
6. Anthropomorphic stele 

Arabian Peninsula. Fourth millennium. B.C.E. Sandstone 

 Article at Khan Academy 

 measuring approximately three feet high 

 A stele is a vertical stone monument or marker often inscribed with text or relief carving (sometimes a grave marker) 
o While carved or inscribed stone stelae were used primarily as grave markers, they were also used for 

dedication, commemoration, and demarcation. Stele is the term used most often in the Mediterranean World, 

yet similar objects called by other names and dating to most periods have been found throughout the world 

including the Ancient Near East, Ancient Egypt, Greece and Rome, China, Islamic lands, and Pre-Columbian 

Mesoamerica and South America 
o Some Smarthistory examples:  

 Victory Stele of Naram-Sim, Akkadian (2254-2218 B.C.E.)  

 Law code of Hammurabi, Babylonian (1792-1750 B.C.E.) 

 Grave Stele of Hegeso, Classical (c. 410 B.C.E.) 

 Stele of Buddha Maitreya, Tang Dynasty (618-907) 

o  

 both sides are sculpted, emphasis is on the front, particularly the face, chest, and waist: a trapezoidal head rests directly 

on squared shoulders with the outline of a face framing two closely-spaced eyes and a flattened nose; on the robed 

figure’s torso a necklace hangs with two cords diagonally crossing the body with an awl (a small pointed tool) attached; 

and at the waist, a double-bladed dagger hangs from a wide belt that continues around to the back. The sculpture is 

simple, even abstract, but clearly represents a human figure 

 one of three discovered in the region. The trio join a corpus of more than sixty low-relief sculptures in human form 

dating to the fourth millennium B.C.E. and discovered across the Arabian Peninsula in the last four decades 
o during the Neolithic period objects were circulated and exchanged across wide swathes of territory (nomadic) 

 show us—is the existence of a pre-Islamic (Islam - 7
th

 century C.E.) Arabia in which the human figure dominates 

 error to assume that the meanings and symbols of each stele were everywhere the same 
o local social and ritual practices 

 probably associated with religious or burial practices, and was likely used as a grave marker in an open-air sanctuary 

https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/akkadian/v/victory-stele-of-naram-sin-2254-2218-b-c-e
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ancient-art-civilizations/ancient-near-east1/babylonian/v/law-code-stele-of-king-hammurabi-792-1750-b-c-e
https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ancient-art-civilizations/greek-art/classical/v/hegeso-stele
https://www.khanacademy.org/partner-content/asian-art-museum/aam-China/a/stele-of-the-buddha-maitreya


 


