
arabia in late antiquity 61

 
 

ARABIA In LAte AntIQUItY: An oUtLIne oF tHe 
CULtURAL sItUAtIon In tHe PenInsULA At tHe tIMe 

oF MUHAMMAD*

Barbara Finster

The new pocket edition of K  A  C  Creswell’s “A short Account of 
early Muslim Architecture” revised by J  Allan in 1989, states in the 

* Note by the editors: This article is a translation, undertaken by Laurent Faasch-
Ibrahim, of Barbara Finster, “Arabien in der spätantike  ein Überblick über die kul-
turelle situation der Halbinsel in der Zeit von Muhammad,” Archäologischer Anzeiger 
(1996): 287–319  Although it was not possible to revise the article in order to update 
it to the current state of scholarship, it is included in this book because it provides a 
unique synthesis of research up until 1996 and therefore still remains a valuable guide 
to students and scholars looking for an authoritative survey of the field  In addition 
to the literature referred to in what follows, the following publications should now be 
consulted: G  R  D  King et al , “A report on the Abu Dhabi Islands Archaeological 
survey (1993–1994),” in Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 25 (1995), 
63–74; J  elders, “The lost churches of the Arabian Gulf: recent discoveries on the 
islands of sir Bani Yas and Marawah, Abu Dhabi emirate, United Arab emirates,” in 
Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 31 (2001), 47–57; s  A  al-Rashid, “The 
development of archaeology in saudi-Arabia,” in Proceedings of the Seminar for Ara-
bian Studies 35 (2005), 207–214; G  Brands, “Maria im Yemen? Anmerkungen zu 
einer spätantiken statuette in san’a’,” in Beiträge zur Vorderasiatischen Archäologie, 
edited by J -W  Meyer et al , Frankfurt 2001, 26ff ; Brands, G , “ein spätantikes Bron-
zegewicht im Yemen,” Archäologischer Anzeiger 1998, 483 ff —All figures were orig-
inally published in the German version of the article  All possible efforts have been 
made to contact the copyright holders and secure their permission to reproduce the 
illustrations  Please advise us of any errors or omissions so that they can be corrected  
The figures have originally been published in: W  C  Brice (ed ), An Historical Atlas of 
Islam, fig  14 and 15 (fig  1 and 2 below); J -F  Dalles (ed ), L’Arabie et ses Mers Bor-
dières, vol  1, 138 (fig  3 below); J  s  trimingham, Christianity Among the Arabs in 
Pre-Islamic Times, 269 and 121 (fig  4 and 5); D  t  Potts (ed ), Dilmun: New Studies 
in the Archaeology and Early History of Bahrain, fig  1 (fig  6a); D  t  Potts, Arabian 
Archaeology and Epigraphy 5 1 (1994), fig  1 (fig  6b); Aṭlāl 7 (1983), fig  17 (fig  7 and 
8); Archäologische Berichte aus dem Jemen 1 (1986), fig  66 (fig  14); J  A  Langfeldt, 
Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 3 (1992), fig  2, 4, 8, 9, and 5 (fig  15–18);  
V  Bernard and J  F  salles, Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies 21 (1991), 
fig  1 and 2 (fig  20 and 21); R  Ghirshman, The Island of Kharg, fig  12 (fig  22); Bagh-
dader Mitteilungen 8 (1976), fig  6 and 10 (fig  23 and 24); D  t  Potts, Arabian Archae-
ology and Epigraphy 5 1 (1994), fig  3 and 6 (fig  25); D  t  Potts, The Arabian Gulf in 
Antiquity, vol  2, fig  1 and 24 (fig  31 and 33); A  Grohmann, Arabien, fig  14 (fig  32)  
Photographs were taken by J  schmidt (fig  9–12 and 28), D  Rietz (fig  13),  
B  Grunewald (fig  19), J  Cramer (fig  30), and the author (fig  29)  Fig  26 and 27 are 
courtesy of the Matḥaf al-Waṭanī 
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introduction, as did the complete edition of 1932–1940 and the pocket 
edition of 1969, “Arabia, at the rise of Islam, does not appear to have 
possessed anything worthy of the name of architecture ”1 Although 
Allan does point out in a footnote that this statement was amended 
in a review of the pocket edition published in the Journal Kunst des 
Orients 9 (1973/74), it is only in G  King’s paper, “Creswell’s 
Appreciation of Arabian Architecture” in the journal Muqarnas 8, 
1991, that we find a more thorough discussion of this chapter  
Primarily, he refutes Creswell’s theory that only mud huts existed in 
Arabia and lists the various building materials and techniques 2 The 
influence of Creswell’s teaching is, however, so far-reaching and still 
shapes opinions to such a degree that it will be some time before the 
significance of the Arabian Peninsula as a cultural zone in pre-Islamic 
and Islamic times will be appreciated  We find this theory repeated 
in other areas of research, too, that it was only with the coming of 
Islam and “new” contacts to neighboring advanced civilizations that 
culture began to take hold in the Arabian Peninsula  According to 
this understanding, the Prophet Muhammad is seen as the bringer 
of culture, whose advent brought with it civilization and the new 
calendar  And that is how Arabic historiography would have us regard 
him 

In his work “society and the Holy in Late Antiquity,” P  Brown 
describes Muhammad as a typical example of the “holy man” in Late 
Antique society who presents himself as intermediary, as organizer 
and bearer of the divine,3 replacing the institution of the temple and 
thus introducing a new era in the history of religion  In this way 
Brown links the figure of Muhammad with the general history of Late 
Antiquity, thereby addressing the central task of leading the world 
of Muhammad out of its isolation 4 This applies to all aspects of its 
culture and society, language, literature, architecture, and fine and 
applied arts, to name but a few examples  The aim of this paper is to 
present a brief outline of the Arabian Peninsula as a cultural zone in 
the sixth and seventh century ce 

1 Creswell, Short Account, 11 
2 King, “Creswell’s Appreciation,” 94ff  Cf  Finster, “neuauflage ”
3 Brown, Society and the Holy, 103–104, 148ff 
4 new approaches may be found in noth, “Früher Islam”; shahid, “Pre-Islamic 

Arabia”; id , Fourth Century; id , Fifth Century  Cf  also the works of Uri Rubin, M  J  
Kister, and Y  D  nevo 
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About fifteen years of research have led to a genuine revolution, 
primarily in the fields of prehistory and classical history  In particular, 
mention should be made of the excavations in the Gulf states, Bahrain, 
and oman, which are described by D  t  Potts in his two books sum-
marizing the history of the “Arabian Gulf in Antiquity ”5 excavations 
and surveys in Yemen over the past fifteen years have revealed the 
country’s early history for the first time and allow us to guess some-
thing of the splendor of the temples in Marib, shabwa, etc  
supplementing these, there are the monumental “comprehensive sur-
veys” of saudi Arabia, partially published in the periodical Aṭlāl, and 
the journal Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy  taken as a whole, 
however, we are but at the beginnings of archeological research 

We know that prehistory can be traced back in some cases to about 
30,000 bce, we are aware of the Ubaid culture on the eastern coast 
and can see that highly advanced civilizations existed in Yemen 
around 700 bce, the last of which must have had a far longer history 
possibly extending back as far as the third millennium bce 6 During 
the Hellenistic period, centers of municipal life arose in Thāj on the 
eastern coast of the peninsula, in Gerrha in the northwest, in Dēdān 
(al-ʿUlā), in al-Ḥijr (Madāʾin Ṣāliḥ) as well as in many other port 
cities  The third century bce map of Ptolemy (cf  fig  2) shows that 
the Arabian Peninsula was filled with towns and cities, each connected 
to one another by trade routes 7 That both the north and south were 

5 Potts, Arabian Gulf, with a comprehensive bibliography  
6 still more ancient dates (such as 150,000 bce) have been given, above all for the 

fringes of the nafūd desert at Yabrīn, najd, Ḥāʾil und Wādī s-sirḥān, see ʿ Abdallāh H  
Maṣri, in Aṭlāl 1 (1977): 10–11; McClure, Arabian Peninsula; id , “Radiocarbon chro-
nology,” 755–756; id , in Potts (ed ), Araby the Blest, 9ff ; most recently (although 
caution is advised) nayeem, Prehistory; n  M  Whalen, W  P  Davis, and D  W  Pease, 
“early migrations,” 59ff ; Parr in Potts (ed ), Araby the Blest, 73ff ; Potts, Arabian Gulf, 
11ff , 93ff , 151ff ; toplyn et al , Wadi al-Jubah; de Maigret, Sabean Archaeological 
Complex; id , “Bronze Age Culture”; Wagner, “Bodenkundliche Untersuchungen ”—
note by the editors: In order not to overburden the bibliography, a number of articles 
have not been included in the bibliography and are referred to only in concise fashion, 
i e , by adducing the journal title and issue 

7 Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 197ff , 85ff , fig  14; id , “Thaj,” 86ff ; n  st  J  Groom, 
“Gerrha,” 97ff ; Potts, “History and Archaeology”; Parr in al-Ansary, Studies, vol  1, 
142ff ; P  J  Parr and Muhammad Gazdar in Aṭlāl 4 (1980): 110: “a preliminary com-
parison of the Zubayda pottery with that from other areas investigated     indicate 
many points of contacts”; Brice in Al-Ansary, Studies, vol  2, 177–178; schmitt-Korte, 
ibid ; naboodah, “Commercial Activity ”
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rich in precious metals is too well known to require mention,8 any 
more than the export of incense or the trade in goods imported from 
India which took place there 9 If only as a result of this trade, the 
peninsula always maintained connections with the known world and 
was well supplied with luxury goods (fig  3) 10 If we follow the litera-
ture, we can see civilization flourishing in various places throughout 
the peninsula and usually attested up to about the third to fourth 
century ce  At this point a gap appears, and with it the question of 
whether the cause is to be sought in a break in civilization or a void 
in research 

In the introduction to the first volume of the periodical al-Aṭlāl 
(1397/1977), the editor, ʿAbdallāh al-Maṣri, explains the cultural 
impoverishment of the Arabian Peninsula as having been caused by 
conflicts between the two great powers of Byzantium and the sasanian 
empire—or, more generally, by climate change 11 Unquestionably, a 
transformation can also be seen in the Mediterranean and syria, yet 
there it was precisely the urban centers that gained importance 12

8 J  Haster et al , “Ancient mining survey,” 115ff ; de Jesus et al , “Preliminary 
Report”; sprenger, Alte Geographie; Conrad et al , Antikes Kupfer; Weisgerber, 
“oman”; Hauptmann, 5000 Jahre; Robin, “Bergwerk,” 129ff 

9 Goods from India were traded mainly in Gerrha (see Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 
85ff ) and in Dabā, where there was also a trade in Chinese goods (Potts, ibid , 339; cf  
Potts et al , “Comprehensive Archeological survey”)  Müller identifies Gerrha with 
Hagarā, see v  Wissmann, Geschichte von Sabaʾ, vol  2, 29; see Potts, Arabian Gulf, 
vol  2, 89; Whitehouse and Williamson, “sasanian Maritime trade,” 30; M  speece in 
al-Ansary, Studies, vol  2, 167, with an extensive bibliography; Brice, ibid , 177ff , map 
180, 181; Casson in Fahd, L’ Arabie Préislamique, 187ff ; sidebotham, ibid , 195ff ; 
Müller, “Weihrauch ”

10 naboodah, “Commercial Activity,” 86ff  Qaryat al-Faw provides a good exam-
ple of luxury and wealth as found in everyday life, see the very limited publication of 
the excavations in Ansary (ed ), Qaryat al-Fau  The various artifacts from the naba-
tean and Parthian regions (ceramics, glass, jewelry, paintings and sculpture) are nei-
ther classified nor dated, see K  Parlasca in Fahd, L’Arabie Préislamique,, 286; see also 
J -F  Breton, Fouilles; as regards the excavations at Dūr see Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 
288: “The wide range of imported goods attests to the maintenance of commercial ties 
with other regions of the ancient world, such as the Indian subcontinent, Parthian 
Iran, southern Arabia, and the Roman West ” nabatean ceramics were exported to 
al-Ḥijr, Ḥāʾil, Dūma, Qaryat al-Faw (see K  H  schmitt-Korte in Al-Ansary, Studies, 
vol  2, 11) and Marib  There is a Byzantine weight in the Ṣanʿāʾ museum with a depic-
tion of the cross (I am indebted to G  Brands for the identification) 

11 Maṣri, Aṭlāl 1 (1977): 16; see Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 228, for a discussion of 
the theories concerning the decline of Gerrha and the eastern coast after the Parthian 
occupation  Graf sees the cause of decline as lying in late Roman colonial policy, see 
Fahd (ed ), L’Arabie Préislamique, 341ff 

12 Claude, Byzantinische Stadt 
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Religious Architecture

What is certain is that traditional temple worship largely disappeared  
The ascendant monotheistic religions sought no place in the old build-
ings  The middle cella of the Wadd temple in the Jabal Qaṭūṭa near 
Marib, for example, came to be used as a goat pen, and the courtyard 
of the Baʾrān temple near Marib was converted for agricultural use 13 
In Qaryat al-Faw, too, temple worship would appear to have ended 
in the fourth century 14 Did all culture come to an end at the same 
time? Archeological research has not yet allowed us to give any clear 
answer  In many places life went on, as for example in Marib where, 
despite the fact that the town walls were buried by sediments in the 
fifth and sixth century, the irrigation systems continued to function 
and a large new canal from Jufaina was constructed 15 Mābiyāt near 
al-ʿUlā and taimāʾ would also appear to have flourished further, as 
did port towns such as Qanaʾ and probably also ash-shiḥr 16 sūqs are 

13 The most recent votive offerings found in the Wadd temple in the Jabal Qaṭūṭa 
are baskets containing incense  According to information given verbally by Wagner, 
the court of the Baʾrān temple in Marib was flooded regularly during the late period, 
i e  it must have been put to agricultural use  The cella proper must, however, have 
been sited on higher ground than the field and may therefore have continued to be in 
use  see also Müller in Al-Ansary, Studies, vol  2, 26: “The multitude of the celestial 
deities was replaced by raḥmanān, the lord of heaven and earth, and the old temples 
became desolated since the rulers confessed monotheism ” The question is whether a 
new type of temple came into prominence at this time, a cubic, enclosed temple, such 
as is reported to have existed in Maʾīn, Yeḥā, and the Ḥaḍramawt, see footnote 45 
below  The temples in the Ḥaḍramawt, built on the uppermost layers of sediment can 
hardly be as ancient as has been asserted by the Russian archeologists, see Breton, 
“Religious Architecture,” 5ff ; Breton et al , “Wādī Ḥaḍramaut,” 20ff ; sedov /Baṭāyiʿ, 
“temples,” 183ff 

14 Qaryat al-Faw: Ansary, Qaryat al-Fau, 42–43; apparently the objects all date 
from the fourth century (with some exceptions?); see Zarins et al , “najran/Ukhdud 
survey,” 32 

15 Wagner, “oasenablagerungen,” 42–43; see W  W  Müller (in Al-Ansary, Studies, 
vol  2, 129): “The last building inscription from the fifth century, dated in the year 614 
H  e  = 499 A  D  reports on the erection of a stately house in Maʾrib showing thus 
that the prosperity of the town had not yet passed away ” Marib must have prospered 
during the sixth century, as the ethiopian governor Abraha ordered the dam there to 
be restored (as attested by the famous inscription)  It would appear likely that the as 
yet unexamined site at Dār as-saudāʾ dates from the sixth century, as well as a similar 
building at the southern oasis; see J  schmidt in Archäologische Berichte aus dem 
Yemen 3, 60ff 

16 “taymā remained a large and prosperous town during Byzantine and early 
Islamic period,” Bawden et al , “tayma,” 73 and 92; cf  Gilmore et al , “excavations at 
al-Mabiyat,” 109ff ; talhi et al , “second season,” 58ff  Rabaḍa is also said to have been 
a flourishing town 
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known to have existed in Dūmat al-Jandal, Mushaqqar, and Ṣuhār. 
In Dabā in the southeast of the Arabian Peninsula, people from Sind, 
India, and China met with traders from the Western world. Sharja 
and Athār in the Tihama were apparently only founded in about 500 
ce. Hajar was one of eight towns newly established in the Gulf region 
by Ardashīr in the third century ce.17 Najrān experienced a revival 
as a center of pilgrimage and the town expanded to the outside, mainly 
northeastwards (fig. 7, 8).18 Evidence from the areas in the Yamāma 
around Kharg, Wādī Dawāsir, Laila, and al-Aflāj shows that settle-
ment was continuous from 200 to 600 ce;19 the same is true of Midyān 
(Maghāʾir Shuʿaib) according to P. J. Parr, and according to G. King 
of Rabaḍa (to the east of Medina), too, as well as various sites on the 
Red Sea, such as al-Jar, al-Khuraiba/ʿAinūna, and al-Hauraʾ.20 In 
Oman, the so-called Ṣamad culture can be shown to have existed 
since 630 ce,21 whilst we have no information about other places 
(such as Thāj or Gerrha).22 By contrast, the problem has received 
hardly any attention in Saudi Arabia, where we find only isolated 
indications of cultural continuity. Why is this?

In this case the answer is presumably, that neither a Jewish Christian 
culture nor a monotheistic era in the broadest sense is seen as being 
a suitable subject for research. Old divinities were certainly wor-
shipped in the Ḥijāz, the goddess Allāt in Ṭāʾif for example. But was 
her cult not already dying and vanishing? Does the description of the 

17 According to Ḥamza al-Iṣfahānī, Ardashīr founded eleven towns, some of which 
were re-foundations of existing towns, and eight of which lay on the Gulf or in 
Khūzistān (Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol. 2, 339; cf. D. Whitehouse/Williamson, “Sasanian 
Maritime Trade.” 32; Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol. 2, 233; J. Zarins and Hamad al-Badr, 
“Southern Tihama Plain,” 69; cf. id., “Southern Tihama Plain II,” 54f.; cf. Dheifullah 
Talhi et al., “Second Season,” 67.

18 See Zarins et al., “Southwestern Province,” 27; Zarins et al., “Najran/Ukhdud 
Survey,” 25 and 32; Shahid, “Byzantium”; id., “Najrān”; Ryckmans, “Al-Ukhdūd,” 
69ff. Ẓafār and Qanaʾ appear to have experienced a revival, too.

19 According to Zarins et al., “Central Province,” 27 and 33, important towns can 
be shown to have existed here until the fourth century, but also during the Islamic 
period; “... the ceramic association in the Aflāj Basin provide a broad date range of 
perhaps the first century BC to the sixth century ad.”

20 P. J. Parr in al-Ansary, Studies, vol. 1, 43; King, “Creswell’s Appreciation,” n. 34.
21 Yule et al., “Samad in Oman,” 70ff.
22 Potts in Boucharlat and Salles (eds.), Arabie Orientale, 102–103. It remains an 

open question whether Thāj was in fact abandoned in the fourth century. For Rashīd 
ibn Qais ibn Shihāb al-Yashkurī writing in the sixth century stated: “I have built in 
Thaj a castle of stone ... built in it are some of the blocks quarried for it by Iram” (Potts, 
Arabian Gulf, vol. 2, 34; see note 73 below).
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destruction of her temple and image not best fit the facts, especially 
if it is reported that just a single priest or cult functionary was there 
to defend them?23

Various forms of Christianity ranging from Monophysitism and 
Nestorianism to Orthodoxy can be shown to have spread throughout 
the Arabian Peninsula in the years following the Council of Chalcedon.24 
Thus we find the Southwest of the peninsula with the offshore islands 
to have been dominated first by Judaism and then by Christianity. 
The Tihāma and its adjacent massifs (e.g. Waṣāb) were Christian, 
raising the question of whether the place names containing “DAIR,” 
found to the north of Hudaida, cannot be understood as indicating 
monastic foundations? According to the history of the church com-
piled by Theodoros Lector before 550, Christians were to be found 
all along the coast as well as on the Farāsān Islands (fig. 4). Their 
church must have had a corresponding organization, in other words 
there must have been an archpriest, an archdeacon, archsubdeacon, 
and the laity.25

Amongst the Christian tribes were the Ashʿār and the residents of 
Mukhā belonging to the Farāsān, a branch of the Taghlib. Nestorians 
were mainly to be found on the East coast and the Persian Gulf. 
Numerous tribes adhered to some form of Christianity, including the 
Banū Asʿad ibn ʿAbd al-ʿUzzā, a clan of the Quraish, the Kalb, Ṭayy, 
Tamīm and ʿIbād, the Banū ʿUdhra (fig. 5), and the ʿIjl in the Yamāma 
and the area between Ḥīra and Baṣra,26 as well as members of the 

23 Fahd, Panthéon, 119ff., 163ff., 173–174; it may be assumed that before convert-
ing to Christianity the inhabitants of Najrān worshipped al-ʿUzzā in a palm-tree 
(Fahd, ibid., 32). Reading the reports, it may be concluded that some of the forms of 
worship described were no longer relevant at the time of Muḥammad. See Atallah, 
Idoles, 19–20, for an account of the destruction of the shrine of ʿUzzā by Khālid ibn 
al-Walīd. However, according to Toufic Fahd, these accounts follow the pattern of 
Christian hagiographies. If it had been the case that an entire tribe had identified with 
an existing cult, then it would not have been possible to destroy the shrine.

24 Ryckmans, “Christianisme en Arabie”; id., Persécution; cf. his contribution to 
al-Ansary, Studies, vol. 1, 57; Müller “Himyar”; Shahid, Fourth Century, above all 
chapters IX and XI; id., Fifth Century, 521ff.; Trimingham, Christianity, who expresses 
doubts about Christianity in the Ḥijāz, as does Beeston concerning Christianity in 
pre-Islamic Yemen (in Chelhod, Arabie du Sud, vol. 1, 259); Robin, “Judaisme et 
Christianisme,” 85ff.

25 Shahid, “Byzantium,” 40. For the monasteries in the southwestern Arabian Pen-
insula see id., Fifth Century, 294ff., 357ff., 529); id., Martyrs of Najran, 38–39; Potts, 
Arabian Gulf, vol. 2, 246; Robin, “Arabie Antique,” 147ff.; al-Ḥubaishī, Tārīkh, 88.

26 Trimingham, Christianity, 120, 259, 267ff., 276, 278–279, 280, 283; Potts, Ara-
bian Gulf, vol. 2, 226, 243, 245; Shahid, Fifth Century, 359, 519ff., 524ff., 530.
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Kinda and taghlib (fig  4)  There were also Christians amongst the 
Banū shaibān in al-Hajar 27 The Banū Judham’s Christian faith is 
attested by the graffiti crosses around Kilwa in the northwestern  
peninsula  According to Irfan shahid, monks could be found near 
Medina in the Wādī l-Qurā 28 This means that the northwest and 
northeast of the Arabian Peninsula as well as the center were inhabited 
by Christian tribes  The issue is not how orthodox or pious these 
Christians were  We ought not to forget that so-called paganism was 
still very much alive in rural and even urban Greece and spain around 
the same time 29 Judaism also featured strongly, in particular in the 
northwest  According to s  trimingham, there existed a corridor of 
Jewish culture extending from Midyān via Wādī l-Qurā as far as 
Yathrib, with centers in Fadak, taimāʾ, Khaibar, and Yathrib (cf   
fig  1) 30

oman in the southeastern corner also had a metropolitan see at 
al-Mazūn with a corresponding Christian community (from 424–676) 
(fig  6) 31 The ʿAbd al-Qais in the oases of eastern Arabia and along 
the Bahrain and Qaṭīf coast were Christians, as were the Bakr ibn 
Wāʾil in the Yamāma and on the island of Bahrain, and the Ḥanīfa 
ibn Lujaim in the Yamāma, close to Hajar, Dārīn, and Mashmāhīj  
Ṭālūn, al-Ḥaṭṭa, and Hajar were said to have been nestorian 
bishoprics 32

27 trimingham, Christianity, 283; Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 243  It is probable 
that Christianity spread from al-Ḥīra; McCullough, Short History, 179 

28 Gilmore et al , “northern Regions survey,” 19, pl  19; also shahid, Fifth Century, 
526, 529; For the monasteries in the Wādī l-Qurā close to Medina, Dair Hisma, Dair 
Damdam, and Dair saʿd see shahid, Fifth Century, 526, 529; trimingham, Christian-
ity, Christinaity, 259; Qaṣr ar-Raḍum in taimāʿ is described by euting as Qaṣr ad-
Dair, see Abu Duruk, Introduction, 27 

29 McCullough, Short History, 56; M  Whitby in salamon, Later Roman Empire, 
111ff  The same question arises with regard to the Moslems; how orthodox are they? 
see Langfeldt in Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy (5): 59, n  44; nevo and Koren, 
“Muslim Descriptions,” 39–40  Generally, speaking Christianity, too, was more wide-
spread in towns than in rural areas, although this was not true for egypt 

30 trimingham, Christianity, 283; concerning Christianity there see ibid , 248ff ; 
for an opposing view see shahid, Fifth Century, 294–295 

31 Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 203; see ibid , 253, 296, 333, 338; trimingham, Chris-
tianity, 282 

32 trimingham, Christianity, 282–283; for Bēth Qaṭrāyé (Qaṭar) cf  Potts, Arabian 
Gulf, vol  2, 242–243, 346; in the fifth and sixth centuries, the nestorian bishops of the 
Gulf were dependent on the church center in Fars, see Frye in Potts (ed ), Dilmun, 
169; Beaucamp and Robin, ibid , 171ff ; Fiey, Communautés, 209ff 
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Fig  5  Arabic tribes in northwestern Arabia 
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Fig  6a and b  Bishop’s sees in the Persian Gulf 
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It is not intended to discuss the various branches of Christianity 
here  What is important is that organized Christianity, or indeed 
Judaism, impresses itself on a civilization to produce a culture encom-
passing all areas of artistic life: architecture, fine arts, i e  pictorial 
and sculptural art, book and manuscript arts, and applied arts 33 The 
church building and its furnishings were, however, in part determined 
by the Christian sect a community belonged to 

our knowledge of church architecture in southwestern Arabia, i e  
in the Yemen, is derived solely from literature  The churches of najrān 
and of Ẓafār, and the church of Abraha in Ṣanʿāʾ all gained fame, 
having either been built or restored in the first and second quarter 
of the sixth century 34 According to the Vita Gregentii, there were 
three churches in najrān—the Church of the Ascension of Christ, 
the Church of the Holy Martyrs and the Glorious Arethas, and a 
Church of the Holy Mother of God 35 Apart from these, there were 
one or more monasteries whose duty it was to give board and lodging 
to pilgrims 36 At the center of the pilgrimages was the famous Kaʿba 
of najrān, built by the Ḥārith ibn Kaʿb clan and which may possibly 
have been identical with the Martyry of Arethas, which must have 
been constructed around 520 37 This appears probable, given that the 
worship of saints was associated with ancestor cults, which seem to 
have been the basis of most sacred places  As such, not only tombs 
but churches, too, offered the right of sanctuary 38 Yāqūt writes that 
the Kaʿba was a qubba, or domed building, close by the river 
nuhairdān 39 The house and garden of Arethas may possibly have 
been there 40 According to Yāqūt, feasts were celebrated outside the 

33 For monasteries as centers of book and manuscript arts see McCullough, Short 
History, 75; see also Khoury in Fahd (ed ), Arabie Préislamique, 10 

34 Müller, “Himyar,” 317; for earlier church foundations in Ẓafār and ʿAden, see 
ibid , 307; shahid, Byzantium, 35ff ; Robin, “Arabie Antique,” 148–149 

35 Müller, “Himyar,” 317; shahid, “Byzantium,” 38, 40 
36 shahid, “Byzantium,” 74–75 
37 shahid, “Byzantium,” 70 
38 Yāqūt, najrān: shahid, “Byzantium,” 74; the right of asylum or sanctuary was 

always associated with shrines and important churches, as for example in the case of 
the cathedral in Aksum, see Wenger, “Asylrecht”; Littmann et al , Deutsche Aksum-
Expedition, 45 

39 According to al-Iṣfahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, xII, 7; cf  shahid, “Byzantium,” 72; 
shahid, Martyrs of Najrān, 60 

40 “It was built near Arethas’ house in a place which had earlier been a most mar-
velous garden or orchard ” on the other hand, Maḥyā was done to death beneath a 
tamarisk tree opposite the residence of Arethas near the north Gate of najrān, see 
shahid, “Byzantium,” 41, 72 
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walls of the monasteries with singing, flowers, and much drinking  
According to the description given by Bakrī, the Kaʿba of najrān was 
rectangular and accessible via a staircase 41 Ibn al-Kalbī reports that 
the Kaʿba was surmounted by a dome made of hides, whose construc-
tion could be explained with reference to the example of the dome 
at Debra Damo in ethiopia 42 The dome there is painted with figures 
of saints gazing down from the “heavens ” The walls are said to have 
been covered with mosaics and the ceiling with gold, which would 
rather seem to indicate a gilded coffered ceiling 43 The altar would 
have been covered with precious cloth  Al-ʿUmarī wrote that “they 
made their gods out of gold and silver,” by which he was presumably 
referring to the figures of the saints to be seen on the mosaics (?) on 
the walls 44 It cannot be said whether the cubic building was three-
aisled and correspondingly flat-roofed (similar for instance to the 
temple at Yeḥā/ethiopia later converted to a church) or whether it 
was a domed building on a square plan  The word kaʿba refers to a 
cubic architectural body 45 The church’s facade is said to have been 
clad with marble panels, or with marble incrustations such as those 
of the famous Ghumdān palace in Ṣanʿāʾ  This type of architectural 
ornamentation had a long tradition in Yemen 

The original church burned down by Dhū nuwās probably lay 
within the walls of the town  According to the descriptions given by 
Christian sources, it was regarded as the most beautiful of the churches 
there 46 Irfan shahid believes that it is identical with the bishop’s 
church  J  Ryckmans is probably correct in identifying it with the 
four-sided building near the east–west axis (fig  7) 47 There may have 
been a monastery here, too, and there certainly must have been a 
baptistery in najrān as well as a residence for the bishop and living 
quarters for the priests  The church of the Holy Mother of God is 
said to have been situated in the area of the stadium, that is to say, 
outside the walled town 48 It is possible that the term stadium is a 
reference to a hippodrome, as it could be found in all important towns 

41 al-Bakrī, Muʿjam, 603–604; shahid, “Byzantium,” 70–71 
42 B  Finster and J  schmidt in nebes (ed ), Arabia Felix, 67ff 
43 al-ʿUmarī, Masālik, 358; Ryckmans, “Al-Ukhdūd,” 58; see Zarins, “najran/Ukh-

dud survey,” 26–27 
44 Ibid ; it is unlikely that sculpture was to be found in this place at that time 
45 Finster, “Cubical Yemeni mosques ”
46 shahid, Byzantium, 41, 69; Zarins et al , “najran/Ukhdud survey,” 26–27 
47 Ryckmans, “Al-Ukhdūd,” 48 
48 shahid, Byzantium, 40 
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in the Mediterranean world  The mosque of ʿAbdallāh presumably 
also indicates a former Christian place of worship 49

Ẓafār had three churches, too, one of which is reported as having 
been dedicated to the trinity 50 one church, which is said to have 
existed at the west gate, is possibly identical with the massive ruined 
wall still visible there today  There must also have been a very large 
church on one of the hills to the east, described by residents today 
as maʿbad 

The Church of Abraha in Ṣanʿāʾ, al-Qalīs, is evidently a special case  
Its appearance according to tradition is described by al-Azraqī 51 Its 
architecture must have been amongst the most monumental to be 
found throughout the Arabian Peninsula  With a ground plan based 
on a rectangle about 160 by 40 ells, a domed choir, transept, and a 
nave which was presumably divided into three aisles by arcade walls, 
its dimensions bear comparison with Hagios Demetrios in saloniki 
or the Justinian Church of the nativity in Bethlehem 52 The furnish-
ings were equally splendid and included marble incrustations, mosa-
ics, wood inlays, vessels, and lamps of silver, barrier panels covered 
in silver plate, and a minbar inlaid with ebony  The church was also 
influenced by ethiopian architecture apparently, although craftsmen 
from the Byzantine area assisted in its construction, for instance with 
the marble cladding and mosaics  even the measurements repeat those 
of the Aksum Cathedral; ethiopian elements are reflected in the con-
struction of the walls and ceilings etc 53 The church was built on a 
raised platform in a courtyard enclosed by walls and lay in a district 
dedicated especially to churches and pilgrimage traffic in what was 
then the south of Ṣanʿāʾ  In addition to this monumental structure 
there seem to have been other churches in Ṣanʿāʾ, the remains of some 
still visible in the tenth century 54 spoils from these churches can be 
found in the Great Mosque in Ṣanʿāʾ today: a door in the qibla-wall 
similar in design to the pattern of syrian-Christian doors; capitals 

49 Claude, Byzantinische Stadt, 77; the shrine of ʿAbdallāh ibn Thamir, “whom the 
tradition considers one of the first Christian converts in najrān,” Ryckmans, op  cit , 
56 

50 Müller, “Himyar,” 317; shahid, Byzantium, 43ff 
51 B  Finster and J  schmidt in nebes (ed ), Arabia Felix, 67ff ; serjeant and Lew-

cock, Ṣanʿāʾ, 67ff 
52 B  Finster and J  schmidt in nebes (ed ), Arabia Felix, 77 
53 Ibid , 76 
54 ar-Rāzī, Tārīkh, 32; a church by the southern city-gate in Ṣanʿāʾ which may not 

be identical with the church of Abraha, ibid , 79; serjeant/ Lewcock, Ṣanʿāʾ, 44 
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Fig  7  najrān 
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Fig  9 and 10  Ṣanʿāʾ, Great Mosque, capitals 

Fig  11 and 12  Ṣanʿāʾ, Great Mosque, capitals 
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that clearly reflect Byzantine style, i e , foliate capitals that have their 
counterparts in the Cathedral of Aksum; round columns covered with 
climbing vines that obviously also participate in the Aksumite cultural 
sphere (fig  9–12) 55

According to the literature, there were three churches in Qanaʾ as 
well, today’s Ḥuṣn al-Ghurāb on the south coast of the peninsula—a 
Church of the Ascension of the savior, a Church of John the Baptist 
and a Church of the Apostle Thomas 56 Churches are also said to have 
stood at no longer (or not yet) identifiable sites in Ataphe and Legmia 57 
Further churches are attested for the Yemen, one close to Ibb or 
Baʿdān, one in Mukhā, on the Farāsān Islands as well as one in Marib  
The ancient foundations of the fourth century included churches in 
Ẓafār, Hormuzd, and ʿAden 58 We do not know the ground plans of 
these buildings, and influences from syrian church architecture can-
not be ruled out 59 It is also possible that some late sixth century 
churches followed the ground plan of the church in Ṣanʿāʾ 

The mosque of Gargīs and sargīs in tarīm in the Ḥaḍramawt can 
probably also be identified with a former church; tradition at least 
has it that this was once a Christian place of worship 60

A list of provinces given in the Pseudo-Moses of Khorene, written 
around 737, describes not only al-Mazūn as having been a church 
province (oman)—as mentioned above—but also Hajar, Pīṭ Ardashīr 
(Ḥaṭṭa or al-Qaṭīf), Dēr (Dairīn), and Mashmāhij (Bahrain)  A letter 
from the patriarch Īshōʿyahb from the middle of the seventh century 

55 Ibid , fig  18, 34, 20, 27–29; cf  Baghdader Mitteilungen 9 (1978), pl  76b; 58–62, 
63b, 65–68  A similar arrangement can be seen on an eight-paneled stone door, which 
is certain to have been fashioned to represent a wooden door (clad with bronze 
plates?)  The lowest panels exhibit double blind arcades, the others mostly rosettes or 
cross symbols, see Petsopoulos, East Christian Art; cf  also n  99 below 

56 Müller, “Himyar”; shahid, “Byzantium,” 47ff  It is possible that a Christian cha-
pel has been discovered, see sedov, “new archaeological material,” 112; Drewes, “esA 
dictionary project,” 27ff 

57 Müller, “Himyar”; shahid, Byzantium 
58 Müller, “Himyar”; the sculptural relief of Mary with the child Christ referred to 

here is from near Ibb, see note 97 below 
59 Müller, “Himyar,” 307–308, who assumes that Christianization proceeded from 

syria 
60 serjeant in Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 19 (1957): 

574–575; see shahid, “Byzantium,” 84, n  186: “Hadramaut was the most important 
Christian center in south Arabia ”
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tells us that there were monasteries in tālūn and oman, in addition 
to the diocesan buildings 61

Besides the magnificent large buildings there were also smaller 
churches in the rural areas, such as northeastern Zabid in Waṣāb 
province  The tārīkh Waṣāb, compiled in the fourteenth century, 
describes the region and its capital ʿArkaba in pre-Islamic times as 
having been Christian, although just as many Jews must have lived 
in the area 62 The latter only emigrated twenty years ago 

All the mosques in Waṣāb belong to the type of closed cubic build-
ings with flat roofs  some show a deviant orientation, interpreted by 
local residents as being “in the direction of Jerusalem ”63 It may be 
assumed that these simple buildings, whose type had already been 
employed in temple architecture, once also served as churches or 
synagogues  support for this theory comes from the tradition of ceil-
ing decoration still alive in Waṣābi mosques today  Here we find 
patterns showing the cross inside a nimbus or a wreath (fig  13); 
various star patterns used in early Christian art as symbols of the 
cross; and platted ribbon patterns of the type used extensively in 
Coptic church ornamentation together with rosettes and which have 
survived in nubian and ethiopian churches 64 Although sadly subject 
to recent heavy restoration, the mosque in al-ʿāsida is unusual in 
having a broad space (10 45 x 5 85 m) divided into three aisles by 
two rows of four columns each  The miḥrāb niche has the appearance 
of having been built onto the north wall 

As has been mentioned elsewhere, the Kaʿba of Mecca, regarded 
as Bait Allāh both in Muhammad’s time and today, may be seen as 
part of this series of buildings 65 evidently the Kaʿba was to a certain 
extent a requisite element in Christian worship  evidence of this 
comes from the image once on the southeastern pier showing Mary 
with the Child on her lap and surrounded by angels  This type of 

61 Fiey, Communautés, 209ff ; Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 256, 338; Beaucamp and 
Robin in Potts (ed ), Dilmun, 171ff 

62 see note 25 above; see Klein-Franke, “Juden im Jemen,” 256ff 
63 For example in Waḥsh 
64 Compare with the Church of Mary in Dabra Ṣeyon (Gerster, Kirchen im Fels, 

fig  46) where the decoration combines all the traditional motifs  The church is said 
to date from “after the seventh century”; cf  P  o  scholz in scholz and stempel (ed ), 
Nubia 

65 Finster, “Cubical Yemeni mosques”; Gardet, “Allāh,” 406ff : “Christians as well 
may have venerated the Kaʿba, towards which some reportedly used to pray”; Rubin, 
“Ḥanīfiyya,” 109 with n  111 
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Fig  14  tamur, mosque 

Fig  15  Jubail, church 
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image was widespread in the sixth century and can be found in paint-
ings, frescoes, weaving, and ivories throughout the Christian 
Mediterranean 66

Apart from this image, there was also a depiction of Abraham, 
shown conflated with Hubal and carrying oracular arrows in one 
hand  There is no obvious iconographic prototype for this form of 
representation 67 Hubal is also to be found in the nabatean pantheon 
and is described by toufic Fahd as having been one-armed 68 In a 

66 Fahd, Panthéon, 203ff ; al-Azraqī, Akhbār, 110ff ; Ibn Hishām, Sīra, vol  2, 822; 
al-Wāqidī, Maghāzī, 834; al-Masʿūdī, Murūj, vol  4, 126; Weitzmann, Age, no  476–
478; it is noteworthy that there was evidently no cross depicted in the Kaʿba 

67 Hubal next to Allāt, al-ʿUzzā in Madāʾin sāliḥ: cf  J  Healey in Aṭlāl 2 (1986), 
115 

68 Fahd, Panthéon, 95ff , 98, 101; id , “Hubal ” evidently the portrayal of Hubal in 
the Kaʿba had different features; otherwise he could not have been confused with 
Abraham  It may be that the image was similar to that of a holy man bearing a scroll 
in his hand and that this was interpreted as representing oracular arrows such as can 
be seen for example in the fifth/sixth century egyptian portrait of a holy man in 
Weitzmann, Age, fig  496; see Rubin, “Ḥanīfiyya,” 103: “The Pre-Islamic deity of the 
Kaʿba was Hubal  He was the one and only statue situated inside the Kaʿba  The rituals 

Fig  16 and 17  Jubail, church 
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manuscript painting Abraham is shown as a figure in antique drap-
ery 69 This amalgamation of different figures is typical for the syncre-
tistic nature of a religion which has yet to gain acceptance 

The temples described as bait may all have resembled the Kaʿba, 
those declared explicitly to have been a kaʿba (such as the shrines of 
Dhū l-Khalaṣa in tabāla and al-Buṣṣ) certainly did 70

Another cube-shaped mosque, existing today in tamur in the 
Baʿdān area of Yemen, appears to have been built as a place of wor-
ship in the sixth/seventh century (fig  14) 71 The roof of stone joists 
and slabs is archaic and the frieze on the north and south walls has 
an archaic appearance, too  strangely, the eastern side of the structure 
was left open, apparently only being enclosed when the building was 
remodeled as a mosque in the eleventh century  The extremely primi-

performed in front of this statue contained typical Abrahamic elements, circumcision 
in particular ”

69 Weitzmann, Studies, fig  3; Abraham sacrifices Isaac, seventh century fresco in 
the monastery of st  Catherine on the sinai Peninsular, Forsyth and Weitzmann, 
Sinai, fig  169 

70 Fahd, Panthéon, 203ff, 62–63, 165; as regards the concept of bait, ibid 
71 Cf , Finster, “Moschee von tamūr,” 213ff 

Fig  18  Jubail, church      Fig  19  Ṣanʿāʾ, al-Matḥaf al-Waṭanī, weight 
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tive capitals can really only be seen as rudimentary and indicate a 
date in the sixth or seventh century 72

As has been mentioned, the east coast of the peninsula was 
Christianized by nestorians and belonged to the sasanian sphere of 
influence, both in terms of church history and art  The church build-
ings accordingly ought to be seen within the context of Mesopotamian 
architecture  Unfortunately, the results of the excavation of a church 
at Jubail done by Arab archeologists in the 1980s have not yet been 
published and presumably never will be  It is only thanks to employees 
of the ARAMCo oil company that we have a report and pictures (fig  
15) 73 According to the description given by J  A  Langfeldt, the church 
had a rectangular ground plan with an eastern termination he describes 
as having been divided into three chambers  each of the three cham-
bers measured approximately 4–5 m²  Before these lay a “court” of 
close to 15–20 m² which must be understood as having been the nave 
proper  Whether the space was subdivided into three aisles by piers 
or columns cannot be determined  The adobe walls were covered with 
gypsum plaster  From the west and the south entrances led to the 
interior  The sanctuary contained a slightly raised podium which the 
author construes as having been a bema (approximately 1 50 m in 
width and about 15 cm from today’s ground level) (fig  16)  Three 
smooth round columns or shafts which must have supported an arch 
were set on each side against the north and south walls  The eastern 
termination proper was probably a domed apse on a rectangular 
ground plan, like the one in the church at northern Quṣair in Iraq 74 
The haunch at the base of the arch was decorated with a frieze of 
scrolling vines with smooth s-shaped stalks, its loops filled with simple 
leaf and flower shapes (fig  17)  The only furnishings to be found in 
the church were four crosses (ca  28–30 cm in height) on the western 
wall facing the court (fig  18) 75 In the absence of an excavation report 
no accurate date can be given  J  A  Langfeldt tentatively dates it to 
the fifth/ sixth century 

72 Ibid , pl  82 
73 Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 333–334; cf  J  A  Langfeldt, “early Christian monu-

ments,” 32ff 
74 Baghdader Mitteilungen 8 (1976), fig  6–9; the church at Jubail can best be com-

pared to Church V at al-Ḥīra, whereby the appearance of their respective vaulting 
remains an open question, see de Villard, Chiese della Mesopotamia, fig  32; Rice, 
“excavations,” fig  5 

75 Langfeldt, “early Christian monuments,” fig  5–9; Robin, “Arabie Antique,”  
fig  41 
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The arrangement of the smooth columns supporting the arch is 
reminiscent of similar constructions in the early Umayyad palace at 
Kharāna and in sarvistān, recently recognized as likewise being an 
Umayyad building 76 A date in the sixth century could nevertheless 
be quite possible 77 Funerary stelae found surrounding the church at 
Jubail bear witness of a Christian community 78 A second church has 
evidently been found near Thāj as well as a large Christian cemetery 
at al-Ḥinna 79 J  A  Langfeldt rightly draws the conclusion that the 
city of Thāj cannot have been completely deserted during that 
period 

The possible appearance of Christian religious buildings in this 
region may be seen from the churches at Failaka/Bahrain at al-Quṣūr, 

76 Langfeldt, “early Christian monuments,” fig  4, 7; Urice, Qaṣr Kharāna, fig  81  
At Qaṣr Kharāna, the importance of space is shown by the apsidal vaulting on a rect-
angular ground plan, see Bier, Sarvistan  

77 The scrollwork is comparable to similar representations from al-Ḥīra and may 
also indicate a later date, Rice, “Arabie Antique,” fig  5 

78 Langfeldt, “early Christian monuments,” fig  4, 7 
79 Ibid , fig  4 9 

 Fig  21  Quṣūr, church 



barbara finster90

Fi
g 

 2
2 

 Q
uṣ

ūr
, m

on
as

te
ry

 o
n 

th
e 

is
la

nd
 K

ha
rj

 



arabia in late antiquity 91

Fi
g 

 2
3a

 a
nd

 b
  Q

u ṣ
ūr

, c
hu

rc
h 



barbara finster92

or the monastery on the island of Kharj from the fifth to the sixth 
century  The church at al-Quṣūr (fig  20) was an elaborate complex 
measuring 35 m by 19 m and situated to the east of a large square or 
courtyard (?) 80 The stone walls have survived up to a height of 4 m  
The building consists of a preceding narthex, the three aisled nave 
measuring 19 m by 5 60 m, and the choir, which is led up to by three 
steps  Three portals at the west end afford access to the narthex, one 
to the north and one to the south  Three doors lead from the narthex 
into the church interior, the middle of which is wider than the other 
two and could be locked  Access from the central nave to the north 
aisle is provided by three doorways, whilst two doorways open onto 
the south aisle  The aisles are thus completely separated from the 
nave  Three alcoves at the eastern end of each aisle are arranged so 
that they appear to form the shape of a cross on the ground plan  The 
relics of a saint were found beneath the walls of an adjacent south 
chapel  Remains of stucco and a cross at the northeast corner of the 
south chapel indicate the presence of a martyry 81 two lockable doors 
in the choir lead to the so-called pastophoria, smaller rooms used for 
the storage of the sacraments  The eastern part of the choir has been 
partially destroyed 

The only decorations or furnishings found were two stucco crosses 
(60 cm and 80 cm in height), one of which is shown mounted on a 
stepped pedestal and surrounded by ornamentation (fig  18) 82 The 
ground plan can be compared with that of the monastery church on 
Kharj Island (fig  22)83 and with those of the churches at northern 
Quṣair near ʿAin at-tamr in Iraq (fig  23a and b) 84 This church can 
probably be identified as the monastery at Gamre founded by Mar 
ʿAbda the Younger, or as nuqaira 85 The eastern termination of these 
churches is straight, the vaulting of the apse being concealed from 
the outside  The square-based dome is followed by an emphatically 
long nave, flanked by narrow aisles  Both structure and proportions 
are evidently characteristic for the nestorian (?) form of worship  The 

80 V  Bernard et al , “L’ église d’ al-Qousur,” 145–146; Bernard and salles, “Dis-
covery,” 7ff 

81 Bernard et al , “L’ église d’ al-Qousur,” 155 
82 Ibid , fig  15, 17 
83 Ghirshman, Arts Asiatiques 6, 107ff ; id , Island of Kharg, 21–22, fig  12–14 
84 Baghdader Mitteilungen 8 (1976), fig  7 
85 trimingham, Christianity, 177 
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buildings exhibit no further decoration 86 The ground plan of the 
church in Raḥalīya (fig  24) shows it to have had a domed choir, a 
three-aisled nave, and an adjacent chapel with southern termination 87 
It was built of mud bricks and faced with gypsum plaster; no traces 
of ornamentation could be discovered here either 

The common characteristic of these buildings is their sole decora-
tion, the cross on a stepped pedestal  We know this type of cross from 
the pre-Islamic Muqātil palace near Kerbela, where it appears engraved 
on a stucco panel 88 The second panel, which was later destroyed by 
Muslim residents, still shows the remains of a trefoil assembly, sur-
mounted by a circle containing a cross 89 Further, metal and 

86 For the church at Ḥakh, see de Villard, Chiese della Mesopotamia, fig  40; 
according to Potts it can be ascribed to nestorians or those close to them, see n  90 
below 

87 Baghdader Mitteilungen 8 (1976), fig  13, 14 
88 Unpublished excavation of 1974  
89 Baghdader Mitteilungen 8 (1976), fig  35, pl  47 

Fig  24  Raḥalīya, church              Fig  25a and b  Jabal Berri,  
               crosses 
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 mother-of-pearl crosses have been found at Jabal Berri on the east 
coast of the Arabian Peninsula (fig  25a and b) 90

Judging by its furnishings of marble incrustations, mosaics, inlaid 
wood, silverwork, and other works of toreutic art,91 the Church of 
Abraha in Ṣanʿāʾ would appear to have belonged to the tradition of 
urban Byzantine art  It was characterized by mosaics with golden 
backgrounds showing the Cross of Constantine (?) flanked by two 
other crosses and surrounded by scrolling vines and stars 92 We do 
not know whether the Kaʿba in Mecca was already clad with marble 
panels at that time  The first reports we have are of the furnishings 
ordered by Ibn az-Zubair 93

An important part of the church furnishings was probably provided 
by stone panels with relief carvings depicting scrolled vines, peacocks, 
and canthari; the last of which represented the fountain of life and 
(together with scrolled vines and peacocks) was predominant in the 
iconography of sixth century Christian art in the Mediterranean 
region 94 This is indicated by a fragment from Marib, now in the Ṣanʿāʾ 
museum (fig  26)  The front of this limestone block shows a framed 
image field containing two stylized peacocks facing one another and 
flanking a large bunch of grapes in the center; the block may once 
have been part of an ambo or a bema  At the corners of the same 
block, long rectangular acroteria bearing stylized canthari extend up 
from the image field 95 These images are also surrounded by frames  
The acroteria at the corners are connected by a simple tooth-patterned 
band running above the lower image field  Canthari can also be found 
on the sides of the acroteria, whereas the sides of the lower part of 
the block are smooth, having originally been internal to the masonry  
similarly stylized peacocks can be seen on an eighth-century sar-

90 Potts, “nestorian Crosses,” 61ff  fig  2–7; for depictions of the cross in the Hagia 
sophia see Weitzmann, Studies, fig  9; for depictions of the cross in a framed image 
field to be found on the walls of the church of the monastery of st  Catherine, see 
Forsyth/Weitzmann, Sinai, fig  10; see also for the crosses at Khaur, Ṣīr Banī Yās, King 
et al , “Abu Dhabi Islands,” 69 –70, fig  3  4 

91 Finster and schmidt in nebes (ed ), Arabia Felix, 72–73 
92 Ibid ; serjeant and Lewcock, Ṣanʿāʾ, 45; King et al , “Abu Dhabi Islands,” 37ff 
93 al-Azraqī, Akhbār, 110ff ; ibid , 141, 202ff , 144; Ibn Hishām, Sīra, vol  2, 822; 

al-Wāqidī, Maghāzī, 834; al-Masʿūdī, Murūj, vol  5, 192; see Finster, “neuauflage,” 
94–95 

94 Costa, Pre-Islamic Antiquities, cat  76; Radt, Katalog, pl  15, 43b; tindel, “Zafar 
Museum,” 111, with bibliography 

95 Corpus des Inscriptions et Antiquités Sud-Arabes: A compilation of stylised forms 
of cantharus, vol  1, Al-matḥaf al-waṭanī Ṣanʿāʾ (Louvain, 1977), 147 
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cophagus from Istria, where the birds are evidently pecking at the 
berries, whilst the sixth-century chair of Maximian in Ravenna dis-
plays the same motif at the height of its development 96 Accordingly 
a date in the sixth century can be established for the Marib block, 
which is possibly from the church there 

The only sculpture which has survived is the figure now in the 
museum in Ṣanʿāʾ, of a woman holding a child, presumably Mary 
with the infant Jesus (fig  27)  The highly stylized parallel folds of the 
woman’s cloak and her elongated, oval face are reminiscent of nubian 
or perhaps ethiopian art  Comparison shows, however, that this is 
an original interpretation of Mary with the infant Jesus without sty-
listic or iconographic parallels in either country  Both sculptures and 
relief carving had been highly esteemed in Yemen since very early 
times, e  g  in funerary art, so that it seems likely that this artistically 
very simple figure is of local provenance 97 Although art from the 

96 see effenberger / severin, Museum, fig  37  The motif of peacocks pecking at a 
grape is found on a sarcophagus from Istria (eighth century), ibid , no  116; for an 
ambo in the tris ekklesias church on Paros (seventh century), where however the 
peacocks are grouped around a cross, see Jakobs, Ambone, pl  71; further sixth- and 
seventh-century examples at pp  131–132 

97 al-Matḥaf al-Waṭanī Ṣanʿāʾ, no  1803, width 10 cm, height 24 cm, from Dār al-
Gaz near Ibb, limestone coated with plaster  The figure is portrayed in a strictly fron-
tal sitting position, the simply indicated features of her oval face peering out from the 
palla’s mass of highly stylized folds: almond-shaped eyes, the lower eyelid just indi-
cated; a long straight sloping nose with broad sides; a wide, closed mouth  either the 
forehead is enclosed by a cloth in parallel folds as a maphorion, or else the hair can 

Fig  26  Ṣanʿāʾ, al-Matḥaf al-Waṭanī, relief 
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be seen looking out from under a cloak pulled over the head  since the folds of the 
maphorion in other representations are also usually shown stylized, a headscarf seems 
probable here as well  The woman is holding the child half on her lap, supporting his 
back with her left hand whilst her right hand (now missing) once clasped his legs  As 
it emerges from the cloak, her lower right arm can be seen to be clad in thin material 
(see Mary on an ivory panel of the Adoration of the Magi, Weitzmann, Age, fig  476)  
The child’s face is turned towards the viewer, whilst his hands are both stretching 
towards his mother’s right breast  Both head and upper torso apparently lay on a 
cloth  The child’s facial features are no longer recognizable  The woman’s statuesque 
breadth is striking, and further emphasized by her wide cloak  Her oval face and broad 
neck, adorned with a necklace, rise from the folds of an undergarment, probably a 
chiton with arms  The drapery folds form a semi-circle above her feet, which can be 
seen peeping out and clad in pointed shoes  The rear view shows the drapery of her 
cloak falling in parallel folds, similar to those familiar from earlier Yemenite funerary 
sculpture  Although simple even to the point of being primitive, it cannot be denied 
that the figure displays a certain majesty —The debt owed to the archetypical Isis 
lactans and Maria lactans is evident  The figure has no direct prototype, however, for 
unlike Isis lactans the figure is shown fully clothed and is not offering the child the 
breast  All that remains from the standard representation is the posture of the child, 
which is comparable with that of the child found with the figure of a woman said to 
have originated in Palestine (fourth/fifth century, see Weitzmann, Age, fig  69)  There 
the woman is shown sitting upright with exposed torso; with her right hand she is 
offering the child her breast, whilst supporting the half-sitting infant with her left 
hand  The child’s face is turned to face the observer full on and his left arm is raised 
towards his mother’s breast  Most representations of Mary show her with her head 

Fig  27  Ṣanʿāʾ, al-Matḥaf al-Waṭanī, woman (Mary?) with child 
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transitional period has in fact been preserved in Yemen, it has unfor-
tunately not been studied yet  Items are to be found not only in Ẓafār 
but also in Ḥuṣn al-ʿUrr, Ṣirḥa, Dhamār, and elsewhere 98

In addition to the round columns densely ornamented with scroll-
ing vines in Ṣanʿāʾ’s Great Mosque, examples of sixth-century Yemeni 
art can be seen in the pilasters in the mosque of shibām Kawkabān 
and in the Ṣanʿāʾ Museum (fig  28)  The stylized acanthus capitals of 
the round columns are in the ethiopian or Aksumite style, allowing 

slightly inclined, whereas the emphasis here is on the frontality of the enthroned 
woman  on the other hand, typical representations of Mary enthroned usually show 
her holding a seated child on her lap and in an equally front facing position —It would 
be unusual for a figure of Mary to display a string of pearls such as this one, with 
triangular elements hanging down  one can, however, find examples showing Mary 
wearing a garment with a decorative border at her neck, which might in this case have 
been reinterpreted as a necklace; compare with the stela showing Maria lactans, whose 
face might be compared with that of Mary on the relief in the Ṣanʿāʾ Museum, Zaloscer, 
Kunst, fig  62; for a necklace with pendant triangles see the statuette of a woman from 
Ḍalāʿ in the Corpus des Inscriptions, vol  2, 306  Both the type and the representation 
of the Ṣanʿāʾ Museum relief indicate a date in the fifth/sixth century  This figure of a 
woman is far removed from its classical and Late Antique precedents, unlike similar 
representations, which are, however, usually painted or, like the “young woman” for-
merly known as Isis lactans in the Bode-Museum Berlin, engraved on limestone —The 
question of whether this figure can be recognized as being that of Mary with the Infant 
Jesus, has to be answered in the affirmative  no other such portrayal of a woman is 
known to exist in the iconography of the Yemen, including that of funerary sculp-
ture 

98 see n  129 below 

Fig  28  shibām/Kawkabān, Great Mosque 
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them to be dated to the period of ethiopian rule 99 Whether these 
columns should be regarded as belonging to religious art remains 
open, but it appears very probable given the existence of acanthus 
capitals in the Great Mosque bearing the sign of the cross (fig  9) 

one of the artistic highlights of this tradition of scrolling vine 
decoration is a square limestone panel in the Ẓafār museum, possibly 
originating from one of the town’s churches (fig  29)  The framed 
image field is filled with scrolling vines, whose branches form a sym-
metrical central composition  Rather than following a realistic pattern 
of growth, the ornamentation makes use of vegetational elements to 
represent a shape, showing its proximity to early Islamic art  It was 
probably created in the sixth/seventh century  The capitals in the 
Great Mosque of Ṣanʿāʾ on the other hand appear to show the influ-
ence of Justinian architectural sculpture, shown most clearly by the 
capitals with stylized palmette motifs (cf  fig  11 and 12) 100

The columns now supporting the north arcades and ceiling of the 
Masjid sunbul in Dhamār (built in the year 1632 according to an 
inscription) represent a strange conglomeration of different elements 
(fig  30)  The fluted shafts of the columns consist of two sections, 
connected to one another in the middle by a flat band surrounded 
by a torus; they are surmounted by round, stepped capitals decorated 

99 Costa, Pre-Islamic Antiquities, pl  2–4; Radt, Katalog, pl  130–132  For the rela-
tionship between the patterns of scrolling vines with those found in ethiopian art see 
the church at Dabra Ṣeyon, Gerster, Kirchen im Fels , fig  46  47  For the capitals with 
cross symbols and their ethiopian precedents see Finster, “spolien,” 492ff 

100 The limestone panel measures 65 x 70 cm  The composition is axis-symmetri-
cal  two vines form the shape of a horizontal, oval vessel whose interior is filled with 
hanging branches bearing grapes and vine leaves  The two vines running towards one 
another are bound together at the top and the bottom with small loops, which in 
themselves in turn emerge into widely spread out leaves  similar leaves branch off 
from the large vines, as do fan-shaped vine leaves, lancet shaped pointed leaves, and 
spiraling scrolls  The corners are covered with vine leaves with grapes hanging from 
side branches  The apparent naturalism of the carefully executed vine leaves with their 
drilled eyes and trailing tendrils is countered by the composition, which brings the 
individual sections of vine together to form a shape  The hanging bunches of grapes 
are countered by others growing upwards, so that in the end, the direction becomes 
meaningless  The combination of fan-shaped and lanceolate leaves, the meticulous 
composition which does not reproduce that of an actually growing plant all show 
principles of composition found in early Islamic art —The capitals can be compared 
to framed capitals from san Vitale in Ravenna (sixth century), if not in detail then at 
least in terms of structure (Rice, Byzantinische Kunst, fig  30), with capitals to be found 
in the egyptian Museum in Cairo or with a capital in the antechamber of the Mosque 
of Murad I in Čekirge (Kautzsch, Kapitellstudien, pl  38, 630, 632, 43, 728–732) 
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with alternating bands of tooth patterns and rosettes  The upper 
stepped capitals in turn bear a capital framed by large, finely grooved 
acanthus fronds  The cloverleaf shaped flowers and elongated diagonal 
petals of the delicate rosette friezes encircling the stepped capitals 
remind one of rosettes found in sasanian toreutics, although there 
the diagonal petals are still fitted into the curve of the flowers 101 Flower 
shapes with diagonally longer petals can be found in syrian and 
nubian church decoration, on portals there dating to the sixth cen-
tury  ornamentation using this shape of flower has a long history 
going back to the third century bce  The flowers can be seen in a very 
crude form on the bases of fluted columns from shibām and Marib;102 
and as an individual motif adorning decorative panels found in Ẓafār  
Whether this particular shape of flower had a specifically Christian 
meaning during the late period must remain unanswered, however, 
in the light of the Christian context it is probable 

101 For doors, see n  55 above; the cup of Khusrau in the Bibliothèque nationale 
(sixth century), Pope, Survey, pl  203; for rosettes with elongated diagonal petals above 
the entrance to the baptistery of the “Rivergate-Church” in Faras, see Godlewski, 
Faras, fig  34; see also the cross panel from the church at Quṣūr/Failaka (fig  12) 

102 see Grohmann, Arabien, fig  97, 82 

Fig  29  Ẓafār, museum, relief        Fig  30  Dhamār, Masjid sunbul,  
  capital 
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As has been demonstrated, the decorative elements of the stucco 
ornamentation in the churches of eastern Arabia were dependent on, 
or rather part of the sasanian artistic tradition 103 The bronze door-
fittings found on the gates of the north portal of the Great Mosque 
in Ṣanʿāʾ are relics of the religious art of the sixth century 104 The 
depiction of double arcades in which crosses, rosettes, or stars could 
be placed is typical and can be seen in syria on similar doors made 
of stone in imitation of bronze-clad doors 105

Secular Architecture

According to a tradition, the town of Mecca was originally not a town 
at all; it was only later that the original round houses were rebuilt as 
houses on a rectangular plan 106 The tradition also has it that it was 
only in the second half of the seventh century that Muʿāwiya ibn abī 
sufyān transformed Mecca into a proper town by causing large archi-
tectural complexes to be built throughout—much to the disapproval 
of the companions of the Prophet 107 K  A  C  Creswell has reinforced 
this view with his opinion on the Arabs’ lack of competence at that 
time  By way of contrast, it was the same Arabs around Muhammad 
who just seven years after his death founded a planned city in 
Mesopotamia with a traditional ritual, the city of Kufa 108 At the center 
lay the mosque with the dār al-imāra, around which the various tribes 
were settled  Broad streets led towards the center (at right angles?), 
and second and third order roads followed the main arteries (or 
crossed them?)  The sūqs were established on the broader streets  The 

103 The flat ring-like capitals of the small columns or shafts bearing the architrave 
and the haunch of the arch are worthy of remark  The architrave is covered by a scroll-
ing vine whose smooth, ribbon-like stem forms a series of perfect circles  Inside these 
are six-leaved and four-leaved rosettes, stylized lotus blossoms, and bunches of three 
or four lanceolate, veined leaves  seen altogether, the scrolling vine resembles that in 
the church at al-Ḥīra, see n  77 above; see also Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, pl  12b,c 

104 serjeant and Lewcock, Ṣanʿāʾ, fig  18, 34 
105 Ruprechtsberger, Syrien, fig  34; see n  55 above 
106 Kister, “some Reports,” 86ff ; the houses were meant to be open to all and not 

be rented out 
107 Ibid 
108 Creswell, Early Muslim Architecture, vol  1, 22ff ; cf  in detail Djait, Al-Kufa, 

91ff 
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entire complex reminds one of a Late Antique town 109 How can this 
be explained?

The south Arabian civilizations were, as it is well known, urban 
civilizations, examples being the early urban civilizations of the south-
West, Marib, Yathill, Qarnawū, and shabwa 110 It is not known when 
the first cities were founded  What is known is that Marib already 
had a city wall at the time the first monumental irrigation works were 
built, possibly in the middle of the third millennium bce 111

Large towns could be found in areas outside south Arabia as well, 
for instance on the coast which flourished during the seleucid era, 
such as Gerrha which was regarded as a trading center for aromatic 
and Indian goods, or Leuke Kome 112 The city of Thāj, on the route 
between Hufūf and Basra, had massive city walls 4 5 m thick, enclos-
ing the city in an oblong of 725 m n, 685 m s, 535 m e, and 590 m 
W  Corner towers and intermediate towers secured the stone wall 
(fig  31) 113 The entire coast presumably formed a continuous chain 
of urban settlements  The same is true of other coastal cities, such as 
Qanā in the south 114 Urban life could be found flourishing in the 
oases, too, as in ʿAin as-subāghawī, ʿAin Dār, etc 115 The northwestern 
cities of Dēdān (Khuraibat al-ʿUlā) and taimāʾ were of some impor-
tance, perhaps also Dūmat al-Jandal, al-Ḥijr (Madāʾin Ṣāliḥ), and 
further south, Qaryat al-Faw 116

109 Ibid , 118; Claude, Byzantinische Stadt, 43ff  on questions of town planning in 
Late Antique period 

110 Doe, Südarabien, 66ff ; id , Monuments, 115ff ; in shabwa the individual tribes 
evidently occupied separate districts of the town, similarly to what can still be observed 
in twentieth century Ṣanʿāʾ, Breton, “Fouilles,” 80 

111 Finster, “stadtmauer von Marib,” 75; recently confirmed by C 14 dating of 
samples, giving a date of ± 2358 bce for the mud-brick wall near Wādī Ḍana 

112 For the Greek colonies on the eastern coast see Potts in Boucharlat and salles 
(ed ), Arabie Orientale, 105; Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  1, 85ff ; Casson (ed ), Periplus, 
143–144; Kirwan in al-Ansary, Studies, vol  2, 58, identifies the port with today’s 
ʿAinūna, near the Gulf of ʿAqaba 

113 Potts in Boucharlat and salles (eds ), Arabie Orientale, 105; Potts, Arabian Gulf, 
vol  2, 44ff , 107ff ; Gazdar et al , “excavations at Thaj;” 67ff , 83; Mohammed et al  in 
Aṭlāl 9, 41ff ; Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 48 

114 Doe, Südarabien, 184ff ; see ad-Dūr, Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 288; e  Haer-
inck, Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 3 3, 190ff 

115 Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 49 
116 The first walled towns in northwestern Arabia are said to have arisen about 

1300 bce, see Parr in al-Ansary, Studies, vol  2, 47; al-Ansary, Qaryat al-Fau; Āthār 
al-Mamlaka al-ʿArabiyya as-Saʿūdiyya, 38; see Healey, “The nabataeans,” 108ff ; for 
al-Hijr, see Daifullah al-talhi and Mohammed al-Ibrahim, Aṭlāl 12, 21ff ; see Parr in 
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Fig  31  Thāj 



arabia in late antiquity 103

As mentioned above, najrān played an important role as a center 
of pilgrimage from the sixth century on, as did Mecca (fig  7 and 8) 117 
Mecca evidently had a completely different character, however, not 
being the center of a martyr cult but possibly that of an ancestor cult, 
through the connection with Ismāʿīl and Hagar  The town presumably 
began its existence not as a town but as a shrine, a center of venera-
tion with facilities for accommodation, such can be seen today at 
Qabr al-Hūd in the Ḥaḍramawt 118 The architectural design of the 
shrine of Macoraba in the classical and Late Antique periods is not 
known to us  The shrine need not, however, be identical with the 
shrine sine tectu we know to have been the early Kaʿba  At the time 
of Muhammad, the Kaʿba conformed to a tradition of temple archi-
tecture that, as we have seen, was widespread above all in the post-
Christian era 119 At the time of Muhammad, the family clans were 
located all around the shrine  The important men of the town met in 
an architecturally impressive government building to the west—as in 
a buleuterion  We know of the existence of baths, various sūqs, a 
hospital, and cemeteries outside the town—facilities not only restricted 
to larger towns or cities 120 Yathrib appears to have been somewhat 
more urban than Mecca  The town’s skyline (uṭm, āṭām) was char-
acterized by high-rise buildings presumably but not necessarily 
dependent on south Arabian architecture  High-rises were after all 
widespread throughout the ancient world, as shown by houses in 
Fusṭāṭ, Alexandria, and sīrāf (of the eleventh century), although they 
could differ in building material 121 The various tribes resided in their 
own districts  Markets and religious buildings must have been assigned 
to each quarter  Given the presence of such a large Jewish community, 

Al-Ansary, Studies, vol  2, 47; Jamaluddin s  and s  Ali in Aṭlāl 12, 21ff ; for the wall 
at taimāʾ, see al-talhi and al-Ibrahim, “second season,” 77 

117 For the topography of najrān see shahid, Martyrs, 26ff ; see n  18 above; for the 
ceramics see Dayton, “Pottery,” 31ff 

118 Rubin, “From Jāhiliyya,” 97ff ; Rusafa also was more of a pilgramage center 
than a town during the Byzantine period, see trimingham, Christianity, 237; Ulbert, 
“Resafa-sergiopolis”; Finster, “Cubical Yemeni mosques,” 49ff 

119 trimingham, Christianity 260; shahid, Fifth Century, 510f ; Finster, “neuau-
flage,” 92; de Villard, “Introduzione,” 98 

120 For Dār an-nadwa see Fahd, Panthéon, 60; trimingham, Christianity, 260; 
King, “Creswell’s Appreciation,” 98–99; including a Christian graveyard at Dhū 
Ṭuwā; Kister, “some Reports,” 150 

121 schwarz, Iran im Mittelalter, 60; Finster, “neuauflage,” 91f ; King, “Creswell’s 
Appreciation,” 99; Goitein, Mediterranean Society, vol  4, 70ff ; Wiet, Cairo, 18–19, 
36 
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there must also have been synagogues 122 All precious items were 
imported by caravans to and from syria, ethiopia, and Mesopotamia  
Mecca and Yathrib had no surrounding walls, but Madāʾin Ṣāliḥ had 
a wall dating from the sixth century bce (?), as did taimāʾ and 
al-Ḥinna 123 to what extent these were still in working order in the 
sixth century ce must remain unanswered  Yathrib had no walls 
either, which says much for the political situation of the times or for 
the cities’ policy of alliances, only Ṭāʾif was surrounded by a wall 124

najrān for example, gives the appearance of having been enclosed 
by rectangular walls  In reality its boundaries were delimited by house 
facades, like those found at shibām in the Haḍramawt, and the sixth 
century saw it spread rapidly north-eastwards (fig  8) 125 An east–west 
axis can be observed within the enclosed city, a feature also found at 
shibām 126

Besides the urban culture of the sixth and seventh centuries (which 
may perhaps have been at a lower level than that of the third century) 
there was a huge number of castles and palaces (quṣūr) all throughout 
the western half of the peninsula according to al-Hamdānī  
Unfortunately, none of these castles has been investigated or surveyed 
in any depth  We have a sketch of Ḥuṣn al-ʿUrr and an aerial photo-
graph of the castle in Qanaʾ 127 Investigations have not yet been carried 
out and other pre-Islamic sites are rarely recognizable on the ground  
How richly these palaces and castles were furnished can be guessed 
at from al-Hamdānī’s descriptions 128 Capitals showing animal fights, 
and beautiful relief carvings of scrolling vines from Ḥuṣn al-ʿUrr (fig  

122 Lecker, “Jāhiliyya”; cf  al-Iṣfahānī, Kitāb al-Aghānī, vol  22, 105 
123 For the town walls of Dūmat al-Jandal, see Āthār al-Mamlaka al-ʿArabiyya 

as-Saʿūdiyya, 82, 97 (Qurayya); for the town walls of taimāʾ, which Parr dates to the 
time of nabonid around 550 bce, ibid , 77, 79; Abu Duruk, Introduction, pl  5; for the 
town walls of al-Ḥinna, ibid , 134; for the town walls of Thāj, ibid , 137, 139; al-Dayel 
and al-shadukhi, “Dumat Al-Jandal,” 64ff 

124 King, “Creswell’s Appreciation,” 99 
125 Ryckmans, “Al-Ukhdūd,” 55ff ; serjeant, “Ukhdūd,” 572f ; Zarins et al , 

“najran/Ukhdud survey,” 22ff ; this type of enclosing wall, “systèmes défensifs faits 
d’édifices contigus,” can be seen to have existed in Yemen at a much earlier date, see 
Breton, “Fortifications,” 142ff 

126 An east–west axis can also be seen in the layout of shabwa, leading from the 
west gate with its adjacent palace to the temple in the east (see Breton, ibid , 71) or in 
Barāqish/Yathill; street axes running at right angles, above all colonnaded streets, are 
also characteristic of Late Antique towns, see Claude, Byzantinische Stadt, 60 

127 Grohmann, Arabien, fig  99; v  Wissmann and Höfner, Beiträge, pl  9, 10, fig  
16, 17; Doe, Südarabien, pl  3–6; id , Ḥuṣn al-Ghurāb,” 191ff , fig  on p  196 

128 Müller, “Ancient Castles,” 139ff 
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32) and Ẓafār (probably sixth century) bear witness to the fittings of 
these buildings 129

Quṣūr also existed on the eastern side of the Arabian Peninsula, 
as we know from the scarcely published excavations at Jumaira in 
Dubai (fig  33) 130 At first glance the complex appears to belong to 
the classic Umayyad period  According to Baramki, its excavator, 
however, the ceramics indicate a sasanian occupation—something 
which does not of course exclude later usage 131 What we have here 
is the typical ground plan of a square or rectangular palace complex 
characterized by a semi-circular corner and intermediate towers  
Unfortunately, the inner rooms cannot be distinguished  What is 
clear, however, is that this architecture forms part of the same sasanian 
artistic tradition as well as the palaces or quṣūr in Mesopotamia and 
in Iran  We know of similar buildings from Qaṣr Muqātil near ʿAin 
at-tamr, from sīrāf, from Bahrain, from Persis, etc 132

129 For ornaments from the palace at shabwa see Breton, “Fouilles de shabwa II,” 
fig  1a–16; or from the Raidān palace in Ẓafār, Museum Ẓafār, see tindel, “Zafar 
Museum,” 111; Müller “Ancient Castles”; Grohmann, Arabien, fig  99; v  Wissmann 
and Höfner, Beiträge; Doe, Südarabien, plate 2, 3–6  The vigorous scrolling vines on 
the pilasters from Ḥuṣn al-ʿUrr emerge from two chalice-shaped acanthus plants, 
rising upwards in oval loops and terminating in two spread-out vine leaves or an art-
ful composition  Despite the seemingly more naturalistic approach showing the plants 
with rounded grapes, spiraling tendrils, two types of leaf shape, overlapping stems, 
and in part dense composition, the conclusive, organized composition in plate 18b 
can be compared to the scrolling vine relief in Ẓafār (Doe, Südarabien, pl  16)  Despite 
the differences in material and quality, the similarity to the vines on Maximian’s Chair 
(547) in Ravenna is tangible  Here too, relief carving and frame are on the same level, 
the vines lie flat against the background, see Kitzinger, Byzantine Art, fig  172–174  A 
similar motif, but executed with more vigorous forms, may be seen in the scrolling 
vines on a pilaster from Bāwit, again from the sixth century, see also effenberger, 
Koptische Kunst, fig  62; Keall, “Forerunners of Umayyad Art,” 11ff ; id , “second 
Attempt ” A remarkable relief carving from Ḥuṣn al-ʿUrr now in the Mukalla Museum 
must once have belonged to a fountain or basin  The long, narrow panel shows fishes 
swimming in the waves, a motif later found on installations in Islamic palaces 

130 Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 298 fig  24 
131 Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 300; according to the opinion of Boucharlat the 

ceramics found at Jumaira are Islamic, too, in: Boucharlat/ salles, “Arabie orientale,” 
196 

132 Baghdader Mitteilungen 9 (1976), pl  74, 75, fig  16; Whitehouse and William-
son in, “sasanian Maritime trade,” fig  3; Potts, Arabian Gulf, vol  2, 111ff  fig  6; Van 
den Berghe, “Decouverte”; see also the mud-brick fort at Mleiha (first/second century 
ce), Boucharlat/Mouton, “Mleiha,” 13ff ; a similar qaṣr can be found at Qaryat al-Faw 
enclosing the town’s sūq, see al-Ansary, Qaryat al-Fau, 34  The peninsula’s tradition 
of such buildings goes some way towards explaining the Umayyad palaces 
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The picture that our present state of knowledge gives of the Arabian 
Peninsula in the sixth/seventh centuries is very incomplete, but it 
does emerge from an overall view of the literary tradition (which by 
necessity could barely find mention here), considered together with 
the individual instances of archeological remains that have been dis-
covered, that the Arabian Peninsula was a part of the contemporary 
civilized world  Influences from the northwest and the northeast (i e  
from the sasanian and Byzantine regions) characterized the culture 
found in northern and eastern Arabia much as had been the case in 
pre-Christian times  An independent and original culture had devel-
oped in Yemen during the pre-Christian era, whose artistic repertoire 
came to be influenced by Late Antique patterns from the Mediterranean 

Fig  32  Mukalla, museum, reliefs 
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world  Urban architecture and religious buildings remained true to 
their existing traditions, that is to say, that evidently the whole culture 
remained independent and was merely influenced in certain forms 
by exchanges of ideas and by imports 

The picture of the Arabian Peninsula traditionally drawn by 
orientalist history can be seen to require re-examination in many 
respects  In order to understand Islam, however, it is necessary to be 
acquainted with its place of origin and to grasp its history  The 
Prophet’s native town, Mecca, lay in a country that was part of the 
culture and history of the Middle east 

Fig  33  Jumaira 
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