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Abstract: Some recent theories suggest that the ancient city of Petra in Jordan was the
original holy city of Islam. It has been argued that this cannot be the case since the name
Petra appears neither in the Qur’an nor in the hadiths nor in the histories. The name Petra is
Greek, so it is no surprise that the Greek name of the city does not appear in texts written in
Arabic. In this article, we give a comprehensive list of names and titles attributed to Petra and
we demonstrate that there is very good correspondence between names for Petra and names
for the Islamic Holy City in the Qur’an, the hadiths and the histories.
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1. Introduction

In 1987, Patricia Crone (Crone 1987) reached the controversial conclusion that the
earliest reference to the city of Mecca was from about 743 CE. Although there are
many sources that describe Arab trading in pre-Islamic times, none of these sources
mentions Mecca although Islamic tradition portrays Mecca as an important trading
hub. The sparse archaeological findings in Mecca in Saudi Arabia also seem to
contradict the Islamic narrative. As pointed out by Crone (1987) much of the early
development of Islam must have taken place north of the Hijaz region. She noted that
the direction of early mosques also tended to face more to the north than Mecca in
Saudi Arabia.

Dan Gibson (2010) has pointed out that many of the references in the Qur’an made
more sense if the early development of Islam took place north of Hijaz. He also
identified the people of ‘Ad with a Bronze Age federation of tribes led by the Edomites.

Later Gibson (2017) made the first modern survey of early Islamic mosques and



demonstrated that in the first century of Islam mosques faced the ruined city of Petra in
Jordan rather than Mecca in 31 Saudi Arabia (see also Schumm 2020). In response
Muslims have pointed out that neither the Qur’an nor the later Islamic traditions
mention Petra. Obviously, early Arabic literature does not use the name Petra since
that is a descriptive Greek name. Since Petra was one of the most important Arab cities
until its destruction by earthquakes around 700 CE, one would expect the city to be
mentioned in the Islamic literature, but it would be under a different name than Petra.
In this paper, we search for pre-Islamic names for Petra and compare these names with
Arabic names found in the early Islamic literature. As we will see, there is an
overlapping use of pre-Islamic names for Petra and similar Islamic names used for their
Holy City.

The rest of this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we give a short geographical
and historical introduction to the city of Petra. In Section 3 we list names that refer to

Petra. These names are in Hebrew, Nabataean, Greek and Latin. In Section 4 we discuss
another name that may reference the city of Petra. In Section 5 we identify Islamic names that

correspond to the names that we have identified in Section 3 and 4. Finally, we summarize our

observations in Section 6.

Double quotation marks are used for literal quotations or literal transliterations and
single quotation marks emphasize that it is a translation into an English expression that

means the same.

References to the Christian Bible are given by book name, chapter and verse number

and references to the Qur’an are given as Q followed by sura and verse number.

2. A brief history of Petra

Petra has a long history and here we will only make a short summary to the extent that

it is relevant for providing context for the names of the city.

In the area around Petra there are archaeological 56 traces of settlement dating back to
7000 BCE. (Milstein 2019)

During the late Bronze Age and the Iron Age the Petra region was part of the land of

Edom. Edom was first mentioned by the Egyptians as adouma. (See Figure 1) In the



Hebrew Scriptures 62 the name Edom is related to the name Esau, and the Edomites
are the descendants of Esau 63 (Genesis 36:9). The capital of the Edomite nation was
called Bozrah' in the Bible. As one 64 can see in Figure 2 it was located near Mount
Sela® as well as nearby copper mines at 65 Khirbat en-Nahas, which were important for
the Edomite economy. (Levy et al 2016) 66
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Figure 1 Edom in hieroglyphs that transliterates as jdwmj (Gautier 1925: 126).
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Figure 2 Kingdoms of the Levant around 830 BCE.

! Present day Busaira in Jordan. Also known as: Busayra, Busheira, Bozrah, Botsra, or Botzrah in

the past. Not to be confused with Bostra (present day Busra al-Sham), Bushra, Bosra or Basra.

2 Es-Sala’.

It is unclear how control of Edom shifted to the Arab Nabataean tribe. Yigal Levin
(2020) mentions that Aharoni (1979, p. 408) thought that Edom had “collapsed under



pressure from the Nabataeans who had penetrated the southern regions of
Transjordan”, while (Bartlett 1999, p. 105) attributed the “collapse and subsequent
decay” of Edom to the disruption of trade following the destruction of Judah, rather
than to a purposeful move by the Neo-Babyloneans. The Es-Sela‘ carving seems to
indicate that the Edomite kingdom was purposely disbanded by Nabonidus, perhaps

even after an armed struggle. See also (Crowell 2007).

The Nabataeans were originally nomadic Arab merchants that built their wealth on far
distance trading. The Nabataeans were highly skilled in managing the sparse water
reserves of Southern Jordan and northern Arabia (Ortloff 2020). The oldest
archaeological evidence of their presence in Petra is from 2nd century BCE when Petra

became one of their central hubs. (Pearson 2011, see also Figure 3)
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Figure 3 Trading routes when Petra was at its peak. At that time the Nabataean Kingdom included the cities
marked by red.

When the Nabataean king Rabbel II died in 106 CE the Nabataean Kingdom was

acquired and incorporated in the Roman Empire under Emperor Trajanus. Between 111



CE and 114 CE the Romans built the Via Nova Traiana from Bostra® in Syria via Petra
to Aela* following ancient routes. The former Nabataean Kingdom became a Roman

province named Arabia Petraea.

The Tabula Peutingeriana, a Roman road map of which the original is dated to the
third century, marks Petra as an important site on the Via Nova Traiana (Graf 1978:
18). As part of the Diocletian reforms the region changed name to Tertia Palaistinia
Salutaris (Nasarat 2017). Under Emperor Constantine the Great the city became the
seat of a bishopric. At the turn of the 5th century CE, the Notitia Dignitatum notes that
the province Tertia Palaistinia Salutaris was administrated by a praeses or provincial
governor (Ward 96 2008: 90).

By the 5th century Petra was the administrative center of the Byzantine province of
Tertia Palaistinia (Fiema 1991:113; Ward 2008: 90). There has been considerable
debate if and for how long Petra was the capital of this new province, at what point

this function was established, and when it was transferred to the new capital Bostra®.

Although Petra’s wealth declined because of the redirection of trade goods via sea
routes and increased traffic on the northern land routes that now passed through
Palmyra, it remained an important center and a provincial capital (Watson 2001:471).
Around 600 CE the demand for incense had fallen and most of the trading through the

Arabian Desert was based on leather and textile.

Much of the area became part of the Ghassanid Kingdom which was a client kingdom
of the Byzantine Empire and acted as a buffer against the Sassanian Empire and the
Arab tribes in the south. The Ghassanid Kingdom lasted until it was conquered by the

Muslims.

% Busra al-Sham in southern Syria.
* Present day Aqaba.

® Busra al-Sham in southern Syria.

A Divided City



From the Petra Papyri it is easy to assume that Petra was a Christianized city. After all,
the papyri speak mostly of Christians. Other Byzantine writings speak of churches, a
cathedral, and even a bishop, Asterius of Petra, who was sent to the great church
Council of Alexandria in 231 CE. However, it must be remembered that the Petra
Papyri were found in a church. They were the records of only one family; that of
Theodoros son of Obodianos, which date from 537 - 593 CE, and not historical records
of what was happening on a wider scale in the city. The time of the Petra Papyri
overlaps the childhood of the prophet Muhammad (570-632 CE) according to the

traditional Islamic account.

But the archeological record seems to tell a slightly different story. From a survey of
buildings in Petra, it becomes obvious that the Christians occupied only one sector of
the city. All of the Christian churches, buildings and Christian tombs are located in one

area. The rest of the city appears to have maintained its polytheist pagan identity.

What is fascinating is that while the Christian sector of Petra was mostly in the
northeast corner of the city, the pagan temples dominated the city center. The
Polytheist and Christian pilgrims would have used the same grand processional way
through the siq and down the colonnaded city street to their respective places of

worship. See Figure 4.
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Figure 4 Christian places are in the north while Pagan places occupy the rest of the city.



There was a continual cycle of earthquakes and rebuilding throughout Petra’s history.
But in 693 CE and again in 713 CE earthquakes destroyed much of Petra. The first of
these earthquakes destroyed the water management system and after the second

earthquake the city was never rebuilt.

3. Pre-Islamic names for Petra
3.1 The oldest name: Seir v>7

The Egyptian Amarna Letters mention a place called “Seir, in the land of Shasu” which
most historians agree to be the mountains around Petra in Jordan. In the temple at
Soleb Faroe Amenhotep III (1386-1349 BCE) listed Egyptian campaign accounts with

the mountains of Petra being called “Pel”, “Sela” or “Seir.” (Leoussi-Grosby 2007)

The Bible tells us that Mount Seir (3> ) was named after Seir the Horite, whose
offspring had previously inhabited the area (Genesis 14:6, 36:20). The children of Esau
(the Edomites) battled against the Horites and destroyed them (Deuteronomy 2:4-5, 12,
5 22). It is specifically noted that this is the place where Esau made his home. (Genesis
32:3; 33:14, 16; 36:8; Joshua 24:4). Later the prophet Balaam, predicting Israelite

victories over the Trans-Jordanian nations at the end of their Exodus from Egypt, stated

“Edom shall be a possession; Seir also, his enemies, shall be a possession.”
(Numbers 24:18)

Much later Mount Seir is given as the location where the remnant “of the Amalekites
that had escaped” were annihilated by five hundred men from the tribe of Simeon
(1Chronicles 4:42-43). Later the inhabitants of Mount Seir united with the Ammonites
and Moabites against Jehoshaphat (870-849 BCE) of Judah (2 Chronicles 20:22-23).
Mount Seir is also mentioned in the prophetic books (Isaiah 21:11 and Ezekiel 25:8,
35:10).

3.2 The Hebrew name: 05y ” Sela™

oby “Sela” means rock in Hebrew. The root 0%y “sl’ “ infers the meaning of cleave or

® not to be confused with 1170 “selah”, that appears to be a liturgical-music mark.



split (Strong’s Hebrew Lexicon 05554). In the Bible “Sela” is applied to a number of
large prominent rocks, in Judges 15:8, 15:11, 20:45-47, and or “Sela-hammahlekoth”
‘The Rock of Mahlekoth’ in 1 Samuel 23:28. These are large prominent rocks projecting
out from the surrounding hills. The border of the Amorites is listed as going up to

“Ma’aleh ‘Agrabbiym then to Sela and then going upward...” (Judges 1:36)

Here Sela is not identified with anything else, and it is assumed the reader knows
where it is. In one case Sela is used to refer to a mountain near the Edomite capital of

Bozrah but in other cases Sela may refer to Petra.

3.3 The Nabataean name: Ragim

Recently there was an excellent article by Mehdy Shaddel (2017) where he

demonstrated that the Nabatean name for the Petra valley was Raqim.

Figure 5 Near the entrance of the Siq in Petra is the text: “This is the funary monument of PTRYS, son of
TRPTS, the honoured one who was in RQMW, who died in GRSW and was buried there, [and] who was a
servant of the god of TYMW, his lord.”



Shaddel traces the name RQM through funerary inscriptions (Figure 5), rabbinic
writings, a letter attributed to Cyril of Jerusalem, Syriac texts, a homily attributed to
Eusebius of Caesarea, The Book of the Laws of Countries by Bardaisan of Edessa, the
writings of Flavius Josephus, as well as Biblical texts. He also includes Yaqiit and other

Arab writers of the first dozen centuries of Islam.

3.4 The Greek name: I1IETPA “Petra”

Josephus (the son of a Jewish priest) had access not only to the Jewish Scriptures, but
also acquired manuscripts taken from the Roman conquest of Jerusalem in 70 CE. He
180 writes:

“And when he came to a place which the Arabians esteem their metropolis, which was
formerly called Arce, but has now the name of Petra: at this place, which was
encompassed with high mountains, Aaron went up one of them, in the sight of the

whole army:...” (Josephus 4:7)

The word “Arce” here is not attested to by other ancient writers, but it illustrates that
the area of Petra was known by different names, perhaps by different people who

occupied the Petra mountains at different times in its history.

In the Greek language, The Rock is [IETPA, which refers to a large mass of rock.
Strong’s Concordance identifies it as a feminine noun meaning ‘a mass of connected
rock,” which is distinct from the masculine noun IIETPOZ, which is ‘a detached stone
or boulder.’” Souter defines it as a ‘solid or native rock, rising up through the earth a
huge mass of rock, such as a projecting cliff.” In the masculine form, however it is a

stone, such as a man might throw. (Zodhiates 1992).

An early Greek historical reference to The Rock was when Antigonids raided a

Nabataean storage place in 312 BCE. Diodorus Siculus speaks of the Nabataeans:

“... But when the time draws near for the national gathering at which those who dwell
round about are accustomed to meet, some to sell goods and others to purchase things
that are needful to them, they travel to this meeting, leaving on a certain rock their
possessions and their old men, also their women and their children. This place is

exceedingly strong but unwalled, and it is distant two days’ journey from the settled



country. After waiting for this season, Athenaeus set out for the rock with his army in
light marching order. Covering the twenty-two hundred stades from the district of
Idumaea in three days and the same number of nights, he escaped the attention of the
Arabs and seized the rock at about midnight. On the next day, however, when he had
advanced upon the rock, one of the barbarians called to him, saying: “King
Demetrius,...” (Diodorus Siculus XIX, 940:95:1)

There has been some discussion whether The Rock in the Greek account of Antigonids
refers to Petra, or to the large rock Es-Sela 50 km north of Petra near the Edomite
capital Bozrah. (Pearson 2011, footnote 4) Es-Sela is also known as The Rock, and is
the location mentioned in II Kings 14:7. In effect, there were most likely two ‘Rocks’ or
Petras. Hence, the Peutinger map, which is based on an archetype from the Roman
imperial period, indicates Petrae (plural) east of the Arabah (Retso 2011). If Es-Sela’ is
identified as The Rock that Antigonids attacked in 312 BCE., then the city of Petra

becomes the second Rock in Arabia Petraea, or Arabia of the two rocks.

3.5 The Latin name: PETRA

The city of Petra also had a Roman name. Pliny the Elder, writing about 70 CE
mentions the city as “PETRA” the capital of the Nabataei and the center of their
caravan trade. (Natural History, Pliny, Book 6:32). While this name was used by many

Roman historians, the city also had other Latin names.

From the Petra papyri, discovered in 1993 in a Byzantine church in Petra, we read that
the city had numerous Byzantine names such as Imperial Colony Antoniana (Nasarat-219
Twezzi 2017). The papyri are the archives of a certain Theodoros son of Obodianos and
his family who lived in Petra and its vicinity in the period between 537 and 593 CE.
This would be during the period just before the prophet Muhammad was born, up until
he was in his twenties. The records contain mainly economic and legal documents
illustrating the life of a Nabataean Christian family in Petra and the neighboring areas.
(Frosén, 224 2002: 6-9; Nasarat-Twezzi 2017)



3.6 Honorific titles: Metropolis of Tertia Palaestina Salutaris

Josephus indicated that Petra was a metropolis. The original meaning of pnTpéoAIg
(métrépolis) is mother of settlements and was used for a city that established other

cities or colonies. Later it became a honorific title of a large city.

The Roman Emperor, Hadrianus, who visited Petra in 130 CE on his grand tour of the
eastern Roman Empire, gave the city the name AAPIANH IIETPA MHTPOPOAIZ which
means ‘Hadrianic Petra Metropolis’. (Lewis 1989:489, 519). This name only appears in
a single papyrus dated 9 July 131 CE, which may indicate it was a recently bestowed
honor on the occasion of the visit of the emperor (Lewis 1989: Papyrus 25). After
Emperor Elegabalus (218-222 CE) the name of the city on coins changed to Petra
Metropolis Antoniana (Spijkerman 1978:220-235; Bowersoek 1983: 110-111).
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Figure 6 Inscription: ‘Autokrator Kaisar Traianos (H)adrianos Sebastos.

Reverse: IETPAMHTPOPOAIZ “PETRAMETROPOLIS”, which means ‘Petra Metropolis’. From
http://www.forumancientcoins.com/catalog/roman-and-greek-coins.asp?zpg = 6762
In the Petra Papyri the city of Petra was known as the Metropolis of Tertia Palaestina
Salutaris. (Spijkerman 1978: 240; Gagos-Frosén 1998: 476).

It is interesting to note that honorific titles were used in Byzantine society to underline
social standing and importance. For example, the use of “flavios” before personal
names was an indication of status. The citizens of Petra used a host of honorific titles,
some general, and some restricted to office holders and persons in important

professions or of high social standing. For example, “eudokimotatos” meant ‘most
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honorable’, “theosebestatos” meant ‘most religious’, “lamprotatos” meant ‘most

brilliant’, and “eulabestatos” meant ‘most pious’. (Koenen 2003:253)

The term Meétrépolis as found in the Petra Papyri sometimes begins with the Greek
word ENI'ENHZ, which in the 6th century was usually understood as ‘blessed’ or
‘noble.” Around this time in the Christian world, the term ENI'ENHZ was beginning to
be used as ‘holy.” The use of this word would have been particularly significant because
before the 5th century ‘holy’ would have been understood as ‘conspicuous’, whereas
after the 5th century, during the Christian epoch, ENI'ENHZ is usually assumed to
mean ‘holy’. In the Petra papyri and elsewhere, the Greek term ENI'ENHZX was being
associated with great churches, and other buildings such as tombs and great civic
buildings and structures. Hence, the exact meaning of the epithet ENI'ENHZ at this
time remains uncertain. Neither ‘holy’ nor ‘noble’ nor ‘blessed’ would have been
expected for a city (Frosen 2002:30), and it is a very rare epithet for a Roman city
(Koenen 1996:184). The uniqueness of this term is significant, and it would seem that
the residence at Petra were very proud of this special term. Due to the religious nature

of the city, the name Blessed Mother of Settlements/Colonies seems to fit this location.

3.7 A new name: Mecca

In the search for the names of Petra, we have come across one writer who calls the city
of Petra by the name of Mecca. Thomas Artsruni, a contemporary of Al-Tabari who,
writing sometime before his death in 887 CE speaks of the prophet Muhammad. In

Book 270 2, chapter 4 he mentions that Mecca is in Arabia Petraea.

“At this time there were some despotic brothers in the regions of Arabia Petraea in the
place [called] P’aran, which is now called Mak’a - warlike chieftains, worshippers of
the temple of the image of the Ammonite temple called Samam and K’abar. It
happened that one of them, called Abdla, died leaving a son of tender age called
Mahmet.” (Artsruni 274 1985: 165)

In this account, the writer, Thomas Artsruni tells us that the prophet Muhammad’ was

born and raised in Mekka® in the part of Arabia Petraea called P’aran. As we will see

7 identified here as Mahmet.



below the only obvious candidate for the Mekka in Arabia Petraea was the city of
Petra. It is noteworthy that Artsruni states “which is now called Mekka”, which is a

clear indication that he is talking about a town that has changed its name.

The area of Paran is also known as P’aran, Pharan and also as Faran. While it has been
popular to associate Paran with the Sinai desert a close examination of early records
demonstrate that Paran was not Sinai. The Bible suggests that at one point the Israelites
journeyed outside of Sinai into the wilderness of Paran (Number 10: 12-16), and that
Sinai and Seir are separate places (Deuteronomy 33:1&2). An Armenian historian,
describing the Arab conquest during his time, wrote that the Arabs “assembled and
came out from Paran”. (Sebeos, Chapter 30) The only major city near Paran was Mount
Seir, known to the ‘Christian west’ as Petra. Sebeos tells us that the Muslim armies

started from here.

Paran did not extend far into central Arabia as some Muslims have suggested. The Arab
geographer Al-Muqaddasi tells us that Paran extends south down the Red Sea until the
place where it branches into two “at the northern extremity of al-Hijaz at a place called

Faran” (as pronounced by the Arabs who have no “P” in their alphabet.
To get a better idea of where Artsruni locates Paran one can look at how he continues:

“The Jews joined with the Ismaelites, forming a large army. Attacking P’afan they
inflicted a great defeat on their opponents, killed Apljehr and many of the Ammonite
and Moabite troops...” (Artsruni 1985:167)

The old kingdoms Ammon and Moab were situated just north of Petra. These old
kingdoms were all incorporated in Arabia Petraea. This supports that Paran was part of
Arabia Petraea and not located further south. It also explains why Artsruni describe the

Ka’ba as an Ammonite temple.

Another early Islamic writer, Al-Hamdani (1938: 285) writes in his book Geography of
the Arabic Peninsula that the Paran mountains around Mecca were named after Paran
son of Amalek. Azraqi also mentioned the Amalakites as associated with ‘Mecca.’
(Azraqgi 2003)

8 The literal transliteration of Utippuw.



Now the history of the Amalakites is relatively well known but the Amalakites lived
north of Edom, never in Saudi Arabia. Eventually the Amalakites were wiped out. The

last remnants of the Amalakites escaped to Mount Seir.

“And some of them, even of the sons of Simeon, five hundred men, went to
Mount Seir, having for their captains Pelatiah, and Neariah, and Rephaiah, and
Uzziel, the sons of Ishi. And they smote the rest of the Amalakites that were
escaped, and dwelt there unto this day.” (I Chronicles 4:42-43)

From this we can understand that Mount Seir (Petra) was the southernmost point that

the Amalakites ever reached.

4. Hegra another name of interest

The ancient area known as Hegra® was the area where King Obodas III of the
Nabataeans was located, and is mentioned by early writers such as Strabo (Strabo
16.4.2) around 10 CE and Pliny the Elder (Pliny, 32.28) ca. 60 CE. It was
approximately 460 km south-east of Petra and about 40 kilometers north of al-Ula in

modern day Saudi Arabia.

The area was occupied by various groups over the centuries, but the greatest impact
was made by the Nabataeans, who designated it as one of their burial locations. Like
Petra, the entire area is filled with Nabataean tombs and accompanying dining halls.
Sometime after the Nabataean era, this great cemetery and accompanying residential
area became identified as “Al-Hijr” meaning ‘the rock’. During the Islamic period it also
became known as “Mada’in Salih”, which is commonly translated ‘The cities of Saleh’.
In order to understand the name Meda’in Saleh we must understand a little about the

person of Salih.

The story of Salih is told in the Qur’an four times (Q7:73-79, Q11:61-68, Q26:141-158,
Q27:45-53). In these references the Qur’an gives us examples of those who refused to
believe and submit to the messengers that God had sent. The list of God’s messengers

includes Noah, Hud, Salih, Lot, Shuaib and finally Moses. This list is repeated four

° Sometimes called Egra.



times in the Qur’an and is always in the same order. If this list is chronological, then all
of these messengers existed before the time of Moses. It may also be that each of the

events mentioned in the list all took place in the same geographical area.

The Qur’an speaks of places and events that are familiar to the audience. The story of
Lot takes place close to Petra. Moses brought the Israelites near to the area as is
attested by the Biblical record and also by the presence of Aaron’s tomb just a few
miles from Petra. If this is the case, the other messengers would have also been sent to
those who occupied the Petra Mountains, such as the Edomites, Amalekites, and
Midianites. In every case a messenger warns the people but they reject the messenger,
and God brings judgment on them. In the same way, Muhammad is presented as

another warner to these same people.

In the Qur’an Noah is presented as the first warner, who warned of a coming flood.
When it was fulfilled Noah was established as an authentic messenger. Two people
followed Noah. The prophet Hud was a warner who spoke to the people of ‘Ad that
may be identified with an Edomite led federation of tribes (Gibson 2010). He is
followed by Salih who speaks to the people of Tham’ud. Gibson argues that these were
the Nabataean led federation of tribes. (Gibson 2010). Then Lot becomes a warner to
Sodom and Ghomoroah, which were also near to Petra. Then Shuaib warns the nearby
Midianites, who were punished by an earthquake (Q7:90). Sura 11:94 describes the
earthquake as a blast. Tabari Vol 2:46 tells us that the Jews objected that Hud, Salih,
and Shuaib are not mentioned in the Jewish scriptures, so it seems that the Qur’an
repeats the stories four times to answer the Jewish objections. In all four accounts,
Salih warns the people, and God punishes by an earthquake.

What is important here is that Salih was sent to a city that suffered an earthquake.
While earthquake destruction is evident in Petra (which has a long history of
earthquakes) there is little evidence of major earthquake destruction in Hegra (Mada’in
Salih).4

The Hegra area appears to have begun a gradual decline in the early 2nd century 355
CE without a cataclysmic end, so how and why did the name Salih become attached to

Hegra in Saudi Arabia? Perhaps this identification came from the Qu’ran:



“Here are their homes, in ruins, on account of their iniquities. Surely in

this is a sign for people who know.” (Q27:52)

When pilgrims passed by Hegra on their way to Mecca in Saudi Arabia, and wondered
at the great tombs carved there, it is easy to see why they could associate this with the
“ruined homes” mentioned in Salih’s story (Q27). However, in Hegra there are no

homes to be seen (Figure 6). These have all been covered over by the sands of time.

Figure 8 Hegra is not made out of a single projecting rock, but out of many scattered rocks in the desert. (From
Wikipedia)

The wide-spread tombs challenge the concept of this being a city destroyed by an

earthquake, and so the identification of Hegra with ‘the cities of Saleh’ doesn’t seem



appropriate (Figure 8). Both al-Hijr and the story about Salih would fit much better to
Petra. Since Petra was long forgotten, the references referring to a place called al-Hijr

were eventually applied to the Nabataean burial area in Saudi Arabia, al-Hegra.

5. Names of the Holy City of Islam
5.1 Mecca 376

There is only one reference to Mecca in the Qur’an. (Q48:24) It should be noted that
Mecca here is mentioned as the name of a valley, and does not necessarily reference a
great city.9
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“In the valley of Mecca it was He who held their hands back from you and your
hands back from them after He gave you the advantage over them—God sees all that
you do.” Translation by Abdul Haleem

While the lack of Mecca references may surprise western readers, Muslim scholars

insist that there are other names used for Mecca in the Qur’an.

5.2 The Mother of Settlements - Um Qura - Sura 6:92
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This is a blessed Scripture that We have sent down to confirm what came before it and
for you to warn the Mother of Settlements and all around it. Those who believe in the
Hereafter believe in this Scripture, and do not neglect their prayers. (Q6:92

Translated by Abdul Haleem

Note that both Mecca and Petra were known as the Mother of Settlements, but one was

in Arabic and the other in Greek.

5.3 The Noble City, or Blessed City, Blessed - Qur’an 3:96

The Arabic term here is Mecca al-Mukarramah (45« 4«_S4ll') or Mecca the Blessed or
Noble. For as long as people can remember, Mecca has been called the “Blessed City.”

No one knows where this term originated from, but for as long as people can



remember, the Holy City of Islam has been associated with this term, just as it was also

applied to the city of Petra.

5.4 Becca, Sura 3:96
The Qur'an refers to the city of Mecca as Bakkah in Surah Al Imran 3:96,
"Indeed the first House [of worship], established for mankind was that at Bakkah..." (Q3:96)

Most Muslims today understand the name Becca to be another name for Mecca, the
place where Abraham and Ishmael set up an altar to God. This name is also
transliterated as Baca, Baka, Bakah, Bakka, Becca, Bekka, among others. The Bible
(Psalm 84:6) associates the name Becca with both a barren valley and pilgrimage,
although some Christian argue that this refers to an unknown place that they assume
would have been near to Jerusalem rather than to another place, such as the tomb of

Aaron just outside of Petra.

5.5 al-Raqim Q18:9

“Do you reckon the companions of the cave and of al-Raqim to be among Our wondrous
signs?” (Q18:9)

Mehdy Shaddel (2017) makes the case that this verse in the Qur’an is alluding to two
different wonderous signs from God. The first sign was the companions of the cave (the
severn sleepers), and the second sign was the great city of Al-Ragim known to us as
Petra. He notes that many commentors on the Qur’an did not understand that Al-
Ragim was the name of a city, and so some thought it was simply the name of a dog

belonging to the seven sleepers.



5.6 The Rock - Hijr - Rock Sura 15

While most commentators on the Qur’an associate the Sura named Hijr with al-Hegra
in Saudi Arabia, there is nothing in the Qur’an to connect it with the Saudi location.
Since the name Al-Hijr simply means The Rock, the name could equally apply to any
location known as The Rock. As we have noted, Hegra in Saudi Arabia has never
suffered a major earthquake as mentioned in this Sura, but Petra (The Rock) has a long

history of earthquakes making it a better candidate for the Qur’anic Hijr.

5.7 Masjid al Haram

?S&)P}\}S}BEAASLM_\AJA‘)J\M\)&J@;}d)ﬂuu‘ydﬂdﬂjﬂﬂcw\bﬁ%}@dym
uj@kdﬂ@ﬂ‘b)*)&dﬂ‘u‘uwubg"yj\u.l.ﬂ‘u‘jb‘)hm

“We have seen the turning of thy face unto Heaven, and indeed We will turn thee toward a
giblah well pleasing to thee. So turn thy face toward the Sacred Mosque, and wheresoever
you are, turn your faces toward it. Truly those who have been given the Book know that it is
the truth from their Lord. And God is not heedless of what they do.” (Q2:144) - The Study

Qur’an

It is very common for English translations of the Qur’an to translate Masjid al-Haram as
the Sacred Mosque rather than the literal Forbidden Mosque. From the hadiths we
learn that it was forbidden to kill others (Al Tabari 1989, 654:61) or even kill animals
(Al Tabari 1990, 430:2) or “should neither shed blood in it nor cut down its trees” (Al-
Bukhari, Hadith 1.104). The term Masjid al Haram is synonymous with Mecca today.



6. Discussion

In the ancient records, we can find at least six names for Mecca that were previously

names associated with the city of Petra.

Pre-Islamic names for Petra Early Islamic names for Mecca | Meaning
“Raqim” “al-Raqim” Eponym
Josephus Q18:9

IIETPA, PETRA, o7y “Sela” “Al-Hijr” ‘The Rock’

Josephus, Pliney, Bible

Q15, Al-Taberi 2:73

MHTPOPOAIZ “Metropolis”

”Umm al-Qura”

‘Mother of Settle-ments’

Coins, Petra papyri Q6:92, Q42:5

ENT'ENHZX “engenés” “Mukarramah” ‘Noble’, ‘blessed’, ‘holy’
Petra papyri Q3:96

“Becca” “Becca” Name of a valley
Psalms 84:6 Q3:96

Ubippw “Mekka” “Makkah” ‘Mecca’

Altsruni Q48:24

In the book ‘Early Islamic Qiblas’ Dan Gibson (2016) noted that the Qiblas of the first

hundred years of Islam all seem to face the city of Petra in Jordan. In the beginning of

this article, we noted that since Petra was such an important city in the Arab world

before earthquakes destroyed the city, one would expect that Islamic literature would

at least have some reference to the city of Petra using the Arabic versions of the

original names. If Petra was the original Mecca, then as time passed the connection

between Petra and Mecca were forgotten and all references to the holy city of Islam

became references to Mecca in present day Saudi Arabia. Islamic historians writing

several hundred years later may have been confused by the similarity of names and

associated the earlier stories with Mecca in Saudi Arabia. The time and reasons for

transferring the stories about Petra to Mecca are important questions that will not be

discussed in the present paper.
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