ARABIA AND THE
ARABS

From the Bronze Age to the
coming of Islam

Robert G. Hoyland

S2 s

o (@)
> gz rn
3 &
A 0&

©r 2
% Pranc®

London and New York

Also available as a printed book
see title verso for ISBN details




ARABIA AND THE ARABS

Long before Muhammad preached the religion of Islam, the inhabitants
of his native Arabia had played an important role in world history as
both merchants and warriors.

Avrabia and the Arabs provides the only up-to-date, one-volume
survey of the region and its peoples from prehistory to the coming of
Islam.

Using a wide range of sources — inscriptions, poetry, histories and
archaeological evidence — Robert Hoyland explores the main cultural
areas of Arabia, from ancient Sheba in the south to the deserts and
oases of the north. He then examines the major themes of:

e the economy

® society

e religion

® art, architecture and artefacts

e language and literature
®  Arabhood and Arabisation.

The volume is illustrated with more than fifty photographs, drawings
and maps.

Robert G. Hoyland has been a research fellow of St John’s College,
Oxford since 1994. He is the author of Seeing Islam As Others Saw It
and several articles on the history of the Middle East. He regularly
conducts fieldwork in the region.
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To A.EL.B.

How many a night, mild of air and sweet in laughter
and revelry,
I have passed chatting away the dark hours
(Labid, M#‘allaga, tr. A.EL.B.,
Journal of Arvabic Literature 7, 1976, 3)
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INTRODUCTION

Only a small proportion of the lore of the Arabs has come
down to you. Had it reached you in its entirety, much
scientific and literary knowledge would have been yours.
(Ibn Sallam al-Jumahi, Tabaqdt fubiil al-shu‘ard’ 25, citing
the famous Muslim philologist Abu ‘Amr ibn al-‘Ala’,
d. AH 154 /AD 770)

Many books are published every year in the West on Arabia and
on the Arabs, but their concern is with Islamic (and especially oil-
producing) Arabia and with the Muslim Arabs, descendants of those
who emigrated en masse from Arabia in the seventh century to conquer
and colonise the whole Middle East. Such books will devote at most
a few pages to Arabia and its inhabitants before this exodus, and even
then will usually only treat the lifetime of Islam’s founder, the Prophet
Muhammad (¢c. AD 570—632 ). The many centuries of Arabian history
that precede the death of Muhammad are little studied and little
known in the West. It might be thought that this neglect reflects
Arabia’s insignificance in world history before the emergence of Islam,
but this would be an unfair judgement. Though the inhabitants of
Arabia lived on the periphery of the great empires, they were of great
importance to them. Firstly their homeland occupies a central position
between India, Africa, Mesopotamia and the Mediterranean world,
which meant that people or goods passing from one to the other would
often be obliged to have dealings with them. It was, for example, only
with the help of Arab tribes that the Assyrian king Esarhaddon in 671
BC (‘camels of all the kings of the Arabs I gathered and water-skins I
loaded on them’, IA 112), and the Persian rulers Cambyses in 525 BC
(‘the Arab . . . filled skins with water and loaded all his camels with
these’, Herodotus 3.9) and Artaxerxes in 343 BC were able to cross
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north Arabia in order to march on Egypt. Secondly the existence in
south Arabia of frankincense, myrrh and other aromatics — all much
in demand in the civilisations of the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia
— brought wealth and renown to its Arabian cultivators and
expeditors. And thirdly Arabia provided a reservoir of military
manpower, one experienced in travel in the desert, and they played an
important role both as allies on behalf of various powers and as foes
against them.

However, the would-be student of ancient Arabian history is
confronted with a Herculean task. Greco-Roman authors penned a
number of treatises on Arabia and matters Arab, but these are all
now lost except for a few fragments and scattered citations by later
writers. Muslim scholars produced numerous monographs on this
theme, but they chiefly focused on tribal and prophetic traditions from
the Arabia of Muhammad rather than on its more remote past. Finally
modern Westerners have composed learned discourses, enthusiastic
travel accounts and most recently glossy art publications, but they
have very rarely attempted to produce a narrative history that would
be intelligible to a non-expert audience. The only two that spring to
mind are De Lacy O’Leary’s Arabia before Mubammad (London, Trubner,
1927) and Adolf Grohmann’s Arabien (Munich, C.H. Beck, 1963),
both of which have been rendered all but obsolete by recent archae-
ological discoveries.! Certainly there are understandable reasons for
this dearth, particularly the problems posed by the source material
and the great diversity of the cultural traditions of the region. It is
also true that a tremendous amount more spadework (literally and
figuratively) needs to be done before anything like a comprehensive
exposition on Arabia before Islam can be written. And yet without
some accessible account of the state of the field it will always be
difficult to attract students to participate in this task and to shed the
image of this subject as marginal and obscure.? Since this will be
something of a rough ride for the reader in somewhat difficult territory,
it would seem wise to begin with an outline of the terrain to be covered
and of the manner of proceeding.

THE LAND OF ARABIA

In our earliest sources Arabia signifies the steppe and desert wastes
bordering on the territories of the states and principalities of Egypt
and the Fertile Crescent. For Herodotus (d. ¢.430 BC) Arabia chiefly
designates parts of eastern Egypt, Sinai and the Negev (2.8, 11-12,
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75, 158; 3.5, 9), which accords with the note of Pliny the Elder
(d. AD 79) that ‘beyond the Pelusiac [easternmost} mouth of the Nile
is Arabia, extending to the Red Sea’ (5.65). In Persian administrative
lists, mostly from the reign of Darius (521-486 BC), a district called
Arabdya is usually included between Assyria and Egypt, which is
probably Herodotus” Arabia plus parts of the Syrian desert. The latter
corresponds to Pliny’s ‘Arabia of the nomads’, lying to the east of the
Dead Sea (5.72). In order to seize the Persian throne from his brother,
the young Cyrus led his army of ten thousand Greeks on an epic
journey from Sardis to Babylon in 401 BC. On the way ‘he marched
through Arabia, keeping the Euphrates on the right’ (Xenophon,
An. 1.4.19), the reference here being to the province of Arabia in
central Mesopotamia. This is qualified by Pliny as ‘the district of
Arabia called the country of the Orroei’ to the east of the Euphrates
and south of the Taurus mountains (5.85).

Herodotus knew of south Arabia as well: ‘Arabia is the most
distant to the south of all inhabited countries and this is the only
country which yields frankincense and myrrh’ (3.107). He had little
information about it, however, and it remained for him a land of
mystery and legend, abounding with aromatics, ‘vipers and winged
serpents’. This was to change after the voyage of Scylax of Caryanda
commissioned by Darius (Herodotus 4.44) and particularly after
the journeys of exploration dispatched by Alexander the Great (d. 323
BC), which made the Arabian peninsula much better known to the
outside world. Theophrastus of Eresus (d. 287), interested in botanical
matters, gives it only a passing mention (9.4.2), but Eratosthenes
of Cyrene (d. ¢.202 BC), chief librarian to the Ptolemies of Egypt,
furnishes a proper description. ‘The northern side’, he says, ‘is formed
by the above-mentioned {Syrian} desert, the eastern by the Persian
Gulf, the western by the Arabian Gulf, and the southern by the great
sea that lies outside both gulfs’ (cited in Strabo 16.3.1; cf. Pliny 6.143).

We shall likewise define Arabia in this book as the Arabian
peninsula together with its northern extension, the Syrian desert. The
borders of the latter are loosely demarcated by the 200 mm/year
rainfall line, the point at which agriculture can only be practised, if
at all, by means of various water catchment and distribution tech-
niques (Map 1). This vast landmass amounts to almost one and a half
million square miles, slightly larger than India or Europe (West, East
and Scandinavia). It is mostly composed of a single uniform block
of ancient rocks, referred to as the Arabian shield, with an accu-
mulation of younger sedimentary rocks, particularly in the eastern
part. Accompanying this structural unity is a fairly uniform climatic
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Map 1 Arabia: the peninsula and the Syrian desert (adapted by author
from M.C.A. Macdonald, ‘Reflections on the linguistic map of pre-Islamic
Arabia’, 39).

pattern: everywhere long, very hot summers; everywhere, except for
the southwest (modern Yemen), receiving on average less than 200 mm
(8 inches) of rainfall per year, and most parts less than 100 mm
(4 inches). It may be divided into four principal geographical regions.
There are the western highlands, which run the length of the Red Sea
and reach as high as 3600 metres in the south. Then there is the vast
interior, comprising the sandy and stony wastes of the Rub al-Khali
(‘Empty Quarter’) in the south, of the Nafud and Dahna deserts in
the centre, and of the Hisma, Hamad and Syrian deserts in the
north. The third region and the most famous in antiquity was the
southwest, a land of towering mountains, beautiful coastal plains and
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plunging valleys, which is endowed with the double blessing of
monsoon rains and aromatic plants. Lastly there are the hot and humid
eastern coastlands of the Persian Gulf, the harsh climate mitigated by
the existence of abundant groundwater. It is the unrelenting harshness
and grandiose monotony of the Arabian landscape that has fascinated
Western adventurers, and yet at the micro-level there is much variety
and diversity. There are palm-laden oases, mudflats and dried salt
marshes, extinct volcanoes with their expansive ebony lava beds,
uplands such as those of Najd and Oman, rock formations wind-
weathered into strange patterns and shapes; and when the seasonal
rains arrive, they spawn unexpected water pools and pasture for sheep,
goats and camels (Pls. 1la—d).

THE INHABITANTS OF ARABIA

The Greco-Roman and Persian terms for Arabia derive from the word
‘Arab’, which is the name of a people. ‘Arabia’ is thus equivalent to
the Assyrian expression ‘land of the Arabs’ (mdit Aribi). It must be
borne in mind, however, that the Arabs did not initially inhabit all
the huge territory designated as Arabia, and this landmass certainly
contained many other peoples. Because of the varied topography and
climate of Arabia these other peoples were often quite distinctive
and had distinctive histories. The deserts of the interior, especially the
Empty Quarter, to some degree isolated east Arabia and southwest
Arabia from each other and from north and west Arabia, and so the
populations of each region originally evolved fairly independently of
each other. This became less true in the course of the first millennium
BC, especially when circumnavigation of Arabia became possible and
strengthening demand from the Mediterranean and Mesopotamian
powers for the aromatics of south Arabia induced the latter to increase
its contacts with the rest of Arabia and with the outside world. And
it became even less true in the Byzantine/Sasanian period (¢. AD
240-630) when competition between the two superpowers of the day
intensified and obliged the peoples of Arabia to play a part in world
politics. Thus we witness a gradual opening up of Arabia to the outside
world over the course of its history and also an increase in traffic in
goods and ideas within Arabia itself.

Yet, though Arabia was a country of diverse peoples and traditions,
it is the Arabs whom we hear of most and who rise to increasing
prominence in the course of Arabian history. They are first mentioned
in Biblical and Assyrian texts of the ninth to fifth centuries BC where
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Plate 1 Arabian landscapes: (a) the Harra (Jabal Says, southeast Syria, by
Felix Ng); (b) the Hisma (near Ramm, southwest Jordan, by the author,
1.1.2000); (c) the Du‘an valley of Hadramawt at the time of the summer
rains (by the author); (d) a view over the mountains of central Oman (note
water channel and terracing; from Sir Donald Hawley, Oman and its
renaissance, London, 1977, p. 131, courtesy of Stacey International).
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they appear as nomadic pastoralists inhabiting the Syrian desert. The
fact that the name begins to be used by both cultures during the same
period suggests that ‘Arab’ was how these pastoralists designated
themselves. What its original significance was we do not know,* but
it came to be synonymous with desert-dweller and a nomadic way
of life in the texts of settled peoples. “You waited by the roadside
for lovers like an Arab in the desert’, says the prophet Jeremiah (3.2).
‘Babylon . . . will be overthrown by God,” prophesies Isaiah (13.19—
20), ‘never again will the Arab pitch his tent there or the shepherds
make their folds.” ‘Do not show to an Arab the sea or to a Sidonian the
desert, for their occupations are different’, opined a seventh-century
BC sage (Ahigar 110). And the Assyrian king Sargon 11 (721-705 BC)
speaks of ‘the Arabs who live far away in the desert and who know
neither overseers nor officials’ (AR 2.17).

Arabs do feature in one very early south Arabian inscription,
most probably of the seventh/sixth century BC (RES 3945), but in
general they are rarely encountered in the texts of that region until
the first century BC.* After that date they seem to impinge ever more
on the lives of the south Arabians, and it is not long before we can
trace the same process taking place in east Arabia. In other words there
was an inexorable Arabisation of Arabia, though at the same time the
Arabs were being shaped by the cultural traditions of south and east
Arabia. This gradual transformation of the originally diverse peoples
of Arabia into a single ethnic group is a major aspect of the region’s
history.’ It is a process comprising many strands: linguistic, literary,
historical, territorial, religious and so on. And it is an issue that has
implications for our own day, since, still now, converts to Islam outside
the Middle East will usually adopt an Arab name, will often have a
desire to learn at least some Arabic so that they can read the Arabian
scripture, and will feel impelled to visit at least once in their life the
Arabian homeland of their Arab prophet.

SOURCES FOR THE HISTORY OF
ARABIA

Almost the only texts that the inhabitants of Arabia themselves have
left us are the inscriptions that are found in their tens of thousands all
over the land. Most are brief and treat only a limited range of subjects,
but they are precious for being testimonies of the people themselves.
From the sixth and early seventh centuries AD there is also Arabic
poetry, which is invaluable for the vivid scenes it paints and for the
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moral world it conjures up, though inevitably, given the nature of
the genre, it does not provide a sustained narrative of events. Other-
wise we are forced to rely upon the observations of non-Arabian
peoples, such as Assyrians, Babylonians, Israelites, Greeks, Romans
and Persians. These are very useful for giving us an outsider’s view,
but will for that very reason be potentially biased or misinformed.
Then there are the findings of archaeologists, which are very often all
that we have. Until recently excavations have been few and in limited
areas, but this is now changing and we can certainly look forward
to many new discoveries in the future that will greatly enhance our
understanding and knowledge of Arabia. However, though I have
made use of the insights offered by archaeology, this book is in the
end a textual history and will not give detailed discussion of archae-
ological sites and their material yields.

These aforementioned resources all originate in the period before
Islam and on this account they will form the basis of this book. The
picture they present is, however, frequently unclear and incomplete,
and so we will sometimes draw upon the vast compilations of early
Muslim authors on pre-Islamic history in order to elucidate and
supplement this picture. But for two reasons we will not use Muslim
authors as our primary resource. Firstly, as noted above, they chiefly
focus on the lifetime of Muhammad (c. AD 570—632). This is because
they were mostly either storytellers wishing to instruct converts in
the essentials of Islam or lawyers seeking to formulate Islamic law,
and in both cases the Quran and the sayings and deeds of Muhammad
were their two major concerns. Secondly they entertained a certain
ambivalence towards the age preceding that of the Prophet, and some
early Muslim scholars would perform expiation after studying pre-
Islamic poetry just as medieval Christian monks might do penance
after reading the classics. To them this literature smacked of a pagan
era when impetuous passions (jzh/) were, from a pious Muslim point
of view, little tempered by wise forbearance (bi/m). As an envoy from
Muhammad’s Mecca said to the ruler of Ethiopia: ‘Previously we were
a barbarous people who worshipped idols, ate carrion and committed
shameful deeds. . . . Thus we were until God sent us an apostle whose
glorious lineage, truth, trustworthiness and clemency is well known
to us’ (Ibn Hisham 219).° Consequently these Muslim histories of
pre-Islamic Arabia offer us a presentation of the past that reflects
the changes that Islam had wrought upon Arab society. Yet plenty
of nuggets of information survived these processes, especially the
traditions and genealogies preserved by and reported from tribes. Thus
the Tha'laba ibn Salul who is mentioned as chief of the tribe of Iyad in
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a south Arabian inscription of AD 360 (‘Abadan 1) is also recorded
some four and a half centuries later by the tribal historian Hisham
al-Kalbi (1.174).

It is clear from the above list of sources that our knowledge of
ancient Arabian history rests on meagre foundations. There is no
Arabian Tacitus or Josephus to furnish us with a grand narrative.
Rather we have to piece a picture together from a snippet of verse here,
a chance comment of a foreign observer there, perhaps a hint from an
inscription or an object from a datable context, and so on. This makes
source criticism difficult to practise, since one will often have only one
reference for a particular event or phenomenon and so lack the means
properly to assess its worth, or else two or three references but of such
different natures that they are almost impossible to compare. Then
there is the ever-present danger of generalisation over time and place.
Pre-Islamic poetry, for example, is rich in allusions to the social and
moral world of its authors and their tribesfolk, but it mostly derives
from north and central Arabia of the sixth century AD, and it may
well therefore be wrong to use it to elucidate earlier centuries or to
characterise other regions of Arabia. But if the present situation looks
somewhat bleak, the future seems definitely brighter, for as modern
Arabia opens its doors wider more discoveries of inscriptions and
archaeological treasures are certain.

PERIOD TO BE COVERED

Though Arabia now has no lakes or rivers, this was not always the
case. The deep erosion channels of the main wadi systems, as well as
the enormous gravel fans associated with them, indicate tremendous
surface runoff and hence, at certain times at least, a high level of rain-
fall. Suggestive also of a one-time relatively lush environment is the
abundance of floral and faunal remains, the latter including members
of the giraffe, bovine, pig, crocodile and rhinoceros families. The most
recent major wet period lasted approximately from 8000 to 4000 BC
and this led to an explosion in the number of late prehistoric sites,
with the activities of hunting, gathering, animal husbandry and rock
art all well attested in Arabia during this time. The onset of arid
conditions affected the north and centre dramatically, but had far
less impact on south and east Arabia, the former having monsoon
rains, the latter abundant groundwater. It was therefore in the south
and east that the first civilisations of Arabia emerged. Contact with
Mesopotamia stimulated two closely related but distinct cultures in

10
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east Arabia in the third millennium BC. Dilmun, based on modern
Bahrain and the adjacent coastland, thrived as a result of the maritime
trade passing between the Middle East and Iranian and Indian ports.
Magan, the ancient name for the Oman peninsula, was important
for the mining and smelting of the local copper ore as well as other
minerals. Since there are Mesopotamian records detailing these
activities, we will begin our discussion of east Arabia from this point.
For the rest of Arabia, and especially in the south, there is evidence
in the Bronze Age for irrigation, animal husbandry, manufacture of
practical, ornamental and ritual objects from stone, clay and bronze,
erection of funerary structures and so on. It is not, however, until the
late second or early first millennium BC that we have any written
information, and so it is only from this time that we can begin to write
its history.

METHODOLOGY

The first three chapters present an outline of the history of Arabia
from the time of its first documentation in written sources (c.2500 BC
in east Arabia, ¢.900 BC in the north and south) until the lifetime
of Muhammad. Since for a large part of this period Arabia was made
up of quite distinctive peoples, this will be respected in the outline,
which will be structured according to the three principal cultural
areas. These are east Arabia (modern Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the
east coast of Saudi Arabia, the Emirates and Oman), south Arabia
(approximately modern Yemen) and north and central Arabia (modern
Saudi Arabia minus the east coast, the Sinai and Negev deserts, and
parts of modern Jordan, Syria and Iraq). However, since these three
areas came to interact more and more with one another as time
progressed, the following five chapters (four to eight), concerning
aspects of society and culture, will proceed thematically. This has its
disadvantages; in particular it will be necessary sometimes to hop
abruptly between different times and places. Yet it should serve to
illustrate that there were similarities between the various peoples of
Arabia as well as differences. The last chapter (nine) will be devoted
to a subject that has been touched upon throughout the book, but
which will now be presented more coherently: the history of the most
successful people of Arabia, the Arabs, and their absorption of all other
groups in the region.

It is common practice in present-day documentaries to let witnesses
speak for themselves rather than to deploy an omnipotent narrator,
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thus allowing the viewers the chance to form their own opinions. The
approach strikes me as particularly well suited to the topic of this
book, since the materials for pre-Islamic Arabian history are little
known and often difficult to interpret. A substantial selection of these
materials is therefore quoted so that readers can see for themselves
on what our knowledge of this land is founded and on that basis make
their own judgements. This will serve as a corrective to the specu-
lations in which I have often been obliged to indulge in order to eke
out a narrative from frequently obdurate and disparate texts, the
interpretation of many of which is hotly disputed by experts. The
bibliography at the end is ordered by subject in order to guide those
who might feel tempted to delve further into this as yet very young
field.

A note on conventions

References to primary sources are given in brief in the text and in
full in the bibliography, and the secondary literature on which each
section relies is wholly relegated to the corresponding section in the
bibliography. Except for Arabic we do not know how ancient Arabian
languages were vocalised, so I will follow standard scholarly practice
in this field and only write the consonants, including the glottal stop
(pronounced as in Cockney English ‘bu’er’ for ‘butter’) and also the
‘ayn (like the glottal stop, but voiced further down the throat).
However, for ease of reading, all proper names will be vocalised,
generally on the basis of classical Arabic and, for the same reason, they
will be free of diacritical marks (these will be reserved for the trans-
literation of certain key words). I have used translations where they
exist (listed in the bibliography), though sometimes with minor
modifications, and otherwise provided my own rendering.
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THE BRONZE AGE (¢.3200-1300 BC)

The Middle East in this period was dominated by two great centres
of power, namely Mesopotamia and Egypt, with the area between
and around them consisting of an ever-changing array of kingdoms,
city-states, tribal confederations and the like. During this time we
only hear about the eastern shores of Arabia and the islands nestling
close by, which benefited from proximity to and contact with the
ancient civilisations of Mesopotamia in Iraq, Elam in southwest Iran
and Meluhha in the Indus valley (Map 2). The northern section
(modern Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar and the adjacent coast of Saudi
Arabia), known as the land of Dilmun, achieved particular promi-
nence. The geographical position of its capital on Bahrain, as well
as its abundant underground water supplies and easy anchorages
for ships, made it an ideal staging post in long-distance trade and
through it were channelled all manner of commodities, many of an
exotic character. For this reason the land of Dilmun is often portrayed
in a legendary light in Mesopotamian literature. The creation myth
known as ‘Enki and Ninhursag’ links Dilmun to the origins of the
world. It is there that the gods settled Ziusudra, the Sumerian Noah,
to live for eternity after the flood had destroyed mankind. It is extolled
as being ‘pure’ and ‘pristine’, where:

the lion did not slay, the wolf was not carrying off lambs.
... No eye-diseases said there: ‘I am the eye disease’. No
headache said there: ‘T am the headache’. No old woman
belonging to it said there: ‘T am an old woman’; no old man
belonging to it said there: ‘I am an old man’.
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(Bahrain)

Map 2 East Arabia showing trade routes (adapted by author from
D. Potts, Ancient Magan, 128).

It is a gift to the mother-goddess from the great god Enki, who
promises her: ‘fresh waters shall run out of the ground for you. . . .
Your pools of salt water shall become pools of fresh water. . . . Dilmun
shall become an emporium on the quay for the land’ (CSL Enki
1.1.1.1-49). Also mentioned in the same myth is the southern section
of east Arabia, the Oman peninsula (modern United Arab Emirates
and Oman), which provided ‘sissu and abba wood in large ships for
you . . . strong powerful copper and various kinds of stones’ (CSL Enki
1.1.1.49AP).!

Numerous excavations have shown that east Arabia enjoyed
an economic boom in the period from 2500 to 1750 BC, and this is
confirmed by literary evidence. Ur-Nanshe, king of the south
Mesopotamian city-state of Lagash ¢.2520 BC, boasts that he had ‘ships
of Dilmun import timber from foreign lands’ (La 1.2). And a few
decades later two other kings of Lagash dispatched merchants with
wool, silver, fat, salve and various milk and cereal products to exchange
at Dilmun for copper. So already at this early date the Dilmunites
were acting as import—export agents in international trade. Sargon
(2334-2279 BC), founder of the Akkadian empire, ‘moored the
ships of Meluhha, Magan and Dilmun at the quay of Akkad’, the
north Mesopotamian capital of the Akkadians (RIM 28). And two
of Sargon’s successors, Manishtusu (2269-2255) and Naram-Sin
(2254-2218), even deemed it worth making forays into Magan,
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seeking its submission: the former ‘conquered their cities and struck
down their rulers’ and the latter ‘conquered Magan and captured
Manium, the ruler of Magan’. Both then ‘quarried the black stone
of the mountains . .. loaded it on ships and moored at the quay of
Akkad’ where they ‘fashioned a statue . . . and dedicated it to the gods’
(RIM 75-76, 97, 100, 117). Thereafter references to east Arabia in
Mesopotamian texts become common, almost always on the subject
of trade. Most are dry records of transactions, but by good fortune
the personal correspondence of one Dilmun merchant, a certain Ea-
Nasir, based in Ur, survived in the ruins of his house. He was a dealer
in copper ingots from Magan and was active in business around the
turn of the nineteenth century BC. He comes across as a somewhat
unscrupulous character, or perhaps he just fell on hard times at one
point in his career, for there are a number of angry letters from his
backers in Ur while he is away in Dilmun complaining that he has
not delivered the promised goods. Here is an example from one of his
associates named Nanni, decrying Ea-Nasir’s unbecoming conduct:

Now when you had come you spoke saying thus: ‘I will give
good ingots to Gimil-Sin.” This you said to me when you had
come, but you have not done it. You have offered bad ingots
to my messenger, saying ‘if you will take it take it, if you will
not take it go away.” Who am I that you are treating me in this
manner, treating me with such contempt, and that between
gentlemen such as we are! I have written to you to receive my
purse, but you have neglected it. Who is there among the
Dilmun traders who have acted against me in this way?

(UET 5.81)

Not long after the time of Ea-Nasir a combination of factors
brought about the contraction of the economy of Dilmun and Magan.
For reasons unknown the Indus Valley civilisation suffered a severe
decline and southern Mesopotamia was adversely affected by the
collapse of Hammurabi’s kingdom in 1750 BC. Moreover there were
now alternative sources of copper available in Anatolia and Cyprus,
the latter first attested in Babylonia on a receipt dated 1745 BC for
‘refined copper of Cyprus (Alashiya) and Dilmun’. East Arabia had
thus lost its privileged position. The world of Ea-Nasir and his fellow
merchants had begun to change and Dilmun would never again
occupy the special place that it did for the Sumerians and their imme-
diate successors. Now it was merely a distant province of whatever
power ruled Mesopotamia.
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The first such rulers were the Kassites, a people of unsure origin
who assimilated to Babylonian culture and held southern Mesopotamia
for some four centuries (1595-1158 BC). A few documents pertaining
to their period of government in Bahrain have been found, including
a stone bearing the obscure text ‘palace of Rimum servant of {the
deity} Inzak of Agarum’ and the seal of a viceroy (shakkanakku) of
Dilmun (P1. 2). In addition two inscribed tablets of the Kassite period,
found at Nippur in Mesopotamia, mention Dilmun. Both are from
a certain Ili-ippashra, a high-ranking citizen of Nippur, who has been
posted to serve as governor in Dilmun and is writing to his colleague
Ililiya, perhaps governor of Nippur. He has evidently been having
problems with a tribal people called the Ahlamu, who ‘have carried
away the dates’ and who ‘talk to me only of violence and plunder, of
conciliation they do not talk to me’. And there is a general sense
of anarchy and decay with old houses collapsing and needing repair
and prophecies abounding about ‘the destruction of the palace’, but we
can obtain no clear picture of the situation (Ni. 615, 641).

THE IRON AGE (..1300-330 BC)?

In the early second millennium BC there was an escalation of inter-
regional trade in the eastern Mediterranean and greater development
of rural hinterlands by the city-states of Syria and Palestine. The
resultant rise in prosperity attracted the attention of the Egyptians
and the Hittites of Anatolia (in modern Turkey), both of whom
intervened economically, politically and militarily in the southern and
northern Levant respectively from the sixteenth century BC onwards.
The intensification of competition between the two powers led to
occasional armed confrontations (most famously the battle of Kadesh
of 1286 BC) and increased economic exploitation. Some regional
centres collapsed under the weight of imperial demands and this
led to a period of international instability. But the loss of power by
established centres also released dependent populations and allowed
new configurations of economic activity, such as opportunistic trading
(in contrast to the previous command-led style) by interstitial and
peripheral groups, especially in small boats by coastal peoples and on
camels by steppe peoples.

This already volatile situation was compounded by two further
stimuli to flux and change, namely the spread of iron at the expense
of bronze and the emergence of consonantal alphabets, which com-
peted with the cumbersome and complex syllabic/pictorial writing
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Plate 2 Kassite cylinder seal from Bahrain (with seal impression)
belonging to Ubalisu-Marduk, son of Arad-Ea, who bears the title ‘viceroy
of Dilmun’, ¢.15th century BC, length 4.2 cm (British Museum 122696).
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systems of Egypt and Mesopotamia. Both items had been in existence
much earlier, but only began to make gains towards the end of the
second millennium. Both are seen as having a decentralising influence
upon political and economic power. Iron, unlike copper or tin (from
which bronze is made), is found practically everywhere on the globe,
and so its mining could not practically be controlled by ruling elites
as copper had been. And consonantal alphabets, unlike syllabic/
pictorial systems, do not require a lengthy training, and so literacy
could escape the control of the state and become much more pervasive.
The new scripts were particularly advantageous to merchants who
could now make deals and contracts with greater ease, and it is perhaps
no accident that the alphabets emanated from such trading centres as
Palestine and Phoenicia.

The exact nature and significance of this transition from the
late Bronze Age to the early Iron Age is still much disputed, but it is
certainly true that the geopolitical scene in the Middle East was dras-
tically altered during this time. The Hittite kingdom had disappeared
completely by 1150 BC; Egypt contracted, losing control of Palestine,
Sinai and Nubia. Several cities in the Levant, most noticeably Ugarit
and Emar, were destroyed and their sites not reoccupied. By 1050
Assyria had lost control of its territories in Upper Mesopotamia.
Historical sources become scarce, and when the picture clears again
in the mid-tenth century the political landscape looks very different.
In particular the old palace-centred city-states have been replaced
by a number of tribal kingdoms drawn from the aforementioned
interstitial and peripheral groups (Aramaeans,’ Israelites, Ammonites,
Moabites and Edomites) and commercial and manufacturing coastal
colonies (Philistines and Phoenicians). It is also at the end of this
tumultuous period that Arabs begin to crop up in our sources and
states emerge in south Arabia.

Egypt never fully recovered its former greatness, and for the next
six hundred years the balance of power shifted eastwards, to the land
of the Assyrians. This people began as traders, operating out of their
city of Assur in the north of modern Iraq. Then in the fourteenth
century BC they embarked upon an aggressive policy of expansion
which lasted, bar a few interruptions (especially that of the Aramaean
incursions ¢.1100-930 BC), nearly 800 years. They extended westwards
towards the Mediterranean and frequently threatened Egypt. By virtue
of their defeat of the Kassites they became sovereigns of Dilmun, and
the Assyrian king Tukulti-Ninurta 1 (1243-1207) accordingly took
the title ‘king of Dilmun and Meluhha’. This may not have reflected
any real involvement in east Arabian affairs, however, since we find no
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other mention of Dilmun in Assyrian sources until much later. It
reappears in the context of the campaign of Sargon 11 (721-705 BC)
against the Babylonian monarch Merodach-Baladan. The victory
of Sargon had many hastening to pay him homage: ‘Uperi, king of
Dilmun, who lives, like a fish, thirty double-hours away in the midst
of the sea of the rising sun, heard of my lordly might and brought
his gifts’. Similarly in the wake of Sennacherib’s sack of the city of
Babylon in 687 ‘the Dilmunites saw it and terror of the splendour
of Assur fell upon them, and they brought their audience-gift’. And
in the royal inscriptions of Assurbanipal (668—627) it is recorded that
‘Hundaru, the king of Dilmun . . . with his rich tribute to Nineveh
yearly without ceasing he came and besought my lordship’. Of Magan
we learn nothing from Assyrian sources except that tribute was sent
to Assurbanipal in 640 BC by a certain ‘Pade, king of the land of Qade,
who dwelt in the city of Iske’, usually identified with modern Izki in
the interior of Oman.*

Assyria fell to the combined forces of the Medes and Babylonians
by 609 BC to the discontent of few (‘Nineveh has been ruined; who
will mourn for her?’, Nahum 3.7). These two peoples held on to the
Assyrian territories for a time, but were themselves swept away by the
Persians coming from southwest Iran. Cyrus the Great conquered
the Medes in 549, and in 539 Babylon submitted. At its height the
empire he founded comprised parts of India and Egypt and all the
land in between. The empire was Persian-led in its highest offices,
loyal to the one great king, the governor on earth of the Persian god
Ahuramazda, but it sat loosely on top of the cosmopolitan Middle
East, respecting the traditions of the conquered peoples and taking
from them whatever seemed useful. Aramaic became the lingua franca
of the empire, the Phoenician navy was adopted whole, roads were
built on the Assyrian pattern and coinage was based on that of Greece
and Asia Minor. Their two centuries or so of rule (550-334) were
therefore remembered by their subjects and neighbouring peoples as
a time of tolerance and peace.

Babylonian influence in the Gulf is attested by a text dated to the
eleventh year of the reign of Nabonidus (554 BC) which makes mention
of the brother of an ‘administrator of Dilmun’, perhaps entrusted
with the promotion or safeguarding of trade between Dilmun and
Babylonia. And on the island of Ikaros (modern Failaka, off the coast
of Kuwait) a large slab of dressed stone has been discovered engraved
with the words ‘palace of Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon’. Of the
Persians’ role in this region, however, we know very little. Their lists
of subject provinces and peoples offer two possibilities, Arabia and
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Fig. 1 Representation of an Arab (left, designated Hagor, the Arabs

of northwest Arabia in demotic Egyptian — confirmed to me by

Prof. J. Baines) and a Macian (right, designated Ma£a) from a statue of
Darius found in Susa, but made in and intended for Egypt (from Roaf,
“The subject peoples on the statue of Darius’, 135, 144). As with other
Persian representations (see Schmidt, Persepolis 111, figs. 47, 50), the Arab
wears a long gown and the Macian a short tunic.

Maka, whose inhabitants are represented very differently (Fig. 1). The
first probably refers only to the Sinai—Syrian desert region, the inhabi-
tants of which had helped Cambyses attack Egypt in 525, and so ‘did
not yield the obedience of slaves to the Persians, but were united
to them by friendship’ (Herodotus 3.88). Perhaps for this reason
the Arab throne-bearer in one of the Persian royal tomb reliefs is
honoured, along with the Scythian, by a golden neck-chain. The
second possibility, the Macians and their country of Maka, is a more
likely contender for east Arabia. It is glossed in one list with the phrase
‘the lands that are beyond the sea’ (Persepolis E) and is described
by classical writers (Arrian, Ind. 32.7; Strabo 16.3.2; Pliny 6.98;
Ammianus 23.6.10) as the headland on the Arabian side of the straits
of Hormuz.
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THE GRECO-ROMAN/PARTHIAN
PERIOD (c.330 BC-AD 240)

In this period the balance of power in the Middle East initially shifted
westwards, the Persian empire being swept away by the conquests of
the violent, drunken, emotionally unstable but brilliant Alexander,
who is usually dubbed ‘the Great’. With a mixed force of Macedonian
and Greek soldiers, probably some 50,000 strong, he crossed the
Hellespont in 334 BC, proceeded to take all the lands held by the
Persians and even probed into India. He assumed eastern titles, gave
Persians and Macedonians and Greeks equal rights, and maintained
the Persian system of satrapies (territories over which a person called
a satrap was given military and civil command by the Great King),
thus securing the loyalty of the Persian nobility. But he imported
Greek elements too: a smaller and more disciplined army, a unified
fiscal system and monetary economy based on the Athenian silver
coin, and the Greek language. The union of Greece and Persia was
symbolised by a mass wedding ceremony when Alexander and 10,000
of his troops took Persian wives. No succession arrangements had been
made with the result that after his death in Babylon in 323 his generals
proceeded to carve out for themselves as much territory as they could.
In 281, after many wars, three principal monarchies were secured:
the Antigonid dynasty in Macedonia, the Seleucids in Asia Minor
and the Middle East, and the Ptolemies in Egypt. They were loose
Persian-style states, though the Greek rulers promoted Greek elites,
institutions and thought, which blended with local traditions to
produce what we call Hellenistic cultures. In the course of the second
century BC the Seleucids were squeezed on both sides, by the Romans
to the west and by the Parthians arriving from northeast Iran. By 140
BC the latter had made themselves masters of Babylonia. The Romans
mainly contented themselves with destabilising tactics, supporting
rival pretenders to the Seleucid throne and promoting secessionist
regimes such as the Maccabaeans in Judaea. Only in 63 BC did they
finally oust the Seleucid dynasty, annexing the latter’s last scronghold,
Syria, as a Roman province. Thereafter the Middle East returned to
polarised politics, with Rome and Parthia eyeing each other warily
across the Syrian desert for the next few centuries and neighbouring
peoples often being forced to take sides:

The Euphrates and the land beyond it constitute the boundary

of the Parthian empire. But the parts this side of the river
are held by the Romans and the chieftains (phylarchs) of the
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Arabs as far as Babylonia, some of these chieftains preferring
to give ear to the Parthians and others to the Romans.
(Strabo, 16.1.28)

East Arabia enjoyed something of an upturn in its fortunes in
this period, the result of an increase in trade through the Gulf and
in contacts with south Arabia and the Nabataeans. And we know from
numismatic evidence that it supported a monarchy for a time, its seat
being in the region of the modern Arab Emirates (Pl. 3).> At the
outset, however, it only narrowly escaped being invaded by Alexander.
Having returned safely to Babylon after a successful conclusion of his
Indian campaign, he turned his attention to the Arabian peninsula:

Alexander was planning to colonise the coast along the
Persian Gulf and the islands there, as he thought that it would
become just as prosperous a country as Phoenicia. His naval
preparations were directed at the greater number of the Arabs
on the pretext that they alone of the barbarians in these parts
had sent no envoys and had taken no other action reason-
able or honorific to him. The truth in my own belief is that
Alexander was always insatiate in winning possessions. . . .
The prosperity of the country was also an incitement, since he
heard that cassia grew in their marshes, that the trees produced
myrrh and frankincense, that cinnamon was cut from the
bushes and that spikenard grew self-sown in their meadows.

Plate 3 Silver coin from east Arabia, modelled on the Alexandrian
tetradrachm: head of Heracles wearing the pelt of the Nemean lion on the
obverse and modified Zeus figure on the reverse (see chapter 7 below);
‘Abi’el daughter of . . .’ is written in Aramaic letters in place of the name
of Alexander (British Museum 314284).
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Then there was also the size of their territory, since he was
informed that the seacoast of Arabia was nearly as long as
that of India, and that there were many islands off-shore
and harbours everywhere in the country, enough to give
anchorages for his fleet and to permit cities to be built on
them, which were likely to prosper.

(Arrian, An. 7.19-20)

Although he died before he was able to initiate any conquest or
colonisation of Arabia, Alexander did dispatch three intelligence-
gathering missions, which greatly enhanced contemporary knowledge
of the Persian Gulf region:

He was informed of two islands out at sea near the mouth
of the Euphrates. The first {Ikaros, modern Failaka} was not
far from its outlet, about twelve miles from the shore and the
river mouth. This one is smaller, thickly wooded with every
kind of tree; it also contained a shrine of Artemis and the
island’s inhabitants spent their lives around the shrine.
It pastured wild goats and deer, which were consecrated to
Artemis and could range free, and no one was allowed to hunt
them unless he desired to sacrifice one to the goddess; only
on this condition was hunting not forbidden. . . . The other
island was said to be about a day and night’s sail distant from
the mouth of the Euphrates for a ship running before the
wind. It was called Tylos [ancient Dilmun, modern Bahrain]
and was large and neither rough nor wooded for the most
part, but of a kind to bear cultivated crops and all things in
due season.

(Arrian, An. 7.20).

Alexander’s Seleucid successors also took an interest in eastern Arabia.
They stationed a small garrison for a time on the island of Tkaros. And
Ikadion, a high-up official close to Seleucus 11 (246—226 BC) wrote
a letter to its inhabitants and their representative about the transfer
of a local sanctuary and reported that ‘the king is concerned about the
island of Ikaros’. In addition, according to Pliny (6.147), ‘the coast
from Charax onwards was explored for king [Antiochus} Epiphanes
[175-164 BCY. But, like Alexander before them, they established no
permanent presence, and while the peoples and polities of the Gulf
were in touch with the Greek world, exchanging goods and ideas, they
nevertheless remained outside its boundaries.
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What attracted the attention of Alexander and the Seleucids in the
Gulf was the trade in luxury products. Without question the single
most important trading entity in this region in Hellenistic times,
functioning as a supplier of Arabian aromatics and goods from India,
was the northeast Arabian city known to Greek authors as Gerrha,
‘which measures five miles round and has towers made of squared
blocks of salt’ (Pliny 6.148):°

After sailing along the {east] coast of Arabia [from the outlet
of the Euphrates} for a distance of 2400 stadia {¢.380 km} one
comes to Gerrha, a city situated on a deep gulf. It is inhabited
by Chaldaeans, exiles from Babylon. The soil contains salt
and the people live in houses made of salt; and since flakes
of salt continually scale off, owing to the scorching heat
of the rays of the sun, and fall away, the people frequently
sprinkle the houses with water and thus keep the walls firm.
The city is 200 stadia {¢.32 km} distant from the sea; and the
Gerrhaeans traffic by land, for the most part, in the Arabian
merchandise and aromatics. However Aristobulus says, on
the contrary, that the Gerrhaeans import most of their cargoes
on rafts to Babylonia, and thence sail up the Euphrates
with them, and then convey them by land to all parts of the
country.

(Strabo 16.3.3, citing Eratosthenes and Aristobulus)

From this account it would seem that there was both a port of
Gerrha (‘situated on a deep gulf’) and an inland town of Gerrha (‘200
stadia distant from the sea’). Strabo’s notice informs us that at some
point there was a shift in the trajectory of Gerrha’s foreign trade. In
the lifetime of Aristobulus, who had participated in Alexander’s
campaigns, Gerrha shipped merchandise to Babylonia by sea. This is
confirmed by a notice that the ships of Alexander ‘anchored in the
mouth of the Euphrates near a village of Babylonia called Diridotis;
here the merchants gather together frankincense from the land of
Gerrha and all the other sweet-smelling spices which Arabia produces’
(Arrian, Ind. 41). But in the course of the third century, as is related
by the great Greek scholar Eratosthenes of Cyrene, Gerrha began to
export its goods by land. This probably meant towards Egypt and
Syria, and certainly we hear of Gerrhaean incense in the Mediterranean
world at that time. It was used, for example, as an ingredient in an
antidote to poison in Greece (Nicander 100) and featured as an essen-
tial item on the shopping lists of the Egyptian elite (e.g. Zenon papyri
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59536, dated 261 BC). The presence of individual Gerrhaeans in the
west is also recorded, such as Taymallat of Gerrha, who made several
offerings at shrines on the island of Delos in the Aegean (Delos 1439,
1442, 1444, 1449-50).

In 205 BC the Seleucid king Antiochus 111 sailed to Gerrha:

The Gerrhaeans begged the king not to abolish the gifts the
gods had bestowed on them, perpetual peace and freedom.
The king, when the letter had been interpreted to him, said
that he granted their request. . . . When their freedom had
been established, the Gerrhaeans passed a decree honouring
Antiochus with the gift of five hundred talents of silver,
a thousand talents of frankincense, and two hundred talents
of the so-called myrrh-oil.

(Polybius 13.9.4-5)

His aim was probably to persuade its inhabitants, by show of force, to
direct more of their trade towards Babylonia so that tax revenues
would go to his realm rather than to his enemies, the Ptolemies,
who held Palestine and Syria at that time. Following the Seleucid
victory over their rivals in 200 BC, however, these provinces became
a Seleucid domain, and the Gerrhaeans could resume trade with the
Mediterranean via the more direct route up the Wadi Sirhan rather
than via the Euphrates. According to Agatharchides (¢.200-131 BC),
author of a five-volume study of the Red Sea, they also seem to have
begun trading with the Nabataeans. To Petra and Palestine, he reports,
‘the Gerrhaeans, Minaeans and all the Arabs who live in the region
convey, so it is said, incense from the highlands and cargoes of aromatic
products’ (in Photius 250). Presumably the Gerrhaeans were trans-
porting Indian commodities to Petra, for south Arabian goods would
have been conveyed along the west Arabian route or via the Red Sea.
Later again, in the first century BC and first century AD, the Gerrhaeans
supplied the Parthian empire:

For these trades {with Iran}] they [the Arabs] have opened
up the city of Gerrha,” which is the market town of these
parts. From Gerrha everybody used formerly to go on to
Gabba, a journey of twenty days, and to Syria—Palestine.
Afterwards, according to Juba, they began to make for the
Characene and the Parthian kingdoms for the sake of the
perfume trade.

(Pliny 12.80)
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Thereafter Gerrha’s fortunes seem to decline, possibly because of
Characene and Parthian usurpation of the Gulf trade route between
India and the west. Certainly the presence of these two powers in
the region is well attested. Coins of the little kingdom of Characene
in southern Babylonia have been found at the extensive site of ed-
Dur on the coast of the Emirates. In AD 131 Palmyrene merchants
based in Characene commissioned the erection of a statue at Palmyra
in honour of Iarhai son of Nebozabad, who is said to have served as
governor of the inhabitants of Tylos (Bahrain) for the king of
Characene (PAT 1374). And a first-century AD maritime manual states
that after the Kuria Muria islands (off the coast of modern southeast
Oman) ‘stretches another country, inhabited by an indigenous people,
which is no longer in the same kingdom [of south Arabia}l, but already
in that of Persia’ (Periplus 33), though this probably meant no more
than that the principal ports of eastern Arabia were under the control
of Parthia.

At about the same time as inland centres such as Gerrha decline
we witness the encroachment of Arab tribes. This change is most
clearly witnessed in the considerable difference in the names given
to peoples of this region by Strabo and Pliny on the one hand (who
completed their works in AD 23 and 77 respectively) and Ptolemy on
the other (who completed his work ¢. AD 150). In the latter’s account
(6.7) many of the names are familiar to us from later Arabian history.
In the “Thanuitae’, for example, we can recognise Tanukh,® an Arab
tribal confederation said by Muslim sources to have left the Tihama
and Najd and to have settled in northeast Arabia. Here they were
joined by Ptolemy’s ‘Abucaei’ and ‘Toleisitai’, namely ‘Abd al-Qays
and the Banu ‘Ulays. Migrations of Arabs to this region are also
recorded by Muslim sources, though often recounted in terms of
the heroic actions of individual leaders. ‘Mazun son of al-Azd’, for
example, ‘dispatched his brother Nasr son of the [tribe of} al-Azd to
Shihr [in southeast Yemen} with horses and many men. ... He
marched to Shihr and then settled in it, and its people paid allegiance
and their dues to him’ (Asma‘i 67). These movements, attributed by
Muslim writers to a breaching of the Marib dam, must have occurred
after Pliny and before Ptolemy, so in the late first or early second
century AD (see chapter 9 below).
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THE BYZANTINE/SASANIAN PERIOD
(c.240—630 AD)

Again we enter upon a period in which the Middle East underwent
much transformation. The loose-knit territorial empires of the Romans
and Parthians gave way to the integrated ecumenical empires of the
Byzantines and Sasanians (an Iranian dynasty). Their close proximity,
the result of Rome’s shift to the east in the second century and the
assertiveness of the Sasanians, compared to their complacent prede-
cessors, led to confrontation. Inevitably such emulation between states
of similar standing engendered large-scale political, social and cultural
change. Both moved towards greater administrative centralisation
and absolutist government, to the detriment of civic autonomy in
the west and of the provincial nobility in the east. Byzantium would
seem to have had the upper hand initially, at least in terms of wealth
and centralisation, and so the Sasanian emperors embarked upon a
vigorous campaign of Byzantinisation, actively setting out to acquire
the money, skills and ideas of their rival. This they did by extortion
as much as by imitation, using their formidable military capac-
ity, or the threat of it, to extract material, human and intellectual
resources. Furthermore both empires engaged in a scramble for
influence, striving to win peripheral peoples over to their side. Thus
the peoples of Ethiopia and Arabia were both actively courted for their
allegiance and support. They benefited from this in that they could
extract subsidies and power, but only at the price of compromising
their independence and freedom of action. Finally, the ruling elites
no longer remained indifferent to the beliefs of the masses. Indeed the
emperors of both realms, now sharing their creed with the majority
of their subjects, evinced an interest in the promotion of religious
uniformity within their lands, achieving this via a hierarchically
organised clergy. As religion and politics became ever more closely
related, warfare assumed an increasingly religious character and reli-
gious difference frequently became equated with political dissidence,
the result being persecutions. On the Arabian stage this was played
out most dramatically in the south when a pro-Byzantine ruler of
Ethiopia invaded Yemen to aid Christians suffering under a Jewish
king and installed on the throne a Christian monarch (see chapter 2
below).

In east Arabia the Sasanians moved quickly to establish their
sovereignty. No sooner had he wrested control of the principal regions
from Parthian control than Ardashir (AD 224—42), the first Sasanian
ruler, ‘marched forward to Oman and Bahrain and Yamama. And
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Sanatruq, the king of Bahrain, came forth against him and fought
him, but Ardashir killed him and ordered his city to be destroyed’
(Dinawari 44). This foray and the removal of Sanatruq, whose name
suggests he was a Parthian, marked the beginning of roughly four
centuries of Sasanian domination in the area. Its formal inauguration is
recorded on the great inscription of Shapur I (AD 242—70) at Nagsh-i
Rustam, in which he states that ‘T rule over the following countries:
Persia, Parthia . . . Arabia . . . and, on the other side of the sea {to Iran},
Mazun {Oman}.” As yet not many archaeological remains from the
Sasanian period have been discovered, but a fourth-century source
paints a prosperous scene: ‘all along the coasts is a throng of cities and
villages, and many ships sail to and fro’ (Ammianus 23.6.10). Probably
their rule was for the most part exercised through alliances with
various Arab tribes and otherwise confined to a few key coastal sites
such as Bahrain and Sohar. Thus a Muslim source maintains that before
Islam the Sasanians were ‘on the shores and strands of the sea’ whereas
the Arab tribes were in the mountains and deserts (Awtabi 271r). The
primary aim of the Sasanians was evidently to control traffic through
the Gulf, but they could exert their authority over the interior if need
be. This is demonstrated by the campaign of Shapur 11 (AD 309-79),
which he led in response to the incursions of indigent Arabs from
eastern Arabia into southern Iran:

He crossed the sea at the head of his troops and reached Khatt
[in the present-day Emirates}. He marched through the
land of Bahrain, killing its people, not letting himself be
bought off by any kind of payment and not turning aside to
take plunder. He went back on his tracks and reached Hajar,
where there were nomads from the tribes of Tamim, Bakr ibn
Wa'il and ‘Abd al-Qays. He spread general slaughter among
them and shed so much of their blood that it flowed like
a torrent swollen by a rainstorm. Those who were able to flee
realised that no cave in a mountain nor any island in the sea
was going to save them. After this he turned aside to the lands
of ‘Abd al-Qays and destroyed all the people there except for
those who fled into the desert sands. He passed on to Yamama
where he made general slaughter like that of the previous
occasion. He did not pass by any of the local Arabs’ springs
of water without blocking them up, nor any of their cisterns
without filling them in.

(Tabari 1.839)
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At a later date the Sasanians tightened their hold on their Arabian
possessions. In particular emperor Khosro 1 (AD 531-79) implemented
a reorganisation of the realm and established more direct control from
the centre, a move prompted by the escalation of the superpower
struggle in the sixth century. Thus it is from his time that we begin
to hear of centrally appointed governors in Arabia, some dispatched
to areas where there had previously been no concrete Iranian presence.
The renowned Arab poet Tarafa ibn al-‘Abd (d. ¢.560s) is said to have
died at the hands of the governor of Bahrain, and the existence of such
an office is indicated in a number of anecdotes, such as the following:

Once wealth and valuable specialities of Yemen were
dispatched to Khosro. . . . Yarbu' [a subgroup of the tribe of
Tamim} plundered the caravan. . . . The people of the caravan
then went to Hawda ibn ‘Ali al-Hanafi in Yamama, who
provided them with clothing, food supplies, and mounts, and
personally accompanied them until reaching Khosro’s pres-
ence. . . . Khosro resolved to send a force of cavalry against
Tamim. He was informed however that ‘their land is a bad
land, made up of deserts and wastes with tracks that cannot
be followed. Their water comes from wells, and one cannot
be sure that they will not block them up with the result
that your troops will perish.” He was advised to write to
his governor in Bahrain, Azadhfiruz son of Gushnas, whom
the Arabs called ‘the mutilator’, because he used to cut off
hands and feet {to punish criminals}. . . . Khosro followed
this advice and sent an envoy to him, and told Hawda: “Travel
back with this envoy of mine and secure a satisfactory solution
for both myself and yourself.” . . . Meanwhile Tamim had
moved to Hajar in order to get provisions and gleanings. The
governor’s herald proclaimed: ‘Let those of Tamim who are
here come forward, for the ruler has decreed that provisions
and food should be made available for them and divided out
among them.” They came forward and he led them into
Mushaqqar, which is a fortified place facing another fortress
called Safa. . . . Once the governor had got Tamim within
Mushaqqar, he massacred their menfolk and spared only the
boys.

(Tabari 1.984—86)

In southeast Arabia, as well as recognising a paramount clan among
the Azd and according them the title of Julanda, the Sasanians
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installed a governor with military backing (Awtabi 271r). Later in the
sixth century a similar system was implemented in Yemen. And at
Hira in lower Iraq the Nasrids, the long-time allies of Iran, were cast
off and replaced by the tribe of Tayyi’ to whom was assigned a Persian
commander by the name of Nakhirjan (Tabari 1.1038). This action
would seem to have provoked some consternation among certain Arab
tribes:

When Khosro 11 {591-628} deceitfully poisoned Nu‘man
ibn Mundhir {d. ¢.602}, king of the Arabs, and his son, the
Arabs in the empires of the Persians and Romans broke off
allegiance and dispersed, each acting according to their own
whim. . . . So they became strong and caused much mischief
in the provinces, and thus they remained until the emergence
of the Muslim lawgiver.

(Chron. Siirt 13.539-40)

And there were a number of confrontations between tribes allied to
the Iranians and others hostile to them, some involving Iranian troops.
The most famous such incident took place in southern Iraq at Dhu
Qar in the first decade of the seventh century. Muslim storytellers
singled it out as ‘the first encounter in which the Arabs got even with
the non-Arabs’ (Tabari 1.1016) and fashioned it into a historical
romance packed with stirring rhetoric and dramatic battle scenes.

The Sasanian period was also marked by the introduction and
expansion of Christianity in east Arabia. From the biography of a
monk named Jonah we learn that in the region of Qatar there existed
a monastery in the 340s AD. Around 390 a certain ‘Abdisho’ left
southern Iraq for ‘an island of Yamama and Bahrain’, where ‘he lived
an ascetic life, baptised its inhabitants and built a monastery’ (Chron.
Siirr 5.310). In the year 410 Batai, bishop of Mashmahig (modern
Mubharraq island next to Bahrain), was excommunicated and replaced
by a certain Elias (Synod Or. 34, 36). And the acts of a synod of 424
record a John, bishop of Mazun (Oman), in attendance (Synod Or.
43). Though as yet scanty, there is also archaeological evidence for
Christianity in this region. This consists of two monasteries on islands
off the coast of Abu Dhabi, the remains of churches on the island of
Failaka and at Jubayl and Thaj in northeast Arabia, sundry crosses and
possibly a cemetery at Hinna near Thaj (six stones found bearing
Crosses).

Besides these brief isolated references we hear nothing about the
activities of east Arabian Christians in the fourth to sixth centuries.
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However, they suddenly come into the limelight in the early seventh
century when they threw their lot in with the Christians of southwest
Iran and attempted to secede from Iraqi control. The Iranian and
Arabian Christian communities had always been reluctant to submit
to Seleucia—Ctesiphon, where the head of the eastern church resided,
but the arrival of the Muslims gave them the chance of winning
outside backing. This drew an angry response from Isho‘yahb 111, the
eastern prelate in the 640s and 650s, which he voiced in a letter to
the Christians of Qatar:

Not satisfied with their wickedness against the church of
God, your so-called bishops extended the demonstration
of their rebellion to the rulers there and to the chief ruler
who is above the rulers of this time. They rose up against the
primacy of the church of God, and they have now been
scorned by the rulers as befits their insubordination.
(Epistulae 266)°

He then appeals to the priests and deacons of Qatar to cast off their
unruly bishops and to send to him persons more worthy of the epis-
copal office:

You, my faithful, in whose salutary power are the islands
and desert dwellers (yothay madbro) — namely those of Dirin
[modern Tarut}, Mashmahig, Tilun {Dilmun/Bahrain}, Khatt
and Hajar — should be diligent now more than ever before in
the assistance of your faith and in the lawful establishment
of the priesthood that sanctifies you even more than in
attending to worldly affairs. So pick out and send to us either
those fallen bishops who are in your mind suitable once more
to be restored to sacerdotal service, or others considered by
you more suitable than them for the great task of the exalted
service of God’s church, so that thus they might be anointed,

consecrated and perfected.
(Epistulae 267-68)

By such entreaties and threats Isho’yahb managed to heal the division
and achieve a secure arrangement, allowing the Qatar region more
independence under its own metropolitan.

The last Christian notice about east Arabia before its Islamisation
comes from a cleric writing in southwest Iran in the 650s AD, who
pens a short piece on Arabian geography:
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Hasor, which scripture calls ‘head of the kingdoms’ {Joshua
11.10}, belongs to the Arabs, while Medina is named after
Midian, Abraham’s fourth son by Qetura; it is also called
Yathrib. And Dumat al-Jandal {modern al-Jawf} belongs to
them, and the territory of the people of Hajar, which is rich
in water, palm trees and fortified buildings. The territory of
Khatt {in the modern Emirates], situated by the sea in the
vicinity of the islands of Qatar, is rich in the same way; it is
also thickly vegetated with various kinds of plants. The region
of Mazun [Oman] also resembles it, and it too lies by the sea,
comprising an area of more than 100 parasangs. So {belongs
to the Arabs} also the territory of Yamama, in the middle of
the desert, and the territory of Tawf, and the city of Hira,
which was the seat of king Mundhir, surnamed the ‘warrior’.

(Chron. Khuzistan 38—39)

The author ends with the laconic observation that ‘he [Mundhir} was
sixth in the line of the Ishmaelite kings’, implying that he regarded
the Arab kings ruling in his own day to be a continuation of the rule
of these pre-Islamic Arab monarchs. If so, he was very likely writing
during the time of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, son-in-law of the Prophet
Muhammad and ‘emir of Hira’ (656—60).'°

THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF EAST ARABIA

Reconstruction of the history of this region is severely hampered by a
lack of written sources. There are almost no texts in an indigenous
language and very few in foreign tongues. On the plus side, however,
the archaeological investigation of east Arabia is considerably more
advanced than that of the rest of the peninsula. In 1878 the first survey
was carried out when a young British officer, Captain E.L. Durand,
arrived in Bahrain to review the island’s antiquities. In 1953 the first
professional excavations were undertaken when a Danish expedition
was granted permission to commence work in Bahrain. And in the
intervening half century much progress has been made and exploration
has spread to the rest of east Arabia, particularly the Emirates. The
material exhumed may be difficult to interpret and may not take us
in the direction that we had hoped to go, but it always conveys to us
some sort of story about the region’s past and permits us a glimpse of
the everyday life of the region’s inhabitants that is much more real
than that offered by most literary texts.
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The composition and style of a manufactured object often betray
its date and place of origin, and from this we can learn when a site
flourished and who were its trading partners. The large quantity
of foreign-produced goods discovered in east Arabia from the late
third/early second millennium BC and the Greco-Roman period
demonstrates that it was particularly active in international trade at
these times. And this involved not only its immediate neighbours,
Mesopotamia and Iran, but also powers at much greater remove. Thus
there have been found Bactrian combs at Tell Abraq (Pl. 4), south
Arabian alabaster vases and Greek amphorae at Mleiha, Roman glass
vessels and Indian red polished pottery at ed-Dur (all three being
major sites in the Emirates) and Nabataean coins at Thaj and Qatif in
northeast Arabia.

Of course the majority of objects used in east Arabia would have
been locally made and a number of crafts are attested. Of these one

Plate 4 Bactrian bone comb from Tell Abraq with flower motif,
¢.1500 BC (Dan Potts).

33



EAST ARABIA

reached the proportions of an industry, namely the smelting and
working of copper in Magan, which also provided ingots and finished
products for export. Numerous ancient mines have been located and
some 150 smelting sites. Hammer stones for crushing ore, kilns for
smelting and moulds for casting have all been uncovered and many
concentrations of slag documented. Excavations have also yielded
ample evidence for the use of copper/bronze items in daily life: pins,
fish-hooks, needles, chisels, awls, knives, axes, spear points, arrowheads
and various different kinds of bowls and personal ornaments.
Remains of flora (especially seeds) and fauna (especially bones)
make up a large part of the finds of most excavations and furnish
many insights into the local economy. On Bahrain, for example, such
finds reveal that horticulture, notably date-palm gardening, was an
important activity and that date honey was produced from the second
millennium BC onwards. Wheat and barley were cultivated, and also
cotton, which confirms the report of the Greek botanist Theophrastus
(4.7.7) to that effect. Sheep and goats were herded on the island
and on the adjacent mainland. Fishing and shellfish gathering were
commonly practised, and pearls were already being harvested by the
early second millennium BC. The existence of these marine gems in
the waters of Bahrain came to the attention of outsiders, who deemed
the region ‘extremely famous for its numerous pearls’ (Pliny 6.148).
And it was related that ‘round about the island there are rafts made
of reeds, from which men dive into the sea to a depth of twenty
fathoms and bring up double-shelled oysters’ (Athenaeus 3.146).
Buildings can be particularly difficult to interpret, particularly
when they belong to a people whose imaginary and symbolic world is
almost totally unknown to us. For example circular mud-brick towers
begin to crop up in third-millennium BC Magan. They will typically
be 20—40 metres in diameter, originally standing some 7—8 metres in
height and have a stone-lined well running straight through the centre
of the building down to the water table. It has been suggested that
they represent the strongholds of the likes of the ‘rulers’ of Magan who
resisted the Akkadian sovereign Manishtusu when he campaigned
there in the twenty-third century BC. In this case the tower would
have been the residence of a lord and his family and probably also a
place of refuge in time of crisis for the community, who otherwise
would have lived round about the tower in palm-frond houses. But
there are other possibilities, such as that these structures served as the
centres of governance of settlements, where the elders would meet to
decide matters for the community, or else that they had some cultic
significance. Whatever the case they evidently formed the nucleus of
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the first agricultural communities of east Arabia. The best known site,
Hili in the al-‘Ain oasis, already had a highly diversified regime by
3000 BC. Analysis of soil samples from this period shows that cereals
(wheat and barley), fruit (jujube and melon) and dates were cultivated.
And tests on bones demonstrate domestication of sheep, goat and
cattle, the last clearly having been used for traction, perhaps plough-
ing or operating a well. Thus the oasis way of life for which Arabia is
celebrated began very early, some 5000 years ago.
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THE IRON AGE (¢.1300-330 BC)

The history of south Arabia (modern Yemen) is easier to reconstruct
than that of east Arabia in that we are equipped with some ten
thousand inscriptions. Unfortunately, however, these are not dated
according to an absolute era until the first century AD and they almost
never allude to events outside south Arabia. Scholars have tried to
arrange them in chronological order according to the style of their
script, but with hardly any firmly dated examples to provide a fixed
point this method can offer no more than a rough indication. It is
therefore very difficult to produce a sequential narrative of early south
Arabian history. The period after the conquests of Alexander the Great
is elucidated to some degree by the accounts of adventurous foreign
explorers and merchants, but the earliest centuries, which witnessed
such momentous developments as the emergence of complex states
and the inception of the aromatics trade, as yet remain obscure.

The very mountainous terrain impeded the formation of a single
regime, and political power was in general fragmented among the
various peoples of south Arabia (Map 3). Each would seem to have
constituted a cult community, a human collective bound together
by allegiance to a patron god and presided over by a ruler who took
the title of ‘king’ (m/k) and sometimes ‘unifier’ (mkrb). There were
probably many other ties, such as language for example, but it is the
cult and its sanctuaries that seem to play the most important role in
forging the identity of each community. Many such peoples feature
in the inscriptions, some of whom seem to disappear as time goes on,
presumably absorbed by others who sought to expand their sway over
a greater expanse of territory. The first whose exploits we can track is
Saba (Sheba), whose rulers are the most abundantly attested in the
surviving records.
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Map 3 South Arabia (adapted by author from Christian Robin, La Fin du
royaume de Ma‘in’, 179).

The Sabaeans were principally defined by their allegiance to the
god Almaqah. They were ‘the progeny (w/d) of Almaqah’ (RES 3945,
CIS 4.363), bound together by common sanctuaries, rituals, festivals
and ruler. Their territory was probably limited initially to Marib
and its environs, but the military exploits of various leaders added
new lands and the latter’s inhabitants were also expected to pay
respects to Almaqah. Thus a monarch in the region of Jawf ‘together
with his tribe Kaminahu erected two towers [of the city walls of
Nashq} for Almaqah and for {the kings of} Marib and for Saba’ (CIS
4.377). And upon its defeat Nashshan was obliged ‘to construct a
temple of Almaqah in the centre of the city’ (RES 3945). In addition
we frequently encounter the expression ‘Saba and the union (gw)’ (e.g.
CIS 4.967, Ja 2848), which refers to a much bigger entity. The author
of one inscription includes in his dedication mention of ‘all the gods,
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patron deities, kings and peoples of Saba and the union” (M 203). Here
we have something like a federation, of which Saba assumed the
headship. The common link was allegiance to the high god ‘Athtar
and the union was regularly renewed at a ceremony in his temple on
the ancient Kawran mountain (modern Jabal al-Lawdh in the Jawf).
The union presumably served to maintain peace and security among
its members, particularly respect for each others’ holy places and sacred
times, and possibly to facilitate mutual aid in times of hardship and
cooperation in grand ventures (especially hydraulic construction).

Ostensibly the earliest reference to the Sabaeans is found in the
Biblical narrative of the visit of the queen of Sheba to King Solomon
(¢.970-931 BC):

The queen of Sheba heard of Solomon’s fame and came to test
him with difficult questions. She arrived in Jerusalem with
a very large retinue, with camels laden with spices and an
immense quantity of gold and precious stones. Having
reached Solomon, she discussed with him everything that she
had in mind, and Solomon had an answer for all her questions;
not one of them was too obscure for the king to answer for
her. When the queen of Sheba saw how very wise Solomon
was, the palace which he had built, the food at his table . . .
it left her breathless. And she said to the king: “The report I
heard in my own country about your wisdom in handling
your affairs was true then. . . . Blessed be Yahweh your God
who has shown you His favour by setting you on the throne
of Israel.” . . . And she presented the king with a hundred and
twenty talents of gold and great quantities of spices and
precious stones; no such wealth of spices ever came again as
those which the queen of Sheba gave to king Solomon.

(1 Kings 10.1-10)

It used to be thought that states were not yet in existence in south
Arabia at such an early date, and so this account was rejected as
a fabrication or a retrojection of a later situation.! Recently, how-
ever, excavations at a number of sites (e.g. Hajar ibn Humayd and
Yala) have yielded evidence of substantial settlement from the late
second/early first millennium BC, including some very short south
Arabian inscriptions on pottery. In addition an incense altar from
Moab (modern central west Jordan) and a storage jar inscribed with
south Arabian letters from Muweilah (in the modern Emirates) have
been discovered in securely dated contexts of ¢.800 and ¢.700 BC
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respectively, suggesting that south Arabia already had trade contacts
with the outside world by this time. Of course the Biblical passage
above is intended to exalt Solomon and the god of Israel, and the exotic
name of Saba may only have been slipped in at a later date to further
that aim. Yet the assumption of the report, that relations between
south Arabia and the Mediterranean had already been established
in the tenth century BC, may have some basis in fact. However, we
have to wait until the mid-eighth century before we have firm literary
testimony. At this time a governor of Suhu in the area of the Middle
Euphrates launched a punitive raid upon a caravan belonging to
‘the people of Tayma and Saba whose own country is far away, whose
messengers had never come to me and who had never travelled to
meet me’. He clearly felt affronted, for, so he tells us, ‘I captured one
hundred of them alive; I captured their two hundred camels together
with their loads . . . every kind of merchandise’ (Suhu 346/351).
A little later a certain ‘[ta’amara the Sabaean’ — mentioned alongside
a king of Egypt and a queen of the Arabs, so likely himself to be a
sovereign — sent aromatics and precious stones to Sargon II in 716 BC,
as did ‘Karib’il king of Saba’ to Sennacherib some thirty years
afterwards (AR 2.18, 440). These two names are commonly found
among lists of Sabaean rulers, so we cannot be sure which are meant,
but it is at least possible to say that Saba was already flourishing in
the eighth century BC.

The Sabaean sovereign most frequently mentioned in inscriptions
is a certain Karib’il Watar son of Dhamar‘ali. He would seem to have
been responsible for the rise of Saba to pre-eminence in southern
Arabia, and his deeds are commemorated in two lengthy texts engraved
on two massive blocks (RES 3945-46) in the grand temple of the
Sabaean national god Almagah at Sirwah (Pl. 5). The first details
his military campaigns in which he won ‘for Almaqah and Saba’
control of the incense route, crushing the kingdoms of Awsan and
Nashshan which lay to the southeast and northwest respectively,
and extending Sabaean influence over the fertile agricultural lands of
the highlands both to the north and to the south. With these great
conquests completed, Karib’il set about consolidating his gains, as is
recorded in the second inscription. He fortified towns, initiated
irrigation works and installed Sabaean colonies in the vanquished
areas.

39



SOUTH ARABIA

Plate 5 The ancient city of Sirwah with the temple of Almaqah in the
centre (Venetia Porter).

THE GRECO-ROMAN/PARTHIAN
PERIOD (c.330 BC-AD 240)

The Assyrians and Persians tell us almost nothing about south Arabia,
but the Greeks and Romans, beneficiaries of a number of exploratory
expeditions to that part of the world, are much more informative,
though it still remained for them a strange and exotic land. Two of
our earliest Greek sources on south Arabia, Theophrastus of Eresus
(372-287 BC) and Eratosthenes of Cyrene (¢.284-202 BC), describe it
as dominated by four major peoples (ezhné). In the words of the latter
(cited by Strabo 16.4.2) these were ‘the Minaeans, on the side towards
the Red Sea, whose largest city is Qarnaw (Karna); next to these, the
Sabaeans, whose metropolis is Marib (Mariaba); third, Qatabanians
.. . whose royal seat is called Timna (Tamna); and farthest towards the
east, the Hadramites, whose city is Shabwa (S#bata)’. These capital
cities of theirs, along with those of a number of more minor peoples,
were all located on the fringes of the desert known to medieval Arab
geographers as the Sayhad (modern Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn). A site in the
cooler, more verdant highlands might seem a more sensible choice,
but it was via the perimeter of the desert that aromatics passed on
their long journey to the Mediterranean and Mesopotamia. Whoever
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wished to participate in this trade was therefore obliged to take up a
position near to this route.

The only south Arabian people to speak about trade in their
inscriptions are the Minaeans, who established themselves as a thriving
economic power in their own right. Unlike the other three major
kingdoms they advanced no political pretensions — their rulers fought
no wars and minted no coins — but instead concentrated on commerce.
Though their territory was small, they traded far and wide, sending
out caravans to Egypt, Gaza, Syria, Mesopotamia and Tyre. Their name
was practically synonymous with aromatics in the eyes of consumers
(cf. Zenon papyri 59536: ‘Minaean frankincense’, dated 261 BC). And
in addition:

through their territory the transit for the export of the
frankincense is along one narrow track. It was these people
who originated the trade and who chiefly practise it. . .. It
is said that there are not more than 3000 families who
retain the right of trading in it as a hereditary property.
Consequently the members of these families are called sacred
and are not allowed to be polluted by ever encountering
women or funeral processions when they are engaged in
making incisions in the trees in order to obtain the frankin-
cense. In this way the price of the commodity is increased
owing to scruples of religion.

(Pliny 12.54)

The Minaeans are also the only people to have composed a text
that refers to an event external to south Arabia. Its authors are the
merchants ‘Ammisadaq and Sa‘d, who thank their gods for bringing
them home safely from an expedition to Egypt despite ‘the hostilities
which Saba and Khawlan had engaged upon against their persons’ and
despite ‘the conflict which took place between the Medes (i.e. Persians)
and the Egyptians’ (M 247). This latter incident could refer to the
campaign of Artaxerxes in 343 BC or possibly to that of Cambyses in
525 BC, or else to some more minor skirmish that occurred between
the two powers. In lists recording payment for foreign women to be
admitted into Minaean society (M 392-98) there are thirty-two
mentions of Gaza, a city that enjoyed great prosperity and fame during
the Persian period (539-334 BC). One Minaean trader died in Egypt
and inscribed on his sarcophagus that ‘he imported myrrh and calamus
for the temples of the gods of Egypt’ (M 338). It is dated to the
twenty-second year of Ptolemy son of Ptolemy, which allows us to
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place it somewhere between 262 and 59 BC. Finally a Greek—Minaean
bilingual inscription from the island of Delos conveys the dedication
of an altar to “Wadd and the Minaean gods’, most likely executed
shortly after Delos’ transformation into a free port in 166 BC (M 349).
Though precision is as yet impossible, we can at least deduce from
all these texts that the Minaeans flourished between about 500 and
100 BC.

Qataban is mentioned for the first time in the aforementioned
inscription of Karib’il Watar (RES 3945), where it appears as an ally
of Saba. Some time later inscriptions speak of conflict between Saba
and Qataban. One, for example, is dated to ‘the time of the war which
was led by . . . the kings of Saba, Saba itself, and their allied tribes

.. against Yada“ab [king of Qataban}, Qataban and the progeny of
‘Amm [i.e. the Qatabanians} (RES 3858). It is also noticeable that at
some point the rulers of Qataban claim sovereignty over places
formerly under Sabaean influence, and indeed Qatabanian inscriptions
have been discovered in these places. The implication is that Qataban
was now, like Saba before it, pursuing an expansionist policy. Eratos-
thenes of Cyrene states that their ‘territory extends down to the straits
and the passage across the Arabian Gulf’ (cited by Strabo 16.4.2), but
says nothing about the Sabaean lands. Thus it would seem that by the
third century BC Qataban was challenging Saba’s dominant position
in south Arabia. And it is presumably to this period of expansion that
one should attribute many of the magnificent tombs found on the
slopes of Mount Hayd ibn ‘Aqil outside the capital Timna, housing
the exquisitely fashioned memorials of the great and good of the
city (Pl. 6). Our knowledge of Hadramawt is even scantier due to
a dearth of inscriptions, but its career would seem to be similar to that
of Qataban. It is likewise named as an ally of Saba in the time
of Karib’il Watar, and excavations at its capital give the impression
that it was prospering about the fourth to second centuries BC when
substantial fortifications and many secular and religious buildings
were constructed.

The first century BC seems to be a turning point in the history
of south Arabia, since the peoples located around the Sayhad desert,
who had dominated the region’s affairs up until this point, were now
gradually overtaken by the tribes of the highlands. One factor in this
transition was the establishment of a regular maritime link between
the Mediterranean world, Arabia and India. Frequent attempts had
been made to sail from Egypt to India with mixed success, but the
first to do it repeatedly and with the aid of, rather than in spite of, the
monsoon winds, was Eudoxus of Cyzicus, who accomplished three
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Plate 6 Alabaster female bust from the cemetery of Hayd ibn ‘Aqil outside

Timna, named Myriam by its discoverers, ¢.1st century AD, 36.5 X 18 cm
(AFSM).
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successful voyages between 117 and 109 BC. This traffic was greatly
boosted when Augustus incorporated Egypt into the Roman empire,
so that by the end of the first century BC Strabo could write:

Since the merchants of Alexandria are already sailing with
fleets by way of the Nile and of the Arabian Gulf as far as
India, these regions have become far better known to us of
today than to our predecessors. At any rate when Gallus was
prefect of Egypt, I accompanied him and ascended the Nile
as far as Syene and the frontiers of Ethiopia. I learned that as
many as one hundred and twenty vessels were sailing from
Myos Hormos [a Red Sea port on the Egyptian coast} to India,
whereas formerly, under the Ptolemies, only a very few
ventured to undertake the voyage and to carry on traffic in
Indian merchandise.

(2.5.12)

This meant that the future in south Arabia lay in ports, not in caravan
cities. Hadramawt realised this and established harbours at Qana (next
to modern Bir Ali) and Samhar (modern Khor Rori in south Oman).
A mid-first century AD author of a handbook on maritime trade gives
us the following information about the former harbour:

After Eudaimon Arabia {modern Aden} . . . is another port
of trade on the coast, Qana, belonging to the kingdom of
Eleazos, the frankincense-bearing land. . . . Above it inland

lies the metropolis of Shabwa, which is also the residence of
the king. All the frankincense grown in the land is brought
into Qana as if to a warehouse, by camel as well as by rafts
of a local type made of leather bags, and by boats. It also
carries on trade with the ports across the water {i.e. in India}
.. . and with its neighbour Persia. Its imports from Egypt are
wheat, a limited quantity, wine . . . Arab clothing . . . copper,
tin, coral, storax. . . . Also, for the king, [there is imported}
embossed silverware and money, rather large quantities, plus
horses and statuary and fine-quality clothing with no
adornment. It exports local wares, namely frankincense and
aloe; the rest of its exports are through its connections with
the other ports of trade.

(Periplus 27-28)

A second possible factor in the decline of the old south Arabian
caravan cities was Rome’s attempted invasion. The result of the battle
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of Actium in 31 BC, with its defeat of Cleopatra, was that the emperor
Augustus was in possession of Egypt and its Red Sea coast. It then
occurred to him to extend Roman domination over the whole of the
Red Sea, giving the empire control of all trade coming from India and
Arabia. His personal motive was probably to better Alexander the
Great, who had long fascinated him and who had once boasted to his
tutor, in vain, that he would conquer the incense-producing lands. To
this end Augustus dispatched in 26 BC the commander Aelius Gallus:

to explore the tribes and the places, not only in Arabia, but
also in Ethiopia, since Caesar saw that the Troglodyte country
which adjoins Egypt neighbours upon Arabia, and also that
the Arabian Gulf, which separates the Arabs from the
Troglodytes, is extremely narrow. Accordingly he conceived
the purpose of winning over the Arabs as a client nation or
of conquering them outright. Another consideration was the
report, which had prevailed from all time, that they were very
wealthy, and that they sold aromatics and the most valuable
stones for gold and silver, but never expended with outsiders
any part of what they received in exchange. For he hoped
either to enjoy the Arabs as his rich friends or to subjugate
them as his rich enemies.

(Strabo 16.4.22)

However, the Nabataean administrator Syllaeus, who ‘had promised
to be his guide on the march and to supply all needs and to cooperate
with him, acted treacherously in all things, and pointed out neither
a safe voyage along the coast nor a safe journey by land, misguiding
him through places that had no roads and by circuitous routes and
through regions destitute of everything’. This and the sickness of
many of his army meant that Gallus did not reach south Arabia until
24 BC. There he captured a number of cities and began the siege of
Marsiaba, ‘but for want of water desisted” and was obliged to retrace
his steps. He nevertheless claimed a victory for Augustus, and on his
return was able to report a number of discoveries, namely:

that the nomads live on milk and the flesh of wild animals;
that the rest of the tribes extract wine out of palm trees, as
the natives do in India, and get oil from sesame; that the
Himyarites are the most numerous tribe; that the Minaeans
have land that is fertile in palm groves and timber, and wealth
in flocks; that the Cerbanians [Qatabanians?} and Agraeans,
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and especially the Hadramites, excel as warriors; that the
Carraeans have the most extensive and most fertile agri-
cultural land; that the Sabaeans are the most wealthy, owing
to the fertility of their forests in producing scents, their gold
mines, their irrigated agricultural land and their production
of honey and wax. . .. The Arabs wear turbans or else go
with their hair unshorn; they shave their beards but wear
a moustache; others, however, leave the beard also unshaven.

(Pliny 6.161-62)

The Himyarites, described above as ‘the most numerous tribe’, had
their capital at Zafar in the fertile southern highlands (P1. 7), whence
led a road to the port of Muza (modern Mocha) at the northern end of
the straits of Bab al-Mandab, where Arabia almost touches Africa.
Already by the mid-first century AD they had achieved a prominent

Plate 7 A typical view of the highlands of Yemen (J. Leslie).
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position in the region, as is indicated by the aforementioned maritime
manual:

On the very last bay on the lefthand shore of this {the
Red] sea is Muza. . . . The whole place teems with Arabs
— shipowners or charterers and sailors — and is astir with
commercial activity. For they share in the trade across the
water {the African coast} and with Barygaza [on the Indian
coast}, using their own outfits. . . . Nine days further inland
is Zafar, the metropolis, residence of Karib'il, legitimate
king of the two nations, the Himyarites and the one lying
next to it, called the Sabaean. He is a friend of the emperors
thanks to continuous embassies and gifts. The port of trade
of Muza, though without a harbour, offers a good roadstead
for mooring because of the anchorages with sandy bottom all
around.

(Periplus 23-24)

The mention that Karib’il was king of two nations refers to the fact
that Saba was obliged, through straitened circumstances, to seek
a coalition with Himyar, forming the united monarchy of ‘Saba and
Dhu Raydan’. In the second century AD, however, the fortunes of
the Sabaean people revived somewhat and they began to campaign
vigorously against the Himyarites. During this period of renaissance,
which lasted about a century and a half, the temple of Almaqah
at Marib became once more an important religious centre and dedi-
cations were numerous, a new coinage was inaugurated, and the
magnificent palace of Ghumdan was built at the highland town of
San‘a, which had been elevated to the status of capital city alongside
Marib. But then at the end of the third century AD the Sabaean
dynasty seems simply to die out and we hear no more of Saba as an
independent power. The Minaeans had already lost their influence in
the course of the first century BC. Himyar and Hadramawt appro-
priated and divided up Qataban’s territories in the late second century
AD. Finally, in the late third century, King Shammar Yuharish of
Himyar conquered Hadramawt, which subsequently ceased to be a
major player on the political stage. The Himyarite era, an absolute
system of dating, now became commonly used throughout south
Arabia. And on an inscription dated 409 of the Himyarite era (AD
299) Shammar styled himself ‘king of Saba and of Dhu Raydan and
Hadramawt and Yamanat’ (YMN 13), reflecting the fact that south
Arabia had become a unified state for the first time.
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The glorious days when the caravan cities of the Sayhad desert
exercised a monopoly over the provisioning of aromatics had gone.
And as these cities became poorer, they were less and less able to
withstand the encroachments of Arab tribes to their north. From
the first century BC onwards Arabs are mentioned with increasing
frequency in inscriptions. Sometimes this will be in connection with
raids against them. Thus the highland tribe of Hashid in northwest
Yemen had once to make ‘war against some of the Arabs on the borders
of the tribe Hashid and in some of the lands of the Arabs, Arabs who
had acted wrongfully toward their lords, the kings of Saba, and
in some of the lands of the tribes of the king of Saba’ (Ja 561 bis). At
other times Arabs feature as auxiliaries in the armies of the settled
kingdoms, as when the Sabaean kings confronted a coalition com-
prising ‘Hadramawt and Qataban and Radman and Madhay and every
person and the Arabs who were with them’ (Ja 629). The settled states
were obliged to develop a policy for dealing with these tribes: singling
out certain chiefs for recognition as kings, taking hostages as guarantee
of good behaviour, conducting punitive raids in cases of violation of
agreements and so on. We see an example of Saba practising just such
a policy in an inscription in which two Sabaean kings give thanks to
the god Almaqah:

because he enabled them successfully to exact from Malik,
king of [the Arab tribe of} Kinda, the reparation which Malik
was required to make to Almaqah and the kings of Saba,
[namely the person of} Imru’ al-Qays son of ‘Awf, king of
Khasasa, by holding that Malik and the leaders of Kinda in
detention in Marib until they surrendered that young man
Imru’ al-Qays and gave as hostages from Kinda his {Malik’s}
child and the sons of the chiefs and leaders of Kinda, and
made [further} reparation to Almaqah and the kings of Saba
in horses, riding camels and transport camels.

(Ja 576)

And we also have evidence of diplomatic exchanges, such as the
mission of a personal assistant of the early third-century AD Sabaean
king Ilsharah Yahdib ‘to the kings of the north, namely al-Harith ibn
Ka'b, king of Asad, and Malik ibn Badd, king of Kinda and Madhhij
and some other Arabs’ (CIAS 2.33; cf. ZI 75: mission of Ilsharah to
‘kings of Ghassan, Nizar and Madhhij’).
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THE BYZANTINE/SASANIAN PERIOD
(¢. AD 240-630)

The kings of Himyar, now masters of all south Arabia, followed the
example of Saba and Hadramawt in extending their influence over
the Arab tribes, though ranging much further to the north than
their predecessors. An inscription dated to the year 470 (AD 360)
enumerates the military campaigns of certain Himyarite kings,
who advanced as far as Yabrin (an oasis in east Arabia), Jaww (modern
Yamama in northeast Arabia) and Kharj (central Arabia), clashing
with, among others, the tribes of Murad, Iyad, Ma‘add and ‘Abd
al-Qays, the latter two defeated at Siyyan (northeast of Mecca)
‘between the land of Nizar and the land of Ghassan’ (‘Abadan 1). An
inscription of the first half of the fifth century from central Arabia
relates how the ruler Abikarib As‘ad and his son Hassan Yuha'min
‘went and sojourned in the land of Ma'add on the occasion of the
establishment of certain of their tribes’ (Ry 509). Muslim sources also
describe an expedition of Abikarib As‘ad to the north, during which
‘he placed Hujr al-Kindi over the tribe of Ma‘add’ (Ibn Habib, Muh.
368; Isfahani 16.354). Evidently Himyar had appointed Hujr’s clan,
from the tribe of Kinda, to act as their deputies in central Arabia,
maintaining order among the Arab tribes in that area. This would
explain why Himyarite rulers subsequently adopted the additional
title of ‘kings . . . of their Arabs of the highlands and of the coast’ and
why Hujr felt justified in styling himself ‘king of Kinda’ in a south
Arabian graffito. The respective sons of these leaders then continued
this arrangement:

Among those who served the Himyarite king Hassan was
‘Amr son of Hujr al-Kindi, the chief of Kinda during his
time. When Hassan led an expedition against the Jadis
[in Yamama}l, he appointed ‘Amr as his deputy over certain
affairs. . . . ‘Amr son of Hujr was a man of sound judgement
and sagacity.

(Tabari 1.880-81)

And apparently their own sons after them followed suit: ‘He {the
son of Hassan Yuha’min} dispatched Harith son of ‘Amr son of Hujr
al-Kindi to Ma‘add and set him over them’ (Wahb ibn Munabbih
299). At this point the Byzantines began to woo the clan of Hujr, as
is recounted by a certain Nonnosus, who belonged to a Byzantine
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diplomatic dynasty. He tells us that his grandfather had been sent
to Harith son of ‘Amr son of Hujr al-Kindi by the emperor Anastasius
(491-518),? and both his father Abraham and himself were sent to
Qays, ‘a descendant of Harith’, in the time of Justinian (527-65).

Now Qays, to whom Nonnosus was sent, commanded
two of the most notable Arab tribes, Kinda and Ma‘add.
Before Nonnosus’ appointment his father, Abraham, had also
been sent on Justinian’s orders to this Qays and had made
a peace treaty, under the terms of which he took Qays’ son,
called Mu‘awiya (Mawuias), as hostage and carried him off
to Byzantium. Subsequently Nonnosus negotiated with two
aims: to bring Qays, if possible, to the emperor, and to reach
the king of the people of Axum {in Ethiopia}l, then Ella
Asbeha, and in addition to reach the Himyarites. . . . When
Abraham came on another legation to Qays, the lacter went
to Byzantium, dividing his own command between his
brothers ‘Amr and Yazid, while he personally received from
the emperor command of Palestine.

(Photius 3)

During their time as Himyar’s client kings, and briefly as Rome’s,
the chiefs of Kinda based themselves at Qaryat Dhat Kahl (modern
Qaryat al-Faw), 280 km northeast of Najran. This settlement lay on
the trade route connecting south Arabia with east Arabia and Iraq,
and it had already been used by the Minaeans around the third to
second centuries BC. Thereafter it became the capital of the Arab tribes
of Qahtan and Madhbhij, as is indicated by the gravestone of Mu‘awiya
ibn Rabi‘a, ‘king of Qahtan and Madhhij’. During their time and that
of Kinda it became an impressive town, comprising a market, palace,
temple, tombs and houses, and its notables were wealthy enough to
commission fine frescoes and grand statues and to import high-quality
objects of glass, metal and ivory (Pl. 8). At the height of their influence
Kinda felt confident enough to mint their own coins, stamping them
with the name of their patron god Kahl.

Around AD 300 the Himyarite king Shammar Yuhar‘ish sent an
envoy ‘to Malik son of Ka'b, king of {the tribe of} al-Azd, and from
there he {the envoy} undertook two further journeys, to Ctesiphon and
Seleucia, the two royal cities of Persia, and he reached the land of {the
tribe of} Tanukh {in southern Iraq} (Sharaf 31). A few decades later
there was an exchange of ambassadors and establishment of peace-
ful relations between Himyar and Ethiopia (Ir 28). And about the
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Plate 8 A nobleman of Qaryat al-Faw as portrayed on a fresco found in the
city (A. al-Ansary; see his Qaryar al-Faw, 136-37).

same time the Byzantine emperor Constantius (337-61) dispatched
ambassadors, accompanied by the missionary Theophilus the Indian,
to the ruler of the Himyarites, seeking permission to build churches
for the use of visiting Byzantine merchants and ‘of any others who
might incline towards Christianity’ (Philostorgius 3.4). Already by
this time, then, south Arabia was becoming involved in superpower
politics. This was to intensify dramatically in the early sixth century
when full-scale war broke out between Ethiopia and Himyar. Christian
writers portray these events in terms of religious oppression and
martyrdom. There is no suggestion in indigenous sources, however,
of persecution of Christians solely for their faith. The objection seems
rather to be bound up with politics, for extension of Christianity was
perceived as extension of Byzantine political influence, which was
opposed by pro-Persian parties and champions of Yemen’s indepen-
dence. A hint of future trouble came in the 470s when a priest named
Azqir was executed for active proselytisation in Najran. Then the
Byzantine merchant Cosmas Indicopleustes informs us that while he
was in the vicinity of Echiopia, ‘at the beginning of the reign of Justin
[518-271, emperor of the Romans, Ella Asbeha, then king of the
Axumites, was on the point of going to war against the Himyarites’

(2.50).
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The reason why they waged war between themselves was that
.. . when the aforementioned Roman merchants crossed over
from the lands of the Himyarites to enter those of the Indians
to trade there as usual, the king of the Himyarites, Dimnos,
learned about it, seized them, killed them and plundered all
their merchandise, saying: ‘this is because in the countries
of the Romans the Christians wickedly harass the Jews who
live in their countries and kill many of them. Therefore I
am putting these men to death.” In this way he used to kill
numerous merchants until many were seized by terror and
refused to come to the country, and the trade with the king-
dom of the Ethiopians ceased. . . . Because of this they came
to great enmity and declared war on each other. . . . Then they
fought a battle with each other and the king of the Ethiopians
was victorious over the king of the Himyarites. He took him
captive, killed him and plundered his kingdom.
(Pseudo-Dionysius 54—56; cf. Malalas 18.15;
Theophanes 223)

Ella Asbeha then installed over the south Arabians a Christian king.
However:

after some time the Himyarite Jews grew stronger. When
the Christian king whom the king of the Ethiopians had
established there died, they chose a king from among them-
selves over the people of the Himyarites [named Yusuf, Dhu
Nuwas in Muslim sources}. And in bitter wrath they slew
and destroyed all the Christian people there, men, women,
young people and little children, poor and rich.
(Pseudo-Dionysius 56)

This is to some extent borne out by a number of other Syriac docu-
ments and also by three contemporary south Arabian inscriptions:

He [king Yusuf} destroyed the church and massacred the
Ethiopians in Zafar, and waged war on [the pro-Ethiopian
tribes of} Ash‘ar, Rakb, Farasan and Mukha’. And he under-
took the war and siege of Najran and the fortification of the
chain [across the harbour at the straits} of Mandab. So he
mustered troops under his own command, and sent them [the
chiefs loyal to him} with an independent detachment. And
what the king successfully took in spoils in this campaign
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was 12,500 slain, 11,000 captives, and 290,000 camels, oxen
and sheep. This inscription was written by the lord Sharah’il
the Yazanid when he was taking precautionary measures
against Najran with the Hamdanid tribesmen, both towns-
folk and nomads (bgr wrb), and a striking force of Yazanites
and nomads of Kinda, Murad and Madhhij, while his brother
lords were with the king for defence on the sea from the
Ethiopians and were fortifying the chain of Mandab. All that
they have recorded in this inscription in the way of killings,
booty and precautionary measures was on a campaign, the
termination of which, when they turned homeward, was in
thirteen months [from its start}.

(Ja 1028, July 633/AD 523)

Then he [Yusuf} sent {an envoy} to Najran in order that
hostages might be exacted from them, otherwise he would
wage war against them [in earnest]. But there was no
surrender of hostages; on the contrary they {the Najranites}
committed criminal aggression on them {the Himyarites].
(Ry 507, July 633/AD 523; cf. Ry 508)

A moving account of these events from a Christian perspective
(portrayed as a martyrdom of innocent believers) is given by a certain
Harith (Arethas), who dates the calamity to November of the Seleucid
year 835/AD 523 (though at the end a scribe wrote 830, forgetting the
word ‘five’, unwittingly causing much debate among modern scholars
about the date of these events). A response from the Ethiopians to this
aggression was not long in coming:

He [Ella Asbeha}l collected a fleet of ships and an army
and came against them, and he conquered them in battle
and slew both the king and many of the Himyarites. He then
set up in his stead a Christian king, a Himyarite by birth, by
name Esimiphaeus?, and after ordaining that he should pay
tribute to the Ethiopians every year he returned to his home.
In this Ethiopian army many slaves and all who were readily
disposed to crime were quite unwilling to follow the king
back, but were left behind and remained there because of their
desire for the land of the Himyarites, for it is an extremely
good land. These fellows at a time not long after this, in com-
pany with certain others, rose against the king Esimiphaeus
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and put him in confinement in one of the fortresses there, and
established another king over the Himyarites, Abraha by
name. Now this Abraha was a Christian, but a slave of a
Roman citizen who was engaged in the business of shipping
in the city of Adulis in Ethiopia.

(Procopius 1.20; cf. Pseudo-Dionysius 68)

That imperial politics and matters of trade lay behind these conflicts
is clear from the subsequent Byzantine response:

At that time, when Ella Asbeha was reigning over the
Ethiopians and Esimiphaeus over the Himyarites, the emperor
Justinian sent an ambassador, Julianus, demanding that both
nations on account of their community of religion should
make common cause with the Romans in the war against the
Persians. For he purposed that the Ethiopians, by purchasing
silk from India and selling it among the Romans, might
themselves gain much money, while causing the Romans
to profit in only one way, namely, that they be no longer
compelled to pay over their money to their enemy. . . . As for
the Himyarites it was desired that they should establish Qays,
the fugitive, as chief over Ma‘add, and with a great army of
their own people and of the Ma‘add Saracens’ make an
invasion into the land of the Persians. This Qays was by birth
of chiefly rank and an exceptionally able warrior, but he had
killed one of the relatives of Esimiphaeus and was a fugitive
in a land utterly destitute of human habitation. So each king,
promising to put this demand into effect, dismissed the
ambassador, but neither one of them did the things agreed
upon by them. For it was impossible for the Ethiopians to
buy silk from the Indians, since the Persian merchants always
locate themselves at the very harbours where the Indian
ships first put in, as they inhabit the adjoining country and
are accustomed to buy the whole cargoes. And it seemed
to the Himyarites a difficult thing to cross a country which
was a desert and which extended so far that a long time was
required for the journey across it, and then to go against a
people much more warlike than themselves.

(Procopius 1.20)

Another source, apparently using a first-hand report, is more positive:
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When the Roman ambassador was brought in he knelt and
made obeisance, and the Ethiopian king ordered me [sic} to
arise and approach him. When he received the letter from the
Roman emperor he kissed the seal, and when he received
the gifts the emperor sent him he was amazed. Opening the
letter and reading it, through an interpreter, he discovered
that its contents were that he should arm himself against
Kawad {488-5311, the emperor of the Persians, and destroy
the territory bordering on his own. And in future he was no
longer to engage in commerce with him, but to carry on trade
through the country of the Himyarites he had subjugated,
then by way of the Nile to Alexandria in Egypt. Immediately
Ella Asbeha, the king of the Ethiopians, in the sight of the
Roman ambassador, declared war on the Persians. He sent out
ahead the Himyarite Saracens he had under him and attacked
Persian territory on behalf of the Romans.

(Malalas 18.56; cf. Theophanes 244-45)

The Abraha brought to power by insurrectionaries proved to be an
able ruler and was the last great monarch of south Arabia. He success-
fully fought off attempts by Ella Asbeha to oust him, though he
continued to send tribute to Ella Asbeha’s successor. By 658 (548 AD),
however, he felt able to assume the title of king and, according to
a lengthy inscription at the Marib dam (CIS 4.541), he received
embassies from no less than five neighbouring powers: the Ethiopians,
the Byzantines, the Persians, Mundhir of Lakhm, Harith ibn Jabala
of Ghassan and his kinsman Abikarib ibn Jabala.® He also managed
to quell a revolt by his appointee over Kinda, one Yazid ibn Kabasha,
‘whom he had appointed as deputy (£h/f#) over Kinda at a time when
it had no deputy’ (CIS 4.541). And in 552 he launched two campaigns,
one led by himself (often equated with the expedition of the elephant
alluded to in Quran 105) and the other by his Arab allies, in order to
assert his authority over central Arabia:

By the power of the Merciful One and His messiah, the king
Abraha . . . wrote this inscription when he had raided Ma‘add
in the spring razzia in the month of April when all the Banu
‘Amir had revolted. Now the king sent Abu Jabr with {the
tribes of} Kinda and ‘Ali and [he sent} Bishr son of Hisn with
[the tribes of} Sa'd and Murad. Kinda and ‘Ali were present
in the vanguard of the army against the Banu ‘Amir in the
valley of Dhu Markh, and Murad and Sa‘d in a valley on the
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Turaba route. And they slew and made captive the enemy
and took satisfactory booty. The king, on the other hand,
did battle at Haliban [west of modern Riyad} and the troops
of Ma‘add were defeated and forced to give hostages. After all
this ‘Amr son of Mundhir {of Lakhm} negotiated with Abraha
and agreed to give hostages to Abraha, for Mundhir had
invested him ['Amr} with the governorship over Ma‘add. So
Abraha returned from Haliban by the power of the Merciful
One . . . in the year 662.

(Ry 5006)

With an inscription of 669 (AD 559), the last dated south Arabian
text known, a long era of history comes to an end. Thereafter, so Arabic
sources tell us, the Ethiopian presence grew stronger and more
tyrannical, prompting the heroic and semi-legendary Sayf ibn Dhi
Yazan to seek outside help:

When the people of Yemen had long endured oppression,
Sayf ibn Dhi Yazan the Himyarite went . . . to Nu‘man ibn
Mundhir, who . . . took him with him and introduced him
to Khosro. . . . When Sayf ibn Dhi Yazan entered his presence
he fell to his knees and said: ‘O king, ravens [meaning the
Ethiopians} have taken possession of our country . . . and
I have come to you for help and that you may assume the
kingship of my country.” . . . So Khosro sent {to fight the
Ethiopians} those who were confined in his prisons to
the number of 800 men. He put in command of them a
man called Wahriz who was of mature age and of excellent
family and lineage. They set out in eight ships, two of which
foundered, so that only six reached the shores of Aden. Sayf
met Wahriz with all the people that he could muster, saying:
‘My foot is with your foot, we die or conquer together.’
‘Right!’ said Wahriz. Masruq ibn Abraha, the king of Yemen,
came out against him with his army. . . . Wahriz bent his bow
— the story goes that it was so tough that no one but he could
bend it — and ordered that his eyebrows be fastened back.
Then he shot Masruq and split the ruby in his forehead, and
the arrow pierced his head and came out at the back of his
neck. He fell off his mount and the Ethiopians gathered
round him. When the Persians fell upon them, they fled and
were killed as they bolted in all directions. Wahriz advanced
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to enter San‘a, and when he reached its gate he said that his

standard should never be lowered.
(Ibn Hisham 41-43; cf. Ibn Qutayba 1.149, from ‘the
books of the Persians’)

Sayf was made king on the understanding that he would remit taxes
to Khosro every year and Wahriz returned to Persia. However, Sayf
was stabbed to death by a group of Ethiopian servants and Khosro
dispatched Wahriz once more, this time to bring Yemen under direct
Persian rule. And so it remained until the early Muslim state took
charge.
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NORTH AND CENTRAL
ARABIA

THE IRON AGE (.1300-330 BC)

There were not equal opportunities for advancement for all the
inhabitants of Arabia. Monsoon rains in the south and abundant
groundwater in the east allowed agriculture to flourish there, whereas
in the north and centre this was only possible in a limited number of
locations, chiefly scattered oases. Easy moorings in the south and east
and a strategic setting favoured trade, whereas ‘to set a course along the
[west} coast of Arabia is altogether risky, since the region with its lack
of harbours offers poor anchorage, is foul with rocky stretches, cannot
be approached because of cliffs, and is fearsome in every respect’ (Periplus
20). Moreover the peoples of north Arabia were more prey to the whims
of the great powers than were those of the south and east. Thus the
polities of the Nabataeans, Characenes, Hatrans and Palmyrenes were
each in their turn abolished by Rome or Iran. This disparity in
opportunities and in potential for state formation is reflected in the
historical sources for Arabia. Whereas the kingdoms of Saba, Dilmun
and Magan achieve semi-legendary status in the writings of outsiders,
famed for their wealth and exoticism, the rest of Arabia is mostly
dismissed by outsiders as a wilderness and its inhabitants disdained for
their peripatetic and parasitic mode of existence:

Whenever Israel sowed seed, the Midianites would march
up with Amalek and the sons of the east. . . . They would
pitch camp on their territory and destroy the produce of the
country as far as Gaza. They left Israel nothing to live on, not
a sheep or an ox or a donkey . . . They entered the country to
pillage it.

(Judges 6.3-5)
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In Biblical texts this disparity is mapped genealogically. The sons
of Yoqtan son of Abraham (Qeturah) are Saba and Dedan, directors of
the incense trade, whereas the sons of Ishmael son of Abraham (by
Hagar) are ‘twelve princes according to their tribes’ who, like their
father, dwell in the desert. Isaiah (60.6—7) reports that ‘everyone in
Saba will come bringing gold and incense’ at the same time as he
speaks of ‘the flocks of Qedar’ and ‘the rams of Nabayoth’, the last two
both sons of Ishmael. Likewise Ezekiel (27.20—21) notes that ‘Arabia
and all the princes of Qedar were your customers; they paid in lambs,
rams and he-goats’. And in the same breath he states that ‘the
merchants of Saba and Raamah [Najran} traded with you; they
supplied you with the finest spices, precious stones and gold for
your merchandise’. In addition the disparity between the regions is
illustrated archaeologically. Whereas the vestiges of grand cities,
imposing temples, large funerary structures and finely crafted artefacts
have been discovered in south and east Arabia, there is little evidence
of substantial sedentary occupation in the north or centre before the
sojourn of the Babylonian monarch Nabonidus in Tayma (¢.552-543
BC), and it remains minimal until the establishment of the Nabataeans
towards the end of the millennium.

It is, however, the nomadic pastoralists of northern and central
Arabia who figure most in Israelite and Assyrian annals. This is
because they impinged more directly on the lives of these peoples than
did their distant cousins in the south and east of Arabia, and it is in
these sources that we first encounter the term ‘Arab’. The earliest
reliable reference is given in an inscription dated 853 BC of the
Assyrian king Shalmaneser 11T, who records a victory over a coalition
of Syrian and Palestinian leaders, alongside of whom fought a certain
‘Gindibu the Arab’ with a thousand camels (AR 1.611). Ostensibly
earlier, though edited much later, is the statement in the Bible that
to King Solomon (¢.970-931 BC) ‘all the Arab kings and the
provincial governors brought gold and silver’ (2 Chronicles 9.14).
Thereafter references to the Arabs in Assyrian and Biblical sources
become more frequent, usually in that tone of superiority so commonly
adopted by settled states towards the nomadic peoples on their
borders. Most often they record their subjection of various tribes: for
example the Israelite king Uzziah (781-740 BC) brings to submission
‘the Arabs living at Gurbaal’ (2 Chronicles 26.7), and the Assyrian
monarch Tiglath-Pileser 111 (744—727 BC) paraded in word and image
his trouncing of Shamsi (PL. 9):
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Plate 9 Assyrian relief showing Arab woman captured during
Tiglath-Pileser’s campaign against Shamsi (British Museum 118901).

As for Shamsi, queen of the Arabs, at mount Saqurri I
defeated 9400 of her people. Her entire camp: 1000 people,
30,000 camels, 20,000 cattle . . . 5000 bags of all kinds of
spices . . . pedestals of her gods, arms and staffs of her goddess
and her property I seized. And she, in order to save her life,
to the desert, an arid place, like a wild she-ass made off. The
rest of her possessions and her tents, her people’s safeguard,
within her camp I set on fire. And she, startled by my mighty
weapons, brought camels, she-camels with their young, to
Assyria to my presence. I installed an inspector over her and
10,000 soldiers.

(ITP 229)

The mention of aromatics in the list of booty taken by Tiglath-Pileser
gives us a clue as to why the Arabs suddenly enter upon the world
stage at this time. Evidently traffic in these products between south
Arabia and the Mediterranean world had begun and certain north
Arabian tribes were playing a major role in it. In turn this explains,
in part at least, the westward expansion of the Assyrian realm, a move
to control the northern termini of the trade routes, and also the
resistance of the Syrian and Palestinian principalities to this expansion.
The Assyrians proved too strong, however, and we hear of the kings
of Damascus, Samaria, Tyre and Zabibe, ‘queen of the Arabs’, paying
tribute to Tiglath-Pileser in 738 BC (ITP 69).
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In his actions and those of Sargon 11 (721705 BC) towards the Arabs
we can discern the outlines of a policy of integrating nomad groups
into the imperial system in border regions. This was important for
maintaining peace and security in these areas and for providing a
reserve of military manpower. Certain chiefs would be selected for
official appointments, usually with titles and remuneration attached.
For example one ‘Idibi’ilu the Arab’ was assigned to the ‘wardenship
of the entrance to Egypt’, implying duties of supervision and checking.
And a draft of a ‘king’s order’ to an official states explicitly: ‘give
Badi’ilu an appointment before you and let him pasture in the midst
of the land’, and mentions in the same sentence ‘these Arabs’ and
keeping ‘checkpoints in the desert as before’. Nomads were sometimes
settled in frontier areas, as was done by Sargon on the Palestine—Sinai
border, both for security and to undertake the transport of goods
between Assyria and Egypt. Both rulers also made attempts to bring
more tribes within the imperial orbit, namely ‘the distant Arabs
dwelling in the desert, who knew neither overseers nor officials and
had not brought their tribute to any king’.!

In the seventh century BC the Assyrians fought a long war against
a rebellious faction of Babylonians, in which the Qedarite Arabs took
the latter’s side, incurring punitive raids by Sennacherib (704-681
BC) and Assurbanipal (668—627 BC), the latter’s vengeance being
particularly severe:

Uaite son of Haza’el, king of Arabia, threw off the yoke of my
rule. . . . He incited the people of Arabia to revolt, raiding
again and again the kings of the west, the subject vassals
entrusted to me. Against him I sent my troops who were
within his territory, and they defeated him. The people of
Arabia (mdt aribi), inasmuch as they had rebelled with Uaite,
they overcame by force of arms. The steppe-houses, the tents
in which they lived, they kindled and set on fire. People of
both sexes, donkeys, camels, cattle and flocks without number
I brought to Assur. The area of my whole land, in its entirety,
they filled as far as it stretches. Camels like flocks I divided
up and shared out to the people of Assur. Within my land
one bought a camel at the market gate for a few pence. The
alewife obtained for one portion, the brewer for one jar, the
gardener for a bundle of cress, camels and people. The rest of
Arabia, which had fled before my weapons, Erra the strong
[god of plague and famine} overcame them. Famine broke
out among them so that they ate the flesh of their children to
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keep from starving. . .. The people in Arabia asked each
other: “Why has such a disaster befallen Arabia? It is because
we did not abide by the great oaths of Assur, we sinned
against the kindness of Assurbanipal, the king who pleases
the heart of Enlil.” To Uaite came misfortune so that he fled
alone into the land of Nabayoth.

(VAT 5600)

Assyria crushed the insurrection only to become embroiled in a
civil war which, together with incursions by the Medes, led to its
own demise in 609 BC. Now the kingdom of Babylonia came to
the fore once more. It produced two very famous monarchs in its brief
renaissance. Best known to us is Nebuchadnezzar (605—562 BC), archi-
tect of the wondrous hanging gardens and conqueror of Jerusalem,
who also sent military units ‘to the desert, where they plundered
extensively the possessions, animals and gods of the numerous
Arabs’ (ABC 101). More relevant to the history of Arabia, though,
is Nabonidus, who ‘took the road to [the north Arabian oasis towns
of} Tayma, Dedan, Fadak, Khaybar, Yadi, and as far as Yathrib, where
for ten years {¢.552-543 BC} I went about among them and did
not enter my city Babylon’ (Harran inscription H2A 1.24-26).
Documents concerned with this event relate that the king went there
as a conqueror, vanquished the king of Dedan, slew the ruler of Tayma
and erected a palace for himself in the latter oasis. They do not,
however, make clear his reasons for his relocation. He is known to
have been a fervent devotee of the moon god Sin, even demoting
Marduk, the principal deity of Babylon, in Sin’s favour, and may
have gone to Tayma to escape opposition at home and to promote
Sin abroad. Otherwise modern scholars look for more pragmatic
explanations, such as control of the lucrative trade passing through
north Arabia from the south or establishment of relations with poli-
ties near to Egypt, Babylon’s main rival, like the confederation of
Qedar.

From the ninth century onwards Assyrian rulers had on occasion to
rein in these ‘princes of Qedar’, as also did Nebuchadnezzar in 598.
Like the Midianites of the Bible these people were essentially nomadic
pastoralists, who ‘have no gates, no bars, who live in a remote place’
(Jeremiah 49.31), who lived in ‘tents’ (Canticles 1.5, Psalms 120.5),
who paid for their needs with ‘lambs, rams and he-goats’ (Ezekiel
27.21). And also like the Midianites certain Qedarite clans became
wealthy from their involvement in trading activities. The advent of
the Persians was propitious for Qedar and other Arab groups, since
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Plate 10 Silver bowl found at Tell el-Maskhuta near Ismailia in Egypt
dedicated by a king of Qedar to the goddess Lat, diameter 16.7 cm
(Brooklyn Museum of Art 545034).

‘they did not yield the obedience of slaves to the Persians, but were
united to them by friendship for having given Cambyses passage into
Egypt, which the Persians could not enter without the consent of the
Arabs’ (Herodotus 3.88). And by 400 BC we detect Qedar’s presence
as far west as the borders of Egypt, as is illustrated by a silver bowl
from that region bearing the Aramaic inscription: ‘that which Qaynu
son of Geshem, king of Qedar, brought in offering to the {goddess}
Allat’ (P1. 10).?
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THE GRECO-ROMAN/PARTHIAN
PERIOD (330 BC-AD 240)

Our documentation for Arabia, and for the north in particular,
becomes much better in this period. In the first place the rise of
Hellenistic and Roman rule was accompanied by the efflorescence
of Hellenistic and Roman science, which provides us for the first
time with detailed accounts of Arabia and its inhabitants. Imperialism
and scholarship often went hand in hand, would-be conquerors
launching fact-finding missions before embarking on their conquests.
Three comprehensive works survive: Strabo’s Geography (written and
revised 25 BC—-AD 23), Pliny the Elder’s Natural history (completed
AD 77) and Prolemy’s Geography (completed c.AD 150), all of which
incorporate eyewitness observations of contemporaries as well as earlier
reports. The first two follow the Hellenistic tradition of dividing
Arabia into ‘Felix’ (the Arabian peninsula)’ and ‘Deserta’ (mainly the
Syrian desert). Ptolemy, however, subdivides the latter to make room
for his ‘Arabia Petraea’ (‘rocky Arabia’), which for him stretched from
the lava-lands south of Damascus to the eastern delta of Egypt and
was roughly coterminous with the former kingdom of the Nabataeans.

In the second place many indigenous groups of north and central
Arabia began to find their own voice, making themselves known to
the historical record by inscribing on stone. These texts are either in
north Arabian dialects and various versions of the Arabian alphabet
(see chapter 8 below), or they are written in the Aramaic language and
script (often with Greek translation in the case of Palmyra). They are
mostly graffiti, personal testimonies, noting private thoughts, feelings
and daily activities, though a good number, especially the Aramaic
texts, are formal statements commemorating commercial or military
successes, the completion of a building or tomb, the dedication of a
statue, and so on. Here we will give a brief account of the most
important of these groups.

Weriters of north Arabian texts

Tribes of the Harra

In the basalt desert (harra) that stretches from southeast Syria across
northeast Jordan and into northern Saudi Arabia, and also in the sandy
deserts further east, there have been found some 20,000 graffiti written
in a north Arabian dialect. Because the first texts discovered by
Europeans were next to the Safa, the lava fields to the southeast of
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Damascus, modern scholars usually refer to the language as Safaitic.
Its users speak of their herding and pasturing of animals, particularly
camels, their raiding and hunting, their prayers and their sacrifices,
their sorrows and their loves, their hardships and their comforts, their
genealogies and tribal affiliation, and their summer and winter
migrations. Both the content and distribution of these texts make
it clear that their writers were nomadic pastoralists. But though they
lived apart from sedentary communities and chiefly concerned them-
selves with their own activities, they were aware of events in the wider
world. This might be via those who travelled abroad, for we have
Safaitic graffiti from very diverse locations (Dura Europos, Palmyra,
Hegra, Lebanon, Pompei), or from those who worked among settled
peoples (one text, for example, mentions ‘Aqrab son of Abgar, a
horseman in the military unit of the Amrat tribe’, MNA 64). If texts
are dated, it will often be by reference to some external event: ‘the year
of the revolt of the Nabataeans against the Romans’ (WH 2815), ‘the
year the Persians fought the Romans at Bosra’ (CIS 5.4448), ‘the year
the troops of Germanicus were at Naq'at’ (PAES 4C.653), ‘the year
Rabbel was made king’ (ISB 57). Though it is rarely possible to assign
a specific date to such references, they tell us that these tribes were
active during the time of Nabataean and Roman rule, though how
much before and after this is impossible to say.

Tribes of the Hisma

The sandy desert spanning modern southeast Jordan and northwest
Saudi Arabia is known as the Hisma. Its ancient inhabitants are known
only from the thousands of inscriptions they etched on the sandstone
mountains and rocks of their desert. Their language was a north
Arabian dialect, which we call Hismaic because of its provenance. Its
users speak of their genealogical and tribal affiliation, call attention
to their animal drawings, pray to be remembered, blessed, rewarded
or heard by their deities, express their feelings of happiness, sickness,
grief, love and desire, boast of their sexual conquests, record their
building or ownership of animal enclosures and other structures, and
describe hunting trips. Hismaic graffiti lack the dating formulae found
in Safaitic, but there are good reasons for thinking that their owners
were also contemporaries of Nabataean rule. Firstly Nabataean royal
names often feature as part of their own names, such as ‘Abd Haritat
and ‘Abd Obodat. Secondly they have recourse to much the same
deities as the Nabataeans: Allat, Kutba and especially Dushara. And
finally their writings occasionally exhibit features of Nabataean
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phonology and orthography. There is no evidence, however, for the
length of time over which these texts were written.

Oasis-dwellers

Among the far-flung oases of this region there are three that receive
attention from outsiders, namely Tayma, Dedan and Duma. Agri-
culture had long been practised at Tayma and it had been involved
in trade since at least the mid-eighth century BC. Its script, a version
of the Arabian type, may already have been in existence at this time,
for an eighth-century BC prince regent of Carchemish in northern Syria
claims knowledge of “Taimani writing’ (CHLI 1.131). Certainly many
graftiti have been found in or around Tayma, written in a north
Arabian dialect, but all are undated. One refers to ‘Nabonidus, king
of Babel’ (Askubi 169), so it was penned in the mid-sixth century, but
how much earlier or later the rest are we do not know. Most are brief
and offer little more than names, though a few tell us about local gods
and of conflicts with Dedan and neighbouring tribes, two of which —
Nabayoth and Massa — are mentioned in the Bible as sons of Ishmael
(WR T11, 13, 15-16; Genesis 25.13—14). In addition there have been
found some thirty Aramaic inscriptions. Most simply convey names
and dedications, but one, found in a sanctuary of Tayma along with
offering tables, cultic implements and a decorated stone pedestal, is
carved onto a stone tablet and records the installation in the oasis of
a deity named Salm of Hagam. Though the exact dating of these texts
is disputed, they probably belong to the Persian period when Aramaic
became a lingua franca of the Middle East.

In the sixth century BC the oasis of Dedan receives mention from
Biblical sources, which speak of its ‘caravans’ and merchandise
of ‘saddlecloths’ (Isaiah 21.13; Ezekiel 27.20), and also from the
account of Nabonidus’ activities, which include the slaying of a king
of Dedan’. Probably from the same period, if not the same person, is
the epitaph of ‘Kabir’il son of Mata”il, king of Dedan’ (JS Lih138).
Sometime later Dedan came under the domination of the ‘kings
of Lihyan’, a number of whom are named in inscriptions of the town
and its environs. We do not know precisely when this event occurred.
An upper limit is given by an inscription (JS Lih349) recording a
‘governor of Dedan’ (rather than of Lihyan), which evidently belongs
to the Persian period (539-334 BC), since the Persian term (phz) is
used. A lower limit is set by the annexation of Dedan by the
Nabataeans, which must have happened by 24 BC, when we know that
they were in control of nearby Hegra, and probably a lot earlier.
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Evidence of Ptolemaic influence on Lihyanite sculptural styles and the
presence of the name Talmay among Lihyanite rulers may mean that
the latter were contemporaries of the Ptolemies of Egypt (305-31 BC).
Furthermore we know that the Lihyanite kingdom was contemporary
with the Minaeans (¢.500-100 BC), whose texts mention a trading
colony at Dedan and also refer to Lihyan. All this together tells us that
the kingdom of Lihyan flourished for at least a century and a half
sometime between the fifth and first centuries BC.

As well as a few hundred graffiti, usually recording no more than
the person’s name, Lihyan left behind a good number of monumental
inscriptions, commemorating the construction of tombs and agri-
cultural installations and the dedication of stelae and statues (Pl.
11). The money to pay for this came from its involvement in the
aromatics trade between south Arabia and the Mediterranean and
Mesopotamian worlds. The exact nature of this involvement is not
clear, since the main agents would seem to have been the Minaeans,

Plate 11 Head of a Lihyanite sandstone statue from Dedan (A. al-Ansary).
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whose activities at Dedan are also attested by inscriptions. Possibly
Lihyan was simply a powerful tribe that moved in to impose taxes in
return for guaranteeing security. Otherwise it is possible that they
acted as allies of Egypt against the Nabataeans, allowing aromatics to
pass directly to Egypt via the Red Sea rather than going overland
through Nabataean territory. The consequent loss of profits would
then have been one of the reasons why the Nabataeans eventually
decided to extend their sway southwards over the oasis towns of Tayma
and Dedan and extirpate Lihyan. In any case the last disappear from
the historical record at this time and are only heard of again in Muslim
sources as a branch of the tribal confederation of Hudhayl, still in the
Hijaz area.

Duma (early Islamic Dumat al-Jandal, modern al-Jawf) lies at the
southern end of the Wadi Sirhan, which was an important route
connecting northern Arabia and southern Syria. It is mentioned in
Assyrian texts, under the name Adummatu, as the seat of the confed-
eration of Qedar and the base of their cult. This receives confirmation
from the inscriptions found in the vicinity, written in a similar
language and script to those of Tayma, which offer prayers to a number
of divinities. One requests ‘help in the matter of my love’ from Ruda,
Nuha and Atarsamain, all three known to the Assyrians as gods of
Qedar (WR J23; IA 53). None is dated, but they mostly likely belong
to the period of Qedar’s prosperity in the eighth to fifth centuries BC.
Thereafter we hear nothing of Duma until it fell into the hands of the
Nabataeans, whose presence there is known from a Nabataean
inscription of AD 44 .

Thamud

This is the name of a tribe or tribal confederation of northwest Arabia.
Sargon II (721-705 BC) boasts of having defeated them along with
other tribes, ‘the distant desert-dwelling Arabs’, and of having
resettled the survivors in Samaria (AR 2.17, 118). In classical times
we find them recorded in texts such as Pliny’s Natural history and
Ptolemy’s Geography, and some groups of them enrolled in the Roman
army. One such group constructed a temple at Rawwafa in northwest
Arabia and commemorated it with a bilingual Greek—Nabataean
inscription:

For the wellbeing of the rulers of the whole world . . . Marcus

Aurelius Anthoninus [AD 161-801 and Lucius Aurelius
Verus, who are the conquerors of the Armenians. This is the
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temple that was built by the tribal unit* of Thamud, the
leaders of their unit, so that it might be established by their
hands and be their place of veneration for ever . . . with the
support of Antistius Adventus the governor.

(BIA 10.55)

Later, in the fourth century AD, two military units drawn from
Thamud are recorded as serving in the Byzantine army, one in Palestine
and the other in Egypt (Notitia dignitatum Or. 28.17, 34.22).

According to Muslim historians Thamud was one of the ancient
Arab tribes who had perished in remote antiquity. The Quran relates
how they were destroyed by a ‘shout’, an earthquake or a thunderbolt,
for having rejected the prophet Salih, who had been sent to them by
God. And already Arab poets of the sixth century regarded Thamud
as a people that had vanished in times past (see chapter 8 below). This
then raises the question of whether we are talking about the same tribe
over this very long period of time. Possibly the original tribe died out
or dispersed at some point, but the name, on account of its antiquity,
was subsequently adopted by some new grouping.

Weriters of Aramaic/Greek texts

Around the fringes of the Syrian desert were found a number of polities
that have often been described as Arab both by Greco-Roman writers
and modern scholars. There are, for instance, the Nabataeans of Petra,
the Idumaeans of southern Palestine, the Ituraeans around Mount
Lebanon, the Emesenes of the Orontes valley, the Abgarids of Edessa,
the Praetavi of Sinjar (Pliny 5.86), the Characenes of lower Iraq and
the inhabitants of Hatra and Palmyra. In general there is not enough
evidence to confirm or refute their Arab character. However, the
position of these polities on the edge of the settled lands makes it
likely that their populations, even if originally of Arab origin, soon
became substantially assimilated to the prevailing Greco—Aramaean
culture and fell to some extent under the sway of either Rome or Iran.
Moreover, as urban societies, they would probably have perceived a
marked contrast between themselves and the peoples of the steppe.
Thus the inscriptions of Hatra distinguish between residents of Hatra
and inhabitants of the outlying areas (ITH 336, 343). And a Palmyrene
text honours Ogelos son of Makkaios in AD 199 ‘for his having served
well in many campaigns against the nomads and having provided
safety for the merchants and caravans’ (PAT 1378). Lastly, many of
these polities were centres of transit trade and so were open to a whole

69



NORTH AND CENTRAL ARABIA

host of influences; the religious life of Hatra, for example, is a wonder-
fully eclectic mix of Mesopotamian, Syrian, Arab and Greco-Roman
elements.

It is perhaps instructive to look at the career of the Emesenes. They
are first referred to in a letter of Cicero of 51 BC where he notes that
‘Tamblichus, a chief (phylarch) of the Arabs’, was likely to be well
disposed to Rome in the event of a Parthian invasion (Ad familiares
15.1.2). And with regard to the 40s BC Strabo speaks of Arethusa on
the Orontes as ‘belonging to Sampsikeramus and Iamblichus his son,
chiefs of the people (¢ethnos) of the Emesenes’ (15.2.10—11). By the first
century AD this tribe seems to have settled down at its capital of Emesa
(modern Homs), and its leading family has been recognised by Rome
as kings (a ‘king Shamashgeram’ appears on a Palmyrene text, Sy
12.139). Furthermore it has acquired Roman citizenship, as is shown
by the use of the name Julius in inscriptions (e.g. IGLS 5.2212: ‘Julius
Samsigeramus, son of Julius Alexio’, dated AD 79). But we know next
to nothing about the urban history of its capital or of the social
structure or culture of its subjects. Indeed we know very little about
any of these polities except for three — Petra, Palmyra and Hatra —
which became very famous and so deserve a mention here.

Nabataeans

Eratosthenes of Cyrene (¢.284-202 BC) records from his source,
who had travelled the length of the incense route from south Arabia
to Syria, that one passes in this journey through the lands ‘of the
Arab peoples’ such as the Nabataeans and Hegraeans (cited in Strabo
16.4.2). Whether the Nabataeans thought themselves to be Arabs,
however, we do not know for sure. They would seem to have moved
into the area around Petra (modern south Jordan) in the wake of the
demise of Qedar in the fourth century BC. Their nomadic roots are
clear from the account of Diodorus Siculus (¢.80—20 BC) whose chief
source was the historian Hieronymus of Cardia, a high-ranking official
in the court of Antigonus, one of the generals of Alexander the Great

(d. 323):

They live in the open air, claiming as native land a wilderness
that has neither rivers nor abundant springs from which it is
possible for a hostile army to obtain water. It is their custom
neither to plant grain, set out any fruit-bearing tree, use wine,
nor construct any house; and if anyone is found acting
contrary to this, death is his penalty. They follow this custom
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because they believe that those who possess these things
are, in order to retain the use of them, easily compelled
by the powerful to do their bidding. Some o