanded parts 
of the body or of the garment were 
generously ornamented with parallel, 
sometimes intersecting, curved and 
diagonal lines. all of the figures in profile 
feature a bulging form in the abdominal 
area suggestive of pregnancy. two of 
these were depicted in mirror position 
and connected with a transverse line.  
a pecked shape of unidentified meaning 
appears between them. a form executed 
in the same technique adjoins the group 
on the left side; it may be yet another, 
stylistically altered “female” figure.
 in another part of the block, a single 
anthropomorphic figure was carved. 
it shares the major identification features 
with the six figures from the first 
composition, but differs in orientation and 
overall style [Fig. 7, top right]. The lines 
decorating the body are extremely refined 
and distinctly labor-intensive. There are 
also additional pieces of jewellery visible 
in the upper part of the silhouette: either 
a necklace or a pendant of some kind, 
around the base of the neck or hanging 
down on the chest. 
 anthropomorphic, presumably female 
representations of this kind are typical 
of the rock art of the oasis and have 

2  a yardang is a streamlined hill carved from bedrock or any consolidated or semi-consolidated material by the dual action 
of wind abrasion, dust and sand, and deflation. 
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Fig. 7.   Block at the top of Winkler’s site 62; top left, close-up view of a group of six anthropomorphic 
figures; top right, individual ‘female’ figure (Photo E. Kuciewicz)
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been recorded most frequently in this 
area. parallels are known, however, from 
beyond the region, even though the 
range is still territorially quite restricted. 
recent additions to the distribution 
include the site of meri 99/36, so-called 
“ladies hill” (riemer 2006: 499), the 
chufu region (Kuhlmann 2002: 136; 
Berger 2006; riemer 2009: 40) and 
the environs of Kharga oasis (ikram 
2009: 75), that is, respectively, about 
50 km and 80 km southwest of dakhleh  
and about 180 km to the east of it.  
although dating prehistoric art is 
an extremely difficult task, indirect 
assumptions — iconographic, stylistic, 
degree of weathering, relation to other 
archaeological remains, etc. — lead to 
the suggestion that the carvings were 
produced by the neolithic culture 
Bashendi B, which existed in the oasis 
in the 6th and 5th millennium Bc,  

possibly continuing in the wake of the 
sheikh muftah cultural unit (mcdonald 
2002: 113). There is an ongoing discussion 
of the meaning of these representations 
for the prehistoric societies inhabiting 
dakhleh oasis in the neolithic 
period (polkowski, Kuciewicz et alii 
2013). it seems legitimate, however, to 
consider broadly understood fertility 
associated with reproduction, fecundity 
and abundance as determining the 
interpretation of ‘female’ representations 
from dakhleh oasis. 
 another cluster of rock art appears 
on a vertical wall facing east, located on 
the northeastern side of the hill under 
discussion [Fig. 8]. it is a solid surface 
measuring about 5 m by 4 m and covered 
with dozens of petroglyphs, mostly of 
animals, appearing singly as well as in 
micro-scenes, consisting primarily of 
rows of specimens proceeding in one 

Fig. 8.   Vertical panel covered with petroglyphs at Winkler’s site 62
          (Photo E. Kuciewicz) 
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direction. The prevailing species among 
the depicted animals are antelope of 
various kinds, most probably oryx, 
possibly addax and hartebeest as well. 
giraffes and ostriches are less abundant. 
The representations were executed in 
various techniques: gentle incisions, 
rubbing, sunken relief and pecking. 
These could often be combined, as in 
the case of the body of an animal, which 
is pecked, whereas limbs and horns are 

incised. frequently, the petroglyphs were 
superimposed, but since no differences in 
degree of patination could be observed, 
any possible differences in the time of  
their creation could not be determined. 
 two of the scenes merit special 
note. a giraffe is depicted in one case, 
executed in sunken relief with unusual, 
geometrically stylized legs. an arched line 
cuts across the back of its body, carved 
most probably earlier than the giraffe. 

Fig. 9.   Giraffe and anthropomorphic figure connected by a line 
          (Photo E. Kuciewicz) 
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Fig. 10.   Anthropomorphic, possibly female, figure associated with animals 
            (Photo E. Kuciewicz) 

Fig. 11.   Bovid chased by dogs 
            (Photo E. Kuciewicz) 
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at the other end of the line, as if standing 
on it, is an anthropomorphic figure, 
presumably a male [Fig. 9]. The meaning 
of the described scene is not clear. in the 
rock art of dakhleh oasis, depictions 
of giraffes and anthropomorphic figures 
connected by a line have been noted before 
(e.g., Krzyżaniak 2004: 184, fig. 4), but 
in these instances, differently than in the 
present one, the line goes from the animal’s 
head to the men, suggesting leading on 
a rope. 
 in the other scene deserving of 
note, the center is occupied by another 
anthropomorphic figure, in this case 
probably a female. it is flanked by animals, 
a giraffe on the left and a pair of antelopes 
on the right [Fig. 10]. The slightly 
spiraling horns of the bigger antelope 
could suggest an addax. in the rock art  
of dakhleh oasis it is yet another example 
of female anthropomorphic figures  
shown in association with animals, mostly 
giraffes. The meaning of that relation 
continues to be discussed (polkowski, 
Kuciewicz et alii 2013: fig. 4,11). 
 adjoining the vertical wall described 
above there is an almost horizontal 
platform, slightly descending in a northerly 
direction. Unlike the nearby vertical 
surface, it is nearly completely devoid 
of rock art with the exception of a single  
scene showing a bovid being chased by 
three running dogs. it is the only scene 
that can be ascribed with certainty to the 
dynastic period [Fig. 11]. 
 The rock art at Winkler’s site 
62 included also single petroglyphs 

on the second hill from the north 
(anthropomorphic figure of unidentified 
gender) and the fourth one (schematic 
quadruped). on both of the hills, on 
their upper parts and on the slopes gently 
descending toward the south, stone 
structures were recorded, presumably 
huts of unidentified provenance. ostrich 
eggshells and fragments of grinders 
and grinding stones were observed in 
great abundance around all of the hills. 
moreover, a tethering stone with a visible 
groove was noted in the direct vicinity 
of the site [Fig. 12]. 
 a detailed documentation of Winkler’s 
site 62 is only the beginning of a bigger 
project for the full recording of sites 
that the german scholar reported in 
a preliminary publication (Winkler 
1939). sites 66 and 67 have already been 
relocated, but their actual ranges will 
be determined in a forthcoming season. 
site 66 is a single hill, but site 67 appears 
to be a conglomerate of many hills, which 
are yet to be identified.  

Fig. 12.   Tethering stone in the vicinity of the site 
            (Photo E. Kuciewicz) 
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