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NENNA Marie-Dominique

THE GLASS FROM HEGRA 
(MADÂ’IN SÂLIH, SAUDI ARABIA)

Hegra was occupied roughly from the 
fifth century BC to the fifth century AD, al-
though graves dating from the Bronze Age 
have been discovered there though without 
any traces of an associated settlement. The 
site, which covers more than 1,000 hectares, 
was inhabited by the Nabataeans mainly be-
tween the first century BC and the beginning 
of the second century AD. These wealthy 
merchants largely controlled the long-dis-
tance caravan trade of incense, myrrh and 
spices, which were transported by camel 
from Arabia Felix to Mediterranean ports 
such as Gaza, before being shipped to Greece 
and Rome. At its largest, the Nabataean king-
dom, of which Petra was the northern cap-
ital and Hegra the southern, covered all of 
southern Syria, Jordan, the northern Arabian 
Peninsula, part of the Negev and possibly 
the Sinai deserts. After it was annexed by the 
Romans in 106 AD, this society disappeared 
as an autonomous political entity.

The residential area of Hegra spreads 
over 52 hectares in a wide plain located 
roughly at the centre of the site, and was sur-
rounded by a 3 km mud-brick rampart with 
several gates. The city was home to both clus-
ters of dwellings and larger buildings (Areas 
1, 2, 7, 8, 9), less densely built up zones and 
possibly markets, squares and gardens. The 
excavations revealed at the summit of the 
rock massif IGN 132 a monumental com-
plex, part of which certainly had a religious 
function. The large edifice (at least 85 m × 65 
m; Area 34) adjoining the southern section 
of the rampart housed the Roman legion that 
was stationed in Hegra at the beginning of 
the second century. The hundred or so monu-
mental tombs carved into the sandstone cliffs 
are one of the most spectacular features left 
by the Nabataean civilization in Hegra.

It should first be noted that the glass ma-
terial is not abundant but is present in most of 
the excavation areas. During the eight exca-
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vation seasons of the Saudi-French Mission, 
only 269 items have been recorded: 182 glass 
vessel shards, 69 ornaments (beads, bangles 
and bezels), and three small objects (gaming 
pieces and toilet utensils). In terms of chro-
nology, the most ancient piece is a fragment 
of a core-formed alabastra or amphoriskos 
of a kind produced in the first century BC; 
the most recent glass vessels are dated to the 
fourth/beginning of the fifth century AD.

1. Glass vessels

1.1 Manufacturing techniques

The bulk of the material is free blown 
(95.05%). Only one piece is a core-formed 
container with deep blue body and white 
decoration (Fig. 1.1).1 Among the moulded 
pieces, one should note one mosaic small 

1 See for one example in Petra, KELLER 2006, 34-35, 
fig. 9, no. 313 and 200, type VI.1.

bowl (Fig. 1.2),2 one marble (blue cane with 
white spirals) ribbed bowl3 and two line-
ar-cut bowls (Fig. 1.3-4), all dating back 
to the Augustan–Tiberian period (30 BC–
AD 40), 4 as well as two monochrome lin-
ear-cut bowls (Fig. 1.5-6), produced in the 
second half of the first century BC and till 
AD 705 and three moulded monochrome 
ribbed bowls (Fig. 1.7).6 Only one piece is 
of violet mould-blown glass; a rim of violet 
glass from the same context decorated with 
marbled threads of yellow and red glass is 
tentatively assigned to the same small bottle 
(Fig. 1.8)7. 

2 Applied base formed by a green thread with a yellow and 
white spiralling decor and part of the body constituted with 
violet floral canes with white petals and colourless floral 
canes with yellow petals. Max. dim. 1.5 cm.

3 JENNINGS 2004–2005, 40–42, no. 14, fig. 2.13.
4 JENNINGS 2004–2005, 42–47, group 6.
5 JENNINGS 2004–2005, 46, 48–49, group 7.
6 JENNINGS 2004–2005, 38.
7 For Petra, see KELLER 2006, 49, fig. 3, no. 88 and 196, 

type III.6 and O’HEA 2017, 260.

Fig. 1: Glass vessels attested in contexts dated between 50 BC and 70 AD. © Saudi-French Ar-
chaeological Mission of Madâ’in Sâlih. Drawings: R. Douaud, A. Ilioglou.
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1.2 Chronology

If we look at the pieces which can be 
identified and dated (around 100 objects) us-
ing external criteria combined with the data 
provided by the excavators in their reports, 
we can see that less than fifteen objects can 
be dated before AD 70 (Fig. 1). To the piec-
es listed above by manufacturing technique 
should be added three small free-blown 
bowls (Fig. 1.9),8 one of which bears a paint-
ed decoration (Fig. 1.10).9

Around twenty objects belong to forms 
that begin to be attested in AD 70 and last un-
til the end of the second century AD (Fig. 2). 
Three types of tall goblets in colourless glass 
are attested mainly in funerary contexts:

– facet-cut beaker (Fig. 2.1)10 ;

8 JENNINGS 2004–2005, p. 61, fig. 3.4.1–11.
9 Rinceau of vines of red and yellow colour from which come 

yellow tigels ending in a volute at the top, part of a bird (yel-
low and red tail), or part of the plant. For this category of 
painted glass see NENNA 2008; for Flavian painted beakers 
in Petra, see O’HEA 2017, 266–268, fig. 14.7-8.

10 In Petra, KELLER 2006, 45–50, fig. 12, no. 65; 194, Type 
II.10a; O’HEA 2017, 265, fig. 14.10.

– goblet with tooled depressions (Fig. 2.2)11;

– goblet with abraded and incised lines12. 

Another type of goblet should be added, 
one with a solid base in blue green or deep 
blue glass, retrieved from surface layers 
(Fig. 2.3).

It is also by AD 70 that small bowls with 
annular base made by glass folding and a com-
plex folded rim (Fig. 2.4)13, as well as plates 
with folded base and rim and applied and 
tooled thread (Fig. 2.5)14, become frequent in 
the Levant and are attested in ancient Hegra. 
The plates and bowls in moulded colourless 
glass with a wide flat rim of a more luxurious 
category (Fig. 2.6) also appear at this period15. 
Typical of the near eastern Mediterranean are 

11 KELLER 2006, 45–50, fig. 12, nos. 895 and 901; 214, 
Type VII.25d.

12 KELLER 2006, 45–50; fig. 12 nos. 740 and 828; 214–215; 
type VII.22b and VII.25d.

13 ARVEILLER-DULONG and NENNA 2005, 27 and 36 
no. 5.

14 In Petra, KELLER 2006, 51; fig. 15, no. 692; 210; Type 
VII.19b; O’HEA 2017, 262, fig. 14.9; nos. TS130 and 
TS79. See also ARVEILLER-DULONG and NENNA 
2005, 182 and 190–191, no. 522–525; pl. 36.

15 In Petra KELLER 2006, 192; type II.9a; O’HEA 2017, 
264-265, fig. 14.9, nos. TS87 and TS90.

7

6

41 2 3

5

8 9

0 5 cm

Fig. 2: Glass vessels attested in contexts dated from 70 AD and during the second century AD. 
© Saudi-French Archaeological Mission of Madâ’in Sâlih. Drawings: R. Douaud, A. Ilioglou.
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the blue-green closed vases with complex 
mushroom lip (Fig. 2.7),16 equivalent of the 
square bottles of the western provinces. They 
are attested in the tomb IGN 117, with at least 
two examples. Another jug in blue-green 
glass is attested and is tentatively dated to this 
period.

An ampulla and two spherical body 
small flasks (Fig. 2.8-9) belong to the toi-
let bottle category. Other, larger series also 
exist by AD 70 but the fragments are too 
small to be sure of their early chronology. 
They are therefore dealt with in the next 
paragraph.

16 KELLER 2006, 49, fig. 13, no. 292; 199, type IV.4a; 
for the variety of the forms of the body, see ARVEILL-
ER-DULONG and NENNA 2005, 184, no. 559.

A little more than fifty objects belong 
to forms that appear during the second cen-
tury and last until the end of the third. The 
drinking vessels in colourless glass are the 
most numerous (Fig. 3). The bowls with cut 
rim show two main forms: hemispherical 
and cylindrical. The engraved decoration 
is composed of engraved lines or engraved 
lines combined with facets: cylindrical bowl 
with everted and cut rim with engraved lines 
on the body (Fig. 3.1)17; hemispherical bowl 
with everted and cut rim with engraved lines 
on the body (Fig. 3.2) or with concave rim 
with engraved lines and facets on the body 
(Fig. 3.3).

17 KELLER 2006, 57, fig. 18, no. 410; but in bluish glass; 
with a later chronology in the mid 4th century.
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Fig. 3: Bowls attested in contexts dated between the second and the third century AD. 
© Saudi-French Archaeological Mission of Madâ’in Sâlih. Drawings: R. Douaud, A. Ilioglou.
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In the mid second century, a new catego-
ry of drinking vessel appears: thin colourless 
glass vases with rounded rim, applied thread 
under the rim and base with applied thread. It 
lasts until the third quarter of the third centu-
ry. Slender goblets are attested in Hegra (Fig. 
3.4)18; cylindrical bowls are more numerous 
(Fig. 3.5)19. Some of these bowls receive an 
engraved decoration of rows of alternating 
thin rice grains (Fig. 3.6).

Other engraved decorations of various 
techniques are attested on different kinds 
of bowls in contexts belonging to the same 
period:20 

– hemispherical bowl with band of vertical 
rice grain facets (Fig. 3.7);

– wide shallow bowl with horizontal rice 
grain facet framed by thin engraved lines 
(Fig. 3.8);

– spherical bowl with cut rim, engraved lines 
on the upper part of the body and a row of 
circular facets on the body (Fig. 3.9);

– spherical bowl with a flat bottom. On the 
lower part of the body, a row of circular fac-
ets alternating with double short dashes end-
ing top and bottom with a slender horizontal 
facet (Fig. 3.10);

– spherical bowl with row of circular facets 
alternating with short vertical dashes.

Colourless jugs are attested through rim 
fragments with an applied thread as well as 
through neck fragments with applied thread 
and big ribbed handles. Few colourless flasks 
appear: one fragment belongs probably to a 
spherical flask with a cylindrical neck and a 
rounded rim. Body and base fragments may be 

18 KELLER 2006, 57, fig. 18; no. 410; but in bluish glass; 
with a later chronology in the mid 4th century.

19 BRUN 2011, 220, nos. 95–105.
20 NENNA 2003.

related to this category. A lion applique in col-
ourless glass may be dated either to the end of 
the third century or to the fourth century.21

Toilet bottles are split between blue-
green glass unguentaria with folded rim, 
long neck and conical body and smaller size 
containers. Less than ten unguentaria were 
identified. To these medium size containers 
should be added three aryballoi. Smaller 
containers are attested mainly in the tomb 
IGN 20 in blue-green or colourless glass.

Five vases can be dated to the fourth cen-
tury by external criteria or by their context:

– goblets with a wide thread base of the same 
greenish colour as the vase;

– small bowl with out folding rim in yellow-
ish-green glass;

– body fragment of a conical goblet in yel-
lowish glass with a blue drop;

– plate with annular base.

1.3 Function and contexts

Tableware, and more specifically ves-
sels connected with drinking come first 
in all periods. Before AD 70, we counted 
twelve bowls, shallow moulded ones in the 
tradition of the Hellenistic period, as well 
as small blown bowls; only two small toilet 
bottles were found. For the forms attested 
from AD 70 to the end of the second cen-
tury, the pattern is slightly different, with 
high beakers (seven), small bowls (one) and 
jugs (three), but also tableware for present-
ing food (at least seven plates and only three 
toilet bottles). Tableware is also dominant 
for the pieces dated to the second and third 

21 ARVEILLER-DULONG and NENNA 2005, 429 
and 439, nos. 1223–1226.
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centuries: eleven big jugs and flasks, fifteen 
beakers and cylindrical bowls with applied 
decoration and in one case an engraved dec-
oration, six bowls with facet decoration. The 
toilet bottles are represented by six contain-
ers of small size in colourless or blue-green 
glass, ten blue-green medium size unguen-
taria with high cylindrical neck, three arybal-
loi. Three beakers and bowls, one plate and 
a conical lamp can be assigned to the fourth 
century

In terms of context, the toilet bottles 
are better represented in tombs than in res-
idential units. Moreover, in the residential 
units as well as in the funerary and religious 
contexts, the vessel glass is of upper quality, 
with the absolute predominance of colourless 
glass from the end of the first to the end of 
the third century, except for the unguentaria 
in blue-green glass, traded for their contents.

1.4 Origin

Most of the shards were imported to 
Hegra from the Syro-Palestine region and 
from Egypt. It is difficult to be more specific 

when the repertoire of table-
ware forms is common to the 
Levant and to the Mediter-
ranean world. Nevertheless, 
some specific shards can be 
assigned to Egyptian pro-
ductions, such as the paint-
ed glass bowl or the jug, to 
which belongs the lion head 
applique. Also, the colour-
less tableware and the en-
graved ware of the second–
third centuries may well be 
of Egyptian provenance. The 
small mosaic glass bowl, as 
well as the marbled ribbed 
bowl, are probably imports 
from Rome.

2. Ornaments and small objects

The ornaments comprise eight bangles, 
fifty-seven beads and two necklaces, as well as 
three bezels, one of which is still in place in the 
iron ring. The bangles are in deep blue glass or 
glass appearing black, with no decoration or 
ribbed decoration, and are dated to the fourth 
century AD.22 They are resistant and most of 
them come from surface layers. In Areas 1 and 
6, however, they were found in occupation 
layers dated to the fourth century. The bezels 
and ring with bezel belong to the early Roman 
period (first–second century AD). 

Fifty-seven isolated beads and pendants 
were found in the various excavation areas, 
very often in surface or mixed layers. To them 
should be added the necklace discovered in 
the tomb IGN 103, composed of thirty-two 
miniature beads, and the necklace of the tomb 
IGN 116.1 which is composed, apart from 
faience and stone beads, of fourteen glass 

22 ARVEILLER-DULONG and NENNA 2011, 249–260. 

Fig. 4. Spherico-annular bead (excavation no. 10181-G01). 
© Saudi-French Archaeological Mission of Madâ’in Sâlih. Dra-

wing: R. Douaud, A. Ilioglou, Scale 1:1.
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beads (two of which with checkerboard pat-
tern). 23 These two necklaces are important be-
cause they are dated to the first century AD by 
their context and thus provide a good chrono-
logical marker. 

The bulk of the material comes from 
two periods: the first century AD – even if 
one does not take into account the two neck-
laces from the tombs – and the fourth cen-
tury AD. Some types of beads can be dated 
relatively precisely on the basis of internal 
and external criteria. This is the case of the 
mosaic beads and of the monochrome beads 
of special shapes (aryballos, flower, coffee 
bean, triangular), which belong to the first 
century AD and earlier. One type of bead – 
the big spherico-annular bead the extremities 
of which show a sharp cut – can be dated, 
thanks to stratigraphic contexts, to the fourth 
century (Fig. 4). One is struck by the lack 
of beads in the mid-second and third century 
context, which is the time when vessel glass 
is the most abundant in Hegra.

23 ARVEILLER-DULONG and NENNA 2011, 177–178; 
FONTAINE-HODIAMONT and WOUTERS 2014.

Small objects are represented by only a 
few pieces, two of which are gaming piec-
es: a glass ball and a small glass disk. One 
belongs to a cosmetic stick or a spindle24, 
which can be dated, on external criteria, to 
the first century BC–first century AD.

 The study of the small assemblage of 
glass from Hegra confirms that the bulk of 
the glass used in Nabatene in the Flavian pe-
riod came predominantly from Egypt, as al-
ready proposed by M. O’Hea in her study of 
the glass from the Petra Great Temple.25 This 
is true also of the new generation of drink-
ing vessels appearing in mid-second centu-
ry, well evidenced now in this region by the 
Hegra finds. High quality glass was used by 
the Nabateans in domestic contexts as shown 
by the Ez-Zantur excavations in Petra, in 
cultic contexts as evidenced by Petra Great 
Temple finds, as well as by the finds from 
the IGN 132 monumental complex in Hegra, 
but also in funerary contexts as shown by the 
rich material unearthed in Hegra tombs. 

24 ARVEILLER-DULONG and NENNA 2011, 330–331.
25 O’HEA 2017, p. 257.
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