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Before her untimely death on 27 May 2019, at the age of  
61, Judith McKenzie had largely readied for publication an 
account of  the time she had spent in Jordan in 1981–82, 1984 
and 1986 among the Bdoul tribe, then still living in caves 
within the ancient Nabataean site of  Petra. She intended this 
publication as a record of  a way of  life that had started to 
vanish when, in 1985, the Bdoul began their move to the 
new village of  Umm Sayhoun nearby, under the direction 
of  the Jordanian government. Circumstances, however, now 
dictate that this book must also stand as a memorial to Judith 
herself.

Judith first travelled to Jordan in 1981 to do fieldwork for 
the doctoral thesis she was preparing for the Department of  
Archaeology at the University of  Sydney under the direction 
of  J.-P. Descoeudres and A. W. McNicoll. In her fourth year 
as an undergraduate there, she had studied the problem of  
how particular architectural features found in Petra came 
to appear in Second-Style Pompeian wall-painting of  the 
first century BC, before such baroque elements were used in 
Roman architecture itself. To conclude that the architecture 
of  ancient Alexandria was, in fact, the link between Petra 
and Pompeii, Judith realized that she had to establish rig-
orously the dates of  the monuments at Petra – an archae-
ological problem of  notorious intractability. She therefore 
developed a novel surveying method to record the architec-
tural mouldings on buildings, intending to survey moulding-
profiles on the monuments of  Petra and use their minute 
stylistic changes to establish a chronological framework. The 
development of  this survey-method alone would have been 
worth the awarding of  a doctoral degree. 

The talent for survey she had inherited from her maternal 
grandfather, James Dalzell Dewar. He had been a surveyor 
in the Australian army during the First World War, assigned 
to locate and plot the graves of  Australians who had fallen 
in battle in Europe, so that families could find any remains 
once the war ended. Like her grandfather nearly 70 years 
earlier,  Judith, armed with a theodolite lent by the Univer-
sity of  Sydney, travelled overseas to begin her work. After 
three seasons at Petra, she submitted her dissertation to the 
University, one of  the earliest to be completed successfully at 
the Department of  Archaeology there. The Faculty awarded 
her the degree of  Doctor of  Philosophy in 1987, and in 1990, 
her book The Architecture of  Petra appeared, presenting the 
results of  her thesis.

Judith was, by then, a junior research fellow in Archaeol-
ogy at St Hugh’s College, Oxford. She later became Profes-
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sor of  the Archaeology of  Late Antique Egypt and the Holy 
Land at the same university, where she founded, in 2012, 
Manar al-Athar, an online photo-archive for research on the 
Middle East. Her photographs of  the buildings at Petra taken 
during her fieldwork may be viewed on the Manar al-Athar 
website: http://www.manar-al-athar.ox.ac.uk/. The editor of  
the present volume is grateful to Elizabeth Macaulay, Bryan 
Ward-Perkins, and Ine Jacobs, directors in succession to 
Judith, for the continued maintenance and curatorship of  
Judith’s archaeological archive in the offices at Oxford.

Judith elaborated on the argument that the art and archi-
tecture of  ancient Alexandria connected Petra with Second-
Style Pompeian wall-painting when she published, in 2007, 
The Architecture of  Alexandria and Egypt: 300 BC–AD 700. 
She continued to write articles on Nabataean archaeology 
throughout her career, and her last significant contributions 
to this subject in her lifetime were The Nabataean Temple at 
Khirbet et-Tannur (2013), in two volumes,  and a review-ar-
ticle of  L. Nehmé et al., Atlas archéologique et épigraphique de 
Pétra, fascicule I, De Bāb as-Sīq au Wādi al-Farasah’ (McKen-
zie 2014), in which Judith reconsidered the chronology she 
had herself  proposed decades earlier. Judith also registered 
additional thoughts on a few Jordanian sites in gazetteer-en-
tries she wrote and edited as part of  a book on “architectural 
conversion” that she was working on at the time of  her death 
(e.g., Jerash; Khirbet edh-Dharih). That book is now being 
prepared for publication by Ross Burns, Miranda Williams, 
and the present editor.

Life in a Cave in Petra with the Bdoul: 1981–1986, therefore, 
is a pendant to Judith’s original (in all senses) monograph on 
Petra. In editing it, Andres Reyes has been responsible for 
preparing this book for publication. For the plates, Judith, as 
ever, had left careful instructions for labelling and presen-
tation. She had given fewer instructions for the revision of  
her text, but all who knew Judith will be aware of  her direct 
style of  expression, delivered, despite many years in England, 
with distinctively Australian vowels, locutions, and frames of  
reference. To maintain the distinctiveness of  Judith’s voice, 
therefore, the text has been emended only when there was 
an ambiguity to resolve or an inadvertent slip to correct. The 
bibliography stands as it was in early 2019, with no attempt 
made to add to it.

I am grateful to Angela Phippen, Judith’s first fieldwork 
assistant, for reading through the text, as Judith had wished, 
and clarifying accounts of  certain events. I would also like 
to thank Mohamed Kenawi, a former pupil and colleague 
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of  Judith, for looking over the glossary of  Arabic terms, the 
transliterations for which follow generally agreed or familiar 
spellings (p. 241). In her preface, Judith thanks others who 
helped her write this book, for the publication of  which the 
Classics Faculty at Oxford University, the Oxford Centre 
for Byzantine Research, and anonymous donors have kindly 
provided a subvention.

The maps are also Judith’s, all originally prepared for her 
other publications, with the last three reproduced from The 
Architecture of  Petra. There are slight discrepancies between 
Arabic transliterations in these maps and ones used for this 
book, but they are unlikely to cause confusion. In any event, 
Judith, who regarded archaeology as both art and science, 
would probably maintain that, since the maps from The 
Architecture of  Petra had been prepared by hand, any digital 
revision of  them would inevitably result in some loss of  accu-
racy.

It will be tempting to see this book as a longing for a 
way of  life no longer extant, or as wistfulness for a time 

of  romantic archaeological exploration, or as an elegy for 
Judith herself, taken at the height of  her intellectual powers. 
Judith would have been dismayed by any of  that. She largely 
eschewed sentimentality and would have remonstrated 
against perspectives that privileged nostalgia over improve-
ment through the years of  infrastructure and amenities in 
Jordan. Instead, this book is simply a memoir of  lifestyles 
now difficult to imagine and apt to be forgotten if  not set 
down, as well as a call to continue the conservation of  one 
of  humanity’s great achievements. It is a reminder too of  
Judith’s clear-sightedness and her ferocious intelligence, with 
its insistence on precision that was relentless “as rain on a 
tin roof ”. (A Judith-ism: she expressed surprise that rainfall 
in England did not sound as it did in Canberra, where she 
grew up.) Above all, this book records her love and admira-
tion for the many in Jordan who welcomed her warmly and 
alongside whom it was her privilege to live, in a cave at Petra, 
forty years ago.

Andres Reyes
Oxford

July 2020
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I became aware that my experiences of  living in a cave in 
Petra in Jordan were of  interest to a new generation when, 
in summer 2017, I had a seventeen-year old volunteer, Layla 
McDermott, working in the Manar al-Athar open-access pho-
to-archive office at Oxford University. She and her younger 
sisters were fascinated that, over thirty years before, I had 
lived in a cave without electricity or running water, let alone a 
phone or a vehicle. I was there during the last few years that 
the Petra Bedouin, the Bdoul tribe, lived in the caves, prior 
to moving to their new village of  Umm Sayhoun in 1985. 
Layla’s curiosity made me realise that these experiences were 
of  interest to a new generation in the West. At the same time, 
many of  the older adults we had known in Umm Sayhoun, 
who were the grandparents of  the current generation of  the 
Bdoul, had died, and their children had only childhood mem-
ories of  growing up in Petra. Knowledge of  the customs and 
experiences of  the Bdoul when they had lived in the caves in 
Petra was fading.

The only first-hand detailed written record of  life in Petra 
in the years before the move to the new village was Margue-
rite van Geldermalsen’s autobiography, Married to a Bedouin, 
published in 2006. She had lived there since 1978, when 
she met and married Mohammad Abdallah Othman. Her 
account, written as a series of  incidents, is very accurate in 
its details and covers virtually all Bdoul customs. It is thus an 
excellent and reliable record, of  which more notice should 
be taken by anthropologists in the future. The few scholarly 
articles stimulated at the time by the move to the new vil-
lage provide an academic record of  some specific aspects of  
Bdoul life, or specific characteristics of  the Bdoul, such as 
their use of  space1 and tribal names,2 as well as observing 
how the Bdoul lifestyle could elucidate the interpretation of  
archaeological evidence of  transitory occupation,3 and the 
effects of  tourism.4 However, none of  those studies provides 
the kind of  information about Bdoul life contained in van 
Geldermalsen’s book.

The account published here provides a further record of  
life in Petra in the early 1980s. Although my research con-
cerned the monuments, because each of  my assistants and 
I spent so much time socialising with the Bdoul, I came to 

1 Bienkowski and Chlebik 1991.
2 Ohannessian-Charpin 1986; Russell 1993.
3 In caves: Bienkowski and Chlebik 1991. In tents: Simms 1988; Banning 

and Köhler-Rolefson 1986.
4 Shoup 1985.

observe many aspects of  Bdoul life in a series of  visits over 
three main field seasons in late 1981/early 1982, early 1984, 
and early 1986. As women, we had access to the world of  
young girls and women, which men from outside did not, 
while we were also sometimes treated as honorary men.

I kept notes about those experiences. The notes were gen-
erally written at the end of  a week and included the high-
lights of  it, but they were largely an aide-mémoire for weekly 
letters home to our parents. Many details which I remem-
bered were missing from the notes, so this volume is a mem-
oir. In addition, rather than following the strict chronological 
order of  a diary, I have combined experiences into vignettes 
involving particular individuals and places to avoid confus-
ing the reader by jumping backwards and forwards between 
people and locations. I have only combined descriptions 
within a field season, not between them (I have not moved 
experiences, for example, from 1981/2 to 1984 or 1986). I 
have, however, often used photographs of  later years to ade-
quately illustrate the narrative. I have kept the approximate 
overall chronology within each field season. I have had to 
check many details, in particular, names, with Marguerite 
van Geldermalsen, who has been enormously helpful. My 
aim has been to be as accurate as possible so that this can 
be a record of  our experiences for the grandchildren of  the 
Bdoul children we knew in Petra in 1981–86, and for their 
children to come. 

In those days, as taking a photograph of  someone felt 
potentially intrusive, we were often hesitant to do so. This is 
in sharp contrast to the era of  camera-phones when photo-
graphs are taken of  everyone and everything, without nec-
essarily asking. We did not take photographs of  many of  the 
incidents described and very few of  women whom we did 
not know well. That custom applied even if  we took Polaroid 
photographs of  them for them to keep. Just as at home in 
Sydney at the time, if  having tea with a friend, it would have 
felt uncomfortable to interrupt it to take a photograph of  
the event, we did not do so with our Bdoul friends. We con-
sequently took relatively few photographs of  people. Almost 
all of  those which I took are published here.

On seeing some of  my photographs in late 2018, Mar-
guerite van Geldermalsen observed, “I sometimes forget 
how really, really basic and hard life was. The people have 
forgotten too, I think.”5 With Umm Sayhoun visible on the 
hill overlooking the centre of  Petra, so many large souvenir 

5 Marguerite van Geldermalsen, pers. comm. 30 September 2018.
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stands, numerous public toilet blocks, an asphalt access road, 
and over half  a million tourists a year, it is difficult for people 
who did not know it then to imagine how simple the lifestyle 
was, nor how cut-off and isolated from the world Petra felt, 
frozen in time. 

In the 1980s, it was assumed that there was no evidence 
for the Bdoul being in Petra before World War I. This was 
used to argue that they had no historic right to live in Petra 
and to justify that they should be moved from the Petra caves 
to a newly-built village. However, when I reached London in 
May 1986 and examined the accounts in the British Library 
of  travellers of  the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
it became apparent that there was considerable evidence for 
the Bdoul living in Petra at that time. I have presented some 
of  these descriptions, as well as a brief  history of  the devel-
opment of  the site for tourism prior to when my account 
begins, in order to provide further context.

How I Came to Live in a Cave in Petra

Before I went to Sydney University, I had never heard of  
Petra. This was in the days before Petra had become a World 
Heritage Site (1985), or the film Indiana Jones and the Last Cru-
sade (1989) had featured the Holy Grail in the Khasneh. I 
was first introduced to Petra in 1978 as a third-year Archae-
ology student in lectures on the ‘Cities of  the Silk Road’ (Pal-
myra, Dura Europos, Jerash, Begram, and Petra) given by 
Anthony (Tony) McNicoll. He explained how the Khasneh 
at Petra related to examples of  architecture also depicted 
on Roman wall-painting of  the first century BC. Both had 
broken pediments and circular pavilions before such features 
were thought to have been built in free-standing architecture 
(figs. 90–91). In our lectures on Roman wall-painting, Jean-
Paul Descoeudres made similar points. They each explained 
that, because one of  them was a Near Eastern archaeologist 
and the other a Classical archaeologist, they did not have the 
knowledge of  the other discipline in order to be able to pur-
sue the mystery of  the connection between the wall-paint-
ings and the rock-cut architecture, noticed as early as 1862 
by the French architect Jacques Ignace Hittorff.6

As their student, I decided to study the problem for my 
fourth-year honours thesis, which I did without going to 
Petra. The wall-paintings were well dated, but the monu-
ments at Petra were not, and I developed a hypothesis for 
dating them. I also explored the possibility that the common 
source of  influence for the new architectural forms in the 
wall-paintings and at Petra was the architecture of  Ptole-
maic (Hellenistic) Alexandria, the capital of  Egypt founded 
by Alexander the Great in 331 BC.

After completing the fourth year of  my Bachelor of  Arts 
Honours degree, Tony McNicoll encouraged me to apply to 
be Annual Scholar of  the British School of  Archaeology in 

6 Hittorff 1862.

Jerusalem. The British School of  Archaeology was the Brit-
ish base for archaeology in Jordan prior to the 1967 Six-Day 
War. However, after that, the British Institute at Amman 
for Archaeology and History was established to provide a 
new base for British archaeologists working in Jordan. My 
application was successful, influencing the course of  my life 
for many years to come. The scholarship provided me with 
funds for an academic year to do fieldwork and a base at 
the British Institute in Amman from which to conduct it.7 I 
was also awarded a Commonwealth Postgraduate Research 
Award to do my PhD on the topic, enrolled at the University 
of  Sydney. The aim of  my research was to test the theo-
ries I had suggested in my honours-year thesis. To do that, it 
was necessary to record the architectural details of  the main 
monuments at Petra.

The Director of  the Sydney University expedition to Pella 
in Jordan, Professor Basil Hennessy, had been director of  the 
British School in Jerusalem before the Six-Day War and had 
worked at Pella for many years after he had become Edwin 
Cuthbert Hall Professor of  Near Eastern Archaeology at 
the University of  Sydney. Consequently, he had very good 
relations with the Director General of  the Department of  
Antiquities of  the Hashemite Kingdom of  Jordan, Dr Adnan 
Hadidi, who gave me a letter of  permission to work in Petra. 
Professor Hennessy also provided key logistical support 
by organising for the Pella foreman Abu Isa (Badri Hasan 
Maadi) to take us to Petra the first few times we went.

Because I had been bushwalking many times in the Snowy 
Mountains in Australia (going away for three days or so with 
friends, taking all our provisions and tents), the idea of  living 
in a cave for two or three weeks at a time (with a week or two 
in Amman, in between each visit) did not seem as daunting 
as might be imagined. Extra considerations were involved, 
such as ascertaining what medical supplies to take and how 
and when to use them, but organising other supplies was 
much the same, only on a larger scale.

I had to find an assistant, who had to be female. A fel-
low student, Angela Phippen, had planned an open-ended 
overseas trip to the Middle East, Europe, and the UK. The 
opportunity to live in a cave in Petra and be my assistant 
fitted well with her plans, and I could not have wished for a 
better assistant in 1981/82. I subsequently returned to Petra 
two years later in early 1984 with Pamela Watson and again 
in early 1986 with, consecutively, Jane Lydon, Kathleen 
Boswell, and Torla Evans. 

After this third field season, I moved to Oxford in 1986 
where I completed my book on The Architecture of  Petra, which 
included the results of  the fieldwork, published in 1990. As 
I then moved on to work further on The Architecture of  Alex-
andria and Egypt 300 BC – AD 700 (The Pelican History of  
Art, 2007), which had arisen out of  my work in Petra, I did 

7 See McKenzie 1990: xv–xvii for more information regarding sources 
of  funding for each trip, full acknowledgements, and other background 
information.
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not return to Jordan for 15 years, until a brief  visit to Petra 
in 2001, and longer visits, of  a few days each, in 2003 and 
2010. 

By May 2018, when my young colleagues (Miranda Wil-
liams, Sean Leatherbury, Maria Lidova, and Steve Welsh) 
went there, the atmosphere of  the site had changed so much 
that it no longer felt cut off from the world or “half  as old 
as time”. At the same time, they met some of  the grown-up 
children of  those whom I had known as children or adults in 
Petra, which I found most pleasing.
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Map 1. The Mediterranean and Near East.
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Map 2. The Mediterranean: Italy, Greece, and the western coast of  Asia Minor (Turkey).

MAPS • XXIII

Rome
Ostia

Constantinople
(Istanbul)

Troy (Hissarlik)

Ephesus

Miletus Didyma
Delos

Corinth
Eleusis

Piraeus

G R E E C E
A S I A  M I N O R

S I C I L Y

I T A L Y

0 500 km

Aphrodisias

Herculaneum

Isthmia

Kenchreae

NaplesPozzuoli (Puteoli)



Map 3. The eastern Mediterranean and Red Sea area.
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Map 4. Nabataean area, first century BC to first century AD.
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Map 5. Area around Petra.
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Map 6. Petra, plan of  city centre.


