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Abstract

One of the many Quranic terms whose meaning has long vexed the
minds of traditional Muslim commentators and students of the secu-
lar discipline of Quranic studies alike is the abrdq m, ehapax
legomenon that appears in Qur’ n 18:9, at the beginning of the story
of the ‘companions of the calidie present study aims to show that
this term is a toponym that should be identified with Petra, the capital
of the ancient kingdom of Nabataea.

The story of the ‘companions of the cave’ — also referred to as the
‘youths’ in the Qur’' n and better known as the ‘long-sleepers of
Ephesus’ outside the Islamic tradition — is a legend of great antiquity
whose origins can be traced to the early centuries of the Common
Era? The Quranic version of the story is found in vv. 9-26 of the

* | am most indebted to Tommaso Tesei (Van Leer Jerusalem Institute), Hossein
Sheikh (Georg-August-Universitat Goéttingen), Emmanouela Grypeou (Humboldt-
Universitat zu Berlin and CorpGsranicum Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie
der Wissenschaften), Guillaume Dye (Université Libre de Bruxelles), Majid
Montazermahdi (University of Exeter) and Ahmad Al-Jallad (Universiteit Leiden)
for their constructive comments on this essay. It goes without saying that the
responsibility for all the remaining errors remains solely with me.

LYour countenance becomes furrowed again and you laugh with sorrow [or,
‘you laugh in Ephesus’], whenever | recite from the Qur’' n the story of the com-
panions of raqm.’

2 For the roots and earliest versions of this legend\se@ der Horst, ‘Pious
Long-Sleepers in Pagan, Jewish and Christian Antiquity’, in M. Kister, H. Newman,
M. Segal anB.A. Clements (edd)adition, Transmission, and Transformation, from
Second Templigerature through Judaism and ChristiarigtéAntiquity (Leiden
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18" s ra of the Qur n, s rat al-Kahf, which owes its title to this
story. However, we are here only interested in an enigmatic term that
occurs right at the beginning of the narrative, in verse 9: am asibta
anna a ba ’l-kahfi wa’l-ragmi kn min ytin ajaban, ‘do you
reckon the companions of the cave aatirafj m to be among Our
wondrous signg?’

The exegetical tradition presents us with five possible meanings for
al-raq m: first, that it is a toponym, the city of the companions of the
cave or the city in whose vicinity the cave was Ib&sednd, that
it is a toponym, but has nothing to do with the companions of the
cave. Rather, a b al-rag m were another group of people with a
different saga totally unrelated to a b al-kahf; if they have been
mentioned together it is presumably because both stories are among
God’s ‘wondrous sigritsThird, that al-rag m was the name of the
cave (or the mountain) in which the ‘youths’ took réfulgel
fourth, thatal-raq m refers to the inscription in which the names of
these youths were recor@dthe Quranic version of the story, no
doubt, lacks any explicit reference to an inscription, but in some post-
Quranic versions of the legend — which are clearly influenced by
Christian lore — after the companions go to the cave two closet
Christians inscribe their names and a summary of the affair on
a tablet and erect it at the cave’s entrance. This interpretation came
to dominate the tradition in later tifieand seems to have
found favour with modern scholarship as®wealtording to the fifth

2015), 93-111; preprinted in idem, Studies in Judaism and Early Christianity (Lei-
den 2014), 248-66.

3 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations of primary source materials are
mine.

4Mu ammad ibn Jarr al- abar, Jmi al-bay n an ta'w | al-Qur’ n, ed. Abd
All h ibn Abd al-Mu sin al-Turk (Cairo 1422/2001), xv, 157-9 (being a crux
interpretum, the Islamic exegetical tradition is overly preoccupied with the signifi-
cance of the term and almostta rs dedicate some space to it, but, given that
their comments are mostly repetitions of each othefigin from being exhaus-
tive and confine myself to citing al- abar and al-Suy ).

5Jall al-D n al-Suy , al-Durr al-man r fi'l-tafs r bi’l-ma’ r, ed. Abd All h
ibn Abd al-Mu sin al-Turk (Cairo 1424/2003), ix, 489-95.

6 Al- abar, Jmi al-bay n, xv, 160; al-Suy , al-Durr al-man r, ix, 487.

7 Al-abar, Jmi al-bay n, xv, 159, 161; al-Suy , al-Durr al-man r, ix, 488.

8 However, | have only been able to find the mention of theClrcstians in
Mug til ibn Sulaym n, Tafs r, ed. ‘Abd Allh Mam d Si ta (Beirut 1423/2002),
ii, 574.

9 Some scholars, however, have opted to emend the text. C.C. Torrey, ‘Three
Difficult Passages in the Koran’, idVTArnold and R.A. Nicholson (eds), A Vol-
ume of Oriental Studies Presented to Edward G. Browne #nBiithoeg
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interpretational-raq m was the name of their dog that accompanied
them to the cave and awoke with them three centurié8 later.

The first interpretation to be dismissed is the last one, for the textus
receptus records the verse as anna a ba ’l-kahfi wa’l-raq mi. Assum-
ing that thetextus receptus has been preserved faithfully at this place,
we can see that al-rag mi is in the genitive (majr r), and thus could
not be the dog’s name, for in that case the verse would read ‘com-
panions of the cave and of the dbgVe should also reject the
second possibility, for there is nothing in the text of the Qur’' n to
suggest that two groups are involved here; the remainder of the peri-
cope is solely preoccupied with the story of the sleepers and no other
story in the rest of the s ra can plausibly be connected to this verse,
as it evidently belongs within the pericope.

With respect to the suggestion that rag m may signify ‘writing’ or
‘inscription’, an insuperable objection that might be raised is that this
usage is virtually unattested in Arabic despite the fact that the root’'s
derivatives are quite commonly encountéréthat is more, one
may wonder why the Qur’ n should use such a morphologically

(Cambridge 1922), 457-71, pp. 457-9, suggested that rgym should be emended to
dgys, the Aramaic form of Decius’ name (for a rebuttal cf. Josef Horovitz comments

in hisKoranische Untersuchungen [Berlin 1926], 95); according tBelamgs

‘al-Raq m or al-Rug d? A Note on Srah 18:9’, JAOS 111 (1991), 115-17, wa’l-

raq m is to be emended to al-ruq d; and for Christoph Luxenburg, The Syro-Ara-
maic Reading of the Koran: A Contribution to the Decoding of the Language of the
Koran (Berlin 2007), 80-1, raqg m is a ‘misreading’ of ruq d.

10Al-Suy , al-Durr al-man r, ix, 489.

1 The term should have been in the accusative (man b) had it been the dog’s
name, but no such variant (and indeed no variant at all) is attested for this verse.
See Anad Mutr Umar and Abd al- | Slim Makram, Mi jam al-gir 't
al-qur’ niyya (Kuwait 1408/1988), iii, 349; and Abd al-La f al-a b, Mu jam
al-qir ' t (Damascus 1422/2002), v, 154 ff.

12The term is actually twice attested outside the Qur n: at the beginning of
the first sermon of the Nahj al-bal a; and in a ad cited by Ibn Man r in his
Lis n al- Arab, s.v. r-q-m (brought to my attention by one of the anonymous refer-
ees). Interestingly, however, in both instances it seems to have the denotation of
‘arrow’ — which obviously does not fit the Quranic context. In the first instance,
it is used to liken the heavens to a ‘light, piercing, fast-moving’ arrow (f falakin
d ’irin wa-saqfin s ’irin wa-rag min m’irin) — it must be borne in mind that the
adjectivam 'ir is almost always used of the substantive ‘arrow’; Ibn Man r, Lisn
al- Arab, s.v. m-w-r; al-Frzbd, al-Qms al-mu , s.v. m--r. In the second
instance it has been applied in conjunction with the term ‘arrow’, and is apparently
to be understood as synonymous with it (k na yusaww bayna ’l- uf f att yada ah
mi | al-gid aw al-raqg m). In any event, | tend to share L. Kopf's scepticism of the
lexicographical tradition; see his ‘Religious Influences on Medieval Arabic Philol-
ogy’,Studia Islamica 5 (1956), 33-59.
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strange form of the triliteral radical, whilst elsewhere it uses the
expectednaf | form to designate something ‘written’ or ‘inscribed’
(Qur’' n 83:9, which speaks of a ‘written book’, kit b marg-m).
Sidney Griffith has tried to explain away the problem by suggesting
that it might be a ‘Syriacism’: ‘the likely scenario would be that the
form of the Syriac passive participlg,(fffled as a substantive adjec-
tive (fa‘l), has been imported into Arabic diction to produce the
anomalousl-raqg m, presumably originally by Anabic-speaking
Christian with a Syriac-speaking backgrddmut Griffith’s ‘trans-
lator’ must have been an eccentric person to have failed in producing
an idiomatic rendering at only one place in a rather lengthy and
arguably lucid text. Griffith’'s argument is, in the main, based upon
the reference to the inscription in Jacob of Sar g's (debBRamily
on the sleepers of Ephesus. This, however, hardly constitutes new
evidence in favour of the claim; one does well to remember that the
Muslim commentators who took the term to mean ‘inscription’ had
doubtlessly been themselves influenced by the reference to it in the
Christian versions of the legend. Griffith further contends that
‘al-rag m could just possibly mean “inscription” or “tablet™, citing
Lane’s Arabic-English Lexicon as his source. Again, it must be remem-
bered that Lane is himself reliant on the tradition for the meaning of
the term. Moreover, the fact that the term is not attested with any
other meanin§ may simply be an indication that it is a toponym,
as pointed out above. Griffith’s arguments are thus entirely circular
and reveal nothing new, and, generally, the affinities he adduces
between the Syriac and Quranic versions are so general and so common
to most versions of the legend that they fail to convince one of the
existence of a ‘Syriac background’, as he claims, to the Quranic narra
tive. The tablet interpretation does not seem to be anything more than
ingenious conjecture on the part of the exegetes and hardly reflects
their knowledge as to the true signification of the word. We are thus
left with two possibilities: that al-raq m is the name of the mountain/
cave, or that it is the name of a town — in any case a toponym.
Some medieval geographical compendia and annals do indeed
record the name of a town called al-Raqg m; however, these entries

13 Contra Horovitz, Koranische Untersuchungen, 95, who adduces this latter verse
in support of the inscription interpretation!

14 Griffith, ‘Christian Lore and the Arabic Qur’ n: The “Companions of the
Cave” inS rat al-Kahf and in Syri&hristianTradition’, in G.SReynolds (ed.),
The Qur’ n in its Historical Context (London 2008), 109-37, pp. 126—7.

15But cf. supra, note 12.
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have gone totally unnoticed by more recent scholarship. Here one
gets the impression that scholars have deliberately neglected this evi-
dence, either because it is deemed too meagre or because it is assumed
that these are cross-pollinations from the attempts of the tafs r tradi-
tion at a factitious identification. Be that as it may, | contend that
these reports could be vindicated and in what follows | will produce
corroborative evidence in their support. Afterwards, | will attempt a
reappraisal of the evidence of the Muslim tradition.

RQM, the Semitic Name of Petra

In 1965 the French archaeologist Jean Starcky published a report
about,inter alia, an important find, an otherwise mundane funerary
inscription mentioning a place called RQMW which, Starcky opined,
was to be identified as the Semitic name of Petra. The basis for this
identification was the reference to the towRQ@Md in the Targu-

mim and other rabbinic writings and as Rekem(), Arekem, and
Arkem in Josephus and EusebBid#e first-century epitaph, discov

ered at the entrance to the S q leading to the archaeological site of
Petra, near modern-day Wd M s, reads as follows:

d’ nps ptrys br / trp s wyqgr 'ry / hwh brgmw dy myt / bgrsw wgbyr tmh dy
/ *bd []IF" tymw rbnh

This is the funerary monument of PTRYS, son of TRP S, the hon-
oured one who was in RQMW, who died in GRSW and was buried
there, [and] who was a servant of the god of TYMW, hi€lord.

167, Starcky, ‘Nouvelles steles funéraires a Pétra’, Annual of the Department of
Antiquities of Jordan 10 (1965), 43-9, pp. Mydiscussion here follows from
his ‘Nouvelle épitaphe nabatéenne donnant le nom sémitique de Pétra’, Revue
biblique 72 (1965), 95-7, p. 96.

17The text as given by Starcky here reads Ih. However, | have inserted an lap
in order to arrive at a more sensible reading. Starcky’s reading does not seem to be
erroneous at this point; it thus seems to be a mistake on the part of the engraver.

18 Text and French translation in Starcky, ‘Nouvelles stéles’, 44; idem, ‘Nouvelle
épitaphe’, 95; text and German translation — with a survey of previous scholarship
— in U. Hackl, H. Jeni and C. Schneider, Quellen zur Geschichte der Nabataer:
Textsammlung mit Ubersetzung und Kommentar (Freiburg 2003), 221; see also
I. Kottsieper, ‘Sam’alische und aramaische Tex&abn, Sarg-, Bau- und Votiv-
inschriften (Texte aus der Umwelt des Alten Testaments neue Folge 6, Munich
2011), 321-32, pp. 324-5 (I owe this reference to Hossein Sheikh); and L. Nehmé,
Atlas archéologique et épigraphique de Pétra, vol. i: De B b as-S g au W d al-Farasah
(Paris 2012), 165 (my thanks to the compiler for providing me with the relevant
part of the book).
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Starcky renders the last line ‘que lui a faite Taimu son maitre’, and
is followed in this by later commentators. But this reading is hardly
tenable given that the only possible referent of the clause (the term
npsS) has been separated from it by several intervening sentences.
| have, therefore, opted to emend the text to read ‘who was a servant
of the god of TYMW'. In support of this new reading, it must be
pointed out that the formula ‘the god of so-and-so’ is quite com-
monly encountered in Nabataean inscriptions — with or without ref-
erence to the name of the deity him/hef$étf.some cases, the
person mentioned is the king, with the inscription reading ‘the god
of our lord (lh mr'n’), so-and-$®in any event, we need not worry
about the reading of the rest of the inscription, for the issue at hand
here is the name RQMW, whose reading seems certain. It must,
however, be noted that the fimalv of RQMW is a peculiarity
observed in some substantives in Nabataean Afamaic.

The Semitic name of Petra, in the form RQM, also shows up in a
Syriac document brought to light for the first time in 1977 by Sebas-
tian Brock. In this document, a letter attributed to Cyril of Jerusalem
(d. 387cE) on the attempt to rebuild the Jerusalem Temple during
the reign of Julian the ‘Apostate’, we read of the destruction wreaked
by the earthquake of 36822 in which many cities of Palestine and
Provincia Arabia were partially or totally destroyed, including ‘more
than half of RQM’ (rgm ytyr mn kf)Brock readily identifies RQM
with Petra in his translatiéh.

The name RQM is actually attested in another Syriac text that has
been known since the early twentieth century, but has gone
unnoticed since its first commentator, Francois Nau, had failed to
identify the place. This text is the Syriac Vita of Bar awm4%é.ax),

19J.F. Healey, The Religion of the Nabataeans: A Conspectus (Leiden 2001),
151-2.

20pid., 154.

21F. de Blois, ‘Who is King Amar Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 6
(1995), 196-8, p. 198 (n. 8); see also the references in note 66 infra.

220n this event, now see D.B. Levenson, ‘The Palestinian Earthquake of May
363 in Philostorgius, the Syriac Chronicon miscellaneum, and the Letter Attributed
to Cyril on the Rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple’, Journal of Late Antiquity 6
(2013), 60-83.

23S.P. Brock, ‘A Letter Attributed to Cyril of Jerusalem on the Rebuilding of
the Temple’, BSOAS 40 (1977), 267-86, p. 271. Brock dates the letter to the early
fifth century CE; ibid., 283. He later discovered further witnesses to this composi-
tion; Brock, ‘Review of M.N. Goshen-Gottstein, Syriac Manuscripts in the Harvard
College Library: A Catalogd®$ 26 (1981), 317-21, p. 321.

24Brock, ‘Letter Attributed to Cyril’, 276.
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a work of hagiographical nature narrating the miraculous life of its
eponymous character. According to the Vita, in his itinerary through
Palestine, Phoenicia, and Arabia, Bar awm happened upon an
idolatrous people who shunned him, refusing to allow him in ‘a

great city of theirs, called RQM d-G2”.

RQM d-G'Y®6 seems to be the full name of Petra to distinguish
it from another RQM, RQM d- GRH. Both of these RQMs are
known to us from rabbinic sources. These sources, and especially the
Targumim, as well as the Syriac Peshitta, equaté’ R@biblical
Q de$, and RQM d- GRH with Q de$ Barn ‘@88 RQM G'Y’

(along withRQM d- GRH) shows up in a late-ancient list of the
border towns of Ere Yisr’Il. This list begins with Ashkelon, thence
moves northwards, then eastwards, southwards, and thence back to
Ashkelon. The final part reads, ‘Upper Tarng| above Caesarea
[Philippi], Bt SWKT, and RQM d- GRH, Trachonitis, which is

in the district of Bosra, eSb n, Yabb q, the brook-valley of Zered
and Ygar SKWTH, Nimr n, ML d-ZRNV'Y and RQM GY’H, and

the gardens of AshkeléhThe clockwise revolution of (identifiable)
locations in this list around Jerusalem comports with the identifica-
tion of RQM GY’H as Petra. G'Y’ itself is most likely to be identified
with modern Wd Ms — also called al-J nowadays — near
Petra®®

25F. Nau, ‘Résumé de monographies syriaques’, Revue de I'Orient chrétien 18
(1913), 379-89, pp. 382-3. Unfortunately, the Syriac Vita of Bar awm has not so
far appeared in a critical edition améd to rely oNau’s summary of the text,
interspersed with direct quotations.

26 variously spelt G'Y’, GY’, and GY'H.

2TM. McNamara, ‘To 8¢ (Avykp) Swé 8poc otiv év t7 Apabix (Gal 4:25a):

Paul andPetra’, in idemTargum and New Testament: Collected Essays (Tubingen
2011), 460-79, p. 468 (n. 31; originally published in Milltown Studies 2 [1978],
24-41), identifies this RQM as RQM d-G'Y".

28 G.I. Davies, ‘Hagar, el-He ra and the Location of Mount Sinai: With an
Additional Note on Regem’, Vetus Testamentum 22 (1972), 152—63, p. 160. For
the Peshitta, see R. Payne Smith, Thesaurus Syriacus (Oxford 1901), 3978, s.v.
‘RQM'.

29 Tosefta Shebi'it 4:11; the translation follows from the German translation in
P Freimark and W.-F. Kramer, Die Tosefta, Seder i: Zeraim, 2: Demai — Schebiit
(Stuttgart 1971), 197-207. | will get back to this gazetteer in due course.

307. al-Salameen and H. Falahat, ‘Two New Nabataean Inscriptions from W d
M s : With Discussions of Gaia and the Marz a$S 57 (2012), 37-51, p. 41.

To the evidence collected in this article we may add Stephan of Byzantium’s refer-
ence to Gaia as ‘a city near Petra in Arabia’; Stephani Byzantii Ethnica, ed. and tr.
Margarethe BillerbecBdrlin 2006), vol. i, 410; cited by J. Retséfr&and

Qadesh’ Svensk exegetisk arsbok 76 (2011), 115-36, p. 117. Later (ibid., 118,
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Mention should also be made of a homily attribut&disebius
of Caesarea (d. 840ck), preserved only in a Syriac translation,
wherein Petra is glossed with the statement ‘the city called RQM
d-GY’ in the tongue of [the people of] Mesopotami&(pdynt’
dmtqry’ bl$’n’ dbyt nhryn rgm XdgyThis brief, hitherto-unnoticed
piece of evidence is the first proof positive that RQM d-G’Y’ was
indeed the same place as Petra.

The name, in the gentilic form rgmy’, also appears in another well-
known text, The Book of the Laws of Countries by Bardai n of Edessa
(d. 222ck), which holds the distinction of being the oldest extant
Syriac composition. Here the ‘law of the peopRQM’ (nmws’
drgmy) and the ‘land of the peopleR®M’ (byt rgmy) are men-
tioned together with those of the Edessenes and théArabs.

Greek Sources

In his account of the war between Moses’ Israelites and the Midian-
ites in his Antiquitates Judaicae, Jewish historian Flavius Josephus
famously contrived a popular etymology for the Semitic name of
Petra.According to Josephus, all of the five kings of the Midianites
perished in the battle, including their fifth, Rekemos (Rokom in the
Septuagint, Regem in the Hebrew Bible). He then adds,

the city which bears his name (hou polis ep numos) ranks highest in the
land of the Arabs (Arab n) and to this day is called by the whole
Arabian nation (pantos tou Arabiou) after the name of its royal founder,
Rekem : it is the Petra of the Greeks (Petra par Ell si legémen ).

n. 22),Retso briefly entertains the idea that the Quragimmay have bedtetra,
only to dismiss it as a ‘secondary association’.

31The edited text mistakenly has pr’.

82\W. Wright, ‘Eusebius o€Caesarea on the Stddurnal of Sacrederature
and Biblical Record 9 (1866), 117-36, p. 130. Cf. Eusebius’ entry for Petra in his
Onomasticon further infra.

33H.J.W. Drijvers, The Book of the Laws of Countries: Dialogue on Fate of
Bardai an of Edessa (Piscataway 2007), 46; cited by Ziy d al-SahirSal@meen),
‘Rigim/al-ragm f ma dir al-ta’r iyya wa’l-nagSiyya’, Majallat al-jam‘iyya
al-ta’r iyya al-sa‘ diyya 31 (1436/2015), 7-35, pp. 20—1. On this occurrence, see
A. Schall, ‘Eine “unbekannte Volkerschaft” im “Buch der Gesetze der Lander”,
ZDMG 99 (1945-50), 202-3 (my thanks to Sergey Minov for drawing my attention
to this article). Ahmad Al-Jallad has recently discovered a Safaitic inscription from
northeastern Jordan, bearing the names RQM and MN, in a likely reference to
Petra and Amman. He hopes to publish the inscription in the near future.

34 Josephus, Ant. 4:161. The translation comes from Josephus, vol. iv: Jewish
Antiquities, Books i—iv (The Loeb Classical Library, London 1961), 553.
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By ‘Arabia’, no doubt, Josephus means Nabataea (i.e., what later
became the Roman Province of Arabia), for he observes elsewhere
that

these [twelve sons of Ishmael] occupied the whole country extending
from the Euphrates to the Red Sea and called it Nabatn; and it is
these who conferred their names orAthbian nation and its tribes

(to t n Arab n ethnos kai tas phulas) in honour both of their own prow-
ess and of the name of Abrafam.

He thus equates ‘Arabia’ with Nabatéea.

Finally, Eusebius — who draws on Josephus — informs us that
Petra ‘is called Rekem by the Assyrians’ (Rekem para Assuriois onom-
azetai; in Jerome’s Latin translation, a Syris Recem?dicitur).

Arabic Sources

The geographical compendium of Sihb al-Dn Ab Allich A

Y gtibn Abd All h al-amaw al-Rm al-Badd (d.aH 626/1229

CE), Mu jam al-buld n, is probably the most important and most
famous medieval gazetteer compiled in Arabic. In his entry on
al-Ragm Y gt states,

in the vicinity of al-Balg’ in the environs of al-S m there is a place
called al-Rag m which some of them [scil., its inhaBfijametieve to

be [the resting place of] the people of the cave (wa-bi-qurb al-Balq’
min arf al-Sm maw iun yuqlu lahu ’l-Rag m yaz amu ba uhum
anna bihi ahl al-kapf®

It is evident from Y q t's wording that he knew the place from out-
side the folktales surrounding the Quranic narrative. ‘There exists a

35 Ant. 1:221; translation from ibid., 109.

36 For more on Josephus’ treatment of the ‘Arabs’, see F. Millar, ‘Hagar, Ishmael,
Josephus, and the Origins of Islam’, in idem, Rome, the Greek World, and the East,
vol. iii: The Greek World, the Jews, and the East (Chapel Hill 2006), 351-77 (origi-
nally published in Journal of Jewish Studies 44 [1993], 23-45).

37 Eusebii Pamphili episcopi Caesai@msisasticon: Urbium et locorum sacrae
scripturae, ed. F. Larsow and G. Parthey (Berlin 1862), 3067, s.v. ‘Petra’ (see also
entries ‘Arkem’ and ‘Rekem’).

38Y gt makes the antecedent of this ‘them’ clear in his entry for Amm n: ‘it
has been said that Amm n is the city of Decius, and in its vicinity the cave and
al-Raq m are located, [which are] well-known among the people of that land’ (wa-
bi'l-qurb minh al-kahf wa’l-Rag m ma r fun inda ahl tilka ’I-bil d); Y g t, Mu jam
al-buld n (Beirut 1397/1977), iv, 151.

39bid., iii, 60, s.v. ‘al-Rag m’.
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place called al-Raq m’, he avers; the fact that some people, unsurpris-
ingly, connected it to the story of the companions of the cave has no
bearing on the reality of the town’s existence. Y gt has no hesitation
in giving us his own opinion concerning the location of the compan-
ions’ city: ‘but the truth is that their [resting place] lies in the Byz-
antine territory, as will be mentiorfé@va’l-a annahum bi-bil d
al-R m kamm na kuruhuf! Y gt adds that Yaz d ibn Abd al-
Malik (r. AH 101-5/720—4E) used to dwell in al-Rag i.respect
of al-Balq’, Y gt says it is ‘a district of Damascus (k ratun min
am | Dima3q) between al-Sm and Wd al-Qur; its metropolis
(ga abatuh ) being ‘Amm &

According to Sams al-D n Ab ‘Abd All h Mu ammad ibn A mad
alMaqdis (d. aftex+ 380/990cE), allRaq m is ‘a town at a distance
of one farsa from ‘Amm n, on the fringes of the desert’ (al tu m
al-b diya). Al-Maqdis appends to this entry a popular legend about
a cave near this Rag m in which three graves could b&*found.

Our last geographical source is the Tagw m al-buld n of Abu’l-
Fid’ Ism ‘il ibn Al (d.AH 732/1331ce) — who is evidently reliant
on Ab Is g lbrhm ibn Muammad al-1 ar (fl. fourth century
AH) for the first part of his entry. Abu’l-Fid * reports,

alRag m is one of the famous places of al-S m, being a small town near
al-Balg’ (bulaydatun a ratun bi-qurb al-Balq’). Its houses are entirely
carved out of stone, as if it were a single piece of rock. Al-Balq ’ is one
of the districts (kuwar) of al-Sart... one day’s journey (mar alatin)
from Jericho, and Jericho is to al-Balq ”’s t#test.

40 Cf. ibid., i, 231, s.v. ‘Ufs s’ (Ephesus) , where he sounds less certain, modify-
ing his statement by the verb yuq I.

4L Ibid., iii, 60.

42 |bid., i, 489, s.v. ‘al-Balq ”. The historical region was greater than modern
Balqg ' province in the Kingdom of Jordan.

43 Al-Maqdis , A san al-tag s m f ma'rifat al-aq | m, &.J. de Goeje (Leiden
1906), 175.

44 Abu'l-Fid *, Tagw m al-buld n, ed. M. Reinaud and M. Mac Guckin de Slane
(Paris 1840), 227-8; cf. al-l ar, Mas lik al-mam lik, ed. M.J. de Goeje (Leiden
1927), 64. Based on these testimonies, Guy Le Strange placed Quranic Rag m at a
distance of three miles from Amman, noting that ‘neither of these indications will
allow of Ar Rakim being identified with Petra (Wadi Mdsa) lying two days march
south of the Dead Sea’; G. Le Strange, Palestine under the Moslems: A Description
of Syria and the Holy Land from A.D. 650 to 1500 (Beirut 1890), 277-8, footnote.
Although he is well aware of the reference to two RQMs in rabbinic sources, he
simply sides with his Arabic sources in identifying Quranic Raq m with the one near
Amman.
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During al al-Dn al-Ayyb’s and Nr al-D n Zang'’s aber
tive expedition against the crusader stronghold of al-Kawak in
568/1172ck, the latter is said to have departed from Damascus
and encamped in al-Raq m. According to Abu’l-Fid s al-Mu ta ar
f abr al-ba3ar, al-Raq m is ‘near al-Katal&.contemporary of
the event, Abu’l- asan Al ibn al-A r (dn 630/1233cE), glosses
al-Rag m with the statement ‘between it and al-Karak is two days’
journey’ (mar alat n) in his account of the evéml-Raq m once
more crops up iMb S ma alMaqdis’s (daH 665/1268CE)
account of al al-D n’s second unsuccessful siege of al-Karak in
AH 580/1184cEe.*’ This account — on the authority of Imd
al-D n al-l fah n (d.aH 597/1201cE), a boon companion of the
sultan’s — is extremely invaluable inasmuch as it furnishes us with
al al-D n’s precise itinerary in the region after leaving Damas
cus: ‘the sultan departed fréta’s al-M 48 by way of al- al I°
al-Zarg’?® Ammn, and al-Balq’, then al-Raqm, Z 2%,
al-Nug b,52 and al-Lajj n%3 to Adir,>* then al-Rabb2, which is

45 Abu’l-Fid’, al-Mutaar f abr al-basar (Cairo 1325/1907), iii, 53.

46 1bn al-A r, al-K mil fi'l-ta’r , ed. Umar Abd al-Sal m Tadmur (Beirut
1417/1997), ix, 385.

47 The fort eventually fell to al al-D n in 118@€. For the history of south-
ern Transjordan, and in particular al-Karak, in this period, see Marcus Milwright,
The Fortress of the Raven: Karak in the Middle Islamic Period (1100-1650) (Leiden
2008), 25-42.

48 Presumably the Ra’s al- Ayn near Damascus. lbn al-A r, Ta'r , x, 161 and
169, places it in awr n in the southwest of modern-day Syria, near Damascus.

49 Nowadays spelt al- al I, to the northeast of Amman in the modern provinces
of Zarq’ and Mafraq.

50To the north of Amman.

51In the south of Amman, in Amman province. Y qt, Mu jam al-buld n, iii,
163, mentions it as a town in al-Balq .

52 Remains unidentified.

53Y gt only gives its approximate location as ‘on the route to Mecca from
al-S m, neaiTaym ” (ibid., v, 14).The village is not far to the northeast of the
modern city of Karak (not to be mistaken for the village of the same name in Pal-
estine). It was called Betthorus in ancient times and was garrisoned by a Roman
legion, Legio IV Martia (hence its Arabic name); D. Kennedy, The Roman Army in
Jordan (London 2004), 154-9.

54 A few kilometres northeast of al-Karakas been identified with Stephan
of Byzantium’s Adara; S.Parker et al., The Roman Frontier in Central Jordan:
Final Report on the Limes Arabicus Project, 1980-1989 (Washington 1992), 17.

55 Known asRabbatoab in ancient times, currently in al-Karak province, not
far from the provincial capital, al-Karak, and to its north, east of the Dead Sea. This
sudden turn northwards must have been occasioned by tactical necessity, as pointed
out by C. Clermont-Ganneau, ‘El-Kahf et la caverne des sept dormants’, Comptes
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in the region of Moab’, until he stationed himself in Wd
al-Karakeb

As we can glean from these three historiographical sources,
al-Rag m was somewhere between Amman and al-Karak, that is to
say, to the south ofrAman. Karak itself lies about halfway from
Petra to Amman.

It may be seen that the Rag m of our Arabophone writers, being
in the vicinity of Amman, could not be identified with Petra, which
is over 200 kilometres’ distance from the Jordanian capital. But what
about the other RQM, the RQM of GRH®Zould thisRag m be
the same place as RQM d- GRHWhile the evidence is less than
decisive, one can make a case for such an identification.

The important rabbinic list of the border towns mentions RQM
d- GRH after Tarng |, near Caesarea Philippi, and before Tracho-
nitis, — known as al-Lajt since medieval times — near Bosra, and
eSb n. Of these, Caesarea Philippi is situated to the north of the
Sea of Galilee, near the triple point between the modern states of
Israel, Lebanon, and Syria; Amman is to the southeast of the Sea of
Galilee; al-Laj t to its east; and eSb n to its south, to the northeast
of the northern tip of th®ead Sea. Bar al-Lajt, the rest form a
clockwise itinerary around Jerusalem. Technically, if RQM d- GRH
was located somewhere near Amman, al-Laj t should have been men-
tioned before it, but this is not a real problem given how corrupt
most of the manuscripts are and that the order of the towns slightly
varies in each witné83he location of the other places of the list is

rendus des séancesal&mie des Inscriptions et Belle-Lettres 43 (1899), 56476,
p. 576.

56 Ab Sma, Uy n al-raw atayn f a b r al-dawlatayn al-n riyya wa'l- al iyya
ed. Ibr h m al-Z baq (Beirut 1418/1997), iii, 206.

57Some scholars have proposed that RQM d- GRH is to be identified with
Mad'in li in Saudi Arabia, but this claim has been ably debunked by Davies,
‘Hagar, el-He ra and the Location of Mount Sinai’. However, Davies’ own alterna-
tive placement of it in Sinai is very unlikely.

581t may be worth drawing attention to a short entry in Y g t: under “ijr’,
he states that ‘it is one of the villages of Damascus’ (Mu jam al-buld n, ii, 224). This
place may have been our egr. It must also be pointed out that one of the oldest
witnesses to this list, the inscription of Re b, records the full name of this RQM
as RQM rak n, RQM of Trachonitis, but this does not seriously affect our analy-
sis inasmuch as Trachonitis is not situated far from Damascus, and indeed not far
from Amman either. In other words, RQM of Tranchonitis could just be an alterna-
tive name for RQM of egr. A translation of the inscription could be found in
A. Houtman, M.J.H.M. Poothuis and J. Schwartz (eds), Sanctity of Time and Space
in Tradition and Modernity (Leiden 1998), Appendix 1, 361-3.
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not quite certain, but one imagines that after eSb n the rest of them
must lie along the eastern shore of the Dead Sea and in a southerly
direction.At the end of the list RQM GY’H which, if identified

with Petra, would mark the southernmost limit of Ere Yisr’|I, just

as one would expégt.

We must now turn to the last piece of evidence from the medieval
Arabo-Islamic tradition for the location of al-Raq m, a brief report in
al- abar 'stafs r on the authority of Ibn Abb s. According to this
tradition, ‘al-Ragm is a wd between U% and Ayla on the
southern extremity of [lit., ‘below’] Palestine, located near Ayla’
(al-Rag m w din bayna Usf n wa-Ayla d na Filast n wa-huwa gar bun
min Aylaf! But Petra, to the northeast of Ayla, — modern ‘Agaba
— is not between Ayla and Usf n. The solution to this riddle must
be sought in a variant of this tradition found in Abu’l-Baq’
Mu ammad ibn Ms al-Damr’s ayt al- ayaw n, according to
which ‘al-Ragm is a wd between Amm n and Ayla on the south-
ern extremity of PalestiféThis latter version lacks the final part of
al- abar ’s report which places al-Raq m closer to Ayla, but, most

59The list is notoriously corrupt and the ordering and spelling of the names in
it differ by version and even by manuscript; in some cases some places do not show
up at all in one version and we may find the name of new places in their lieu. For
the full roster and a discussion of the location of the places listed in it, see Freimark
and Kramer Die Tosefta, 197-207, and the references therein (note 99); and
V. Fritz, ‘Die Grenzen des Landes Israel’, in G. Galil and M. Weinfeld (eds), Studies
in Historical Geography and Biblical Historiography: Presented to Zecharia Kallai (Lei-
den 2000), 14-34, pp. 27-32. However, this latter work is very uncritical in its
approach and takes the targumic identification of the two RQMs for granted.
| cannot agree witRets®’s far-fetched arguments in his ‘Petra and Qadesh’ either,
mostly because at times he seems unwilling to concede that the biblical and late-
ancient identifications of placenames do not necessarily match.

60 According to Y qt, Mujam al-buld niv, 121-2, thirty-six miles to the
north of Mecca and the northern limit of Tih ma. The town is still standing.

6L Al- abar, Jmi al-bay n, xv, 157-8.

62Al-Damr, ayt al-ayawn al-kubr, ed. Amad asan Basaj (Beirut
1424/2003), ii, 393. A variant in al-Suy , al-ltgn f ulm al-Qur' n, ed.
Mu ammad Abu’l-Fal Ibr h m (Cairo 1394/1974), iv, 87, gives the name of the
town as Ugb n, otherwise unknown. Al-Zama Sar, al-Kassf an aq'iq aw mi
al-tanz | wa-uy n al-agw | f wujh al-taw |, ed. Mu af usayn A mad (Beirut
1407/1987), ii, 705, gives it as a b n, which according to Y g t, Mu jam al-buld n,
iv, 206, is near Basra, but also a mount ‘in the environs of al-S m between which
and Ayla’ is the place of the companions of the cave (I am indebted to Andreas Ismail
Mohr for drawing my attention to these latter two variants). This last bit of informa
tion, however, seems to be spurious and generated exactly by this last variant reported
by al-Zama Sar . According to al- alab, al-Kasf wa'l-bay n an tafs r al-Qur’ n, ed.
Ab Muammad ibn §r (Beirut 1422/2002), vi, 146, it is {®d between [the
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certainly, both are corrupt forms of an original which plaRed at-
between Amman and Ayla and closer to the%aftae other two
pieces of information supplied by this tradition tally with what we
already know of Petra equally well: it is a wd and, most signifi-
cantly, it marks the southern boundariPaéstine according to the
rabbinic list of the border towns of the Holy Land. We may, there-
fore, rest assured that al- abar 's Rag m is indeedPbia,add-

ing another witness to our repertdire.

What remains to be explicated is the superfluous y’ in Rag m.
Given that no variant reading for this word has been recorded, one
might safely assume that the Muslim tradition has faithfully preserved
the orthography of the term and that, to judge by the Semitic form
RQM, there existed an uncertainty as to its spelling. This ambiguity
in the orthography shows that the town’s name was almost certainly
pronounced /rag m% in Nabataean ramaic, since // could be
represented both with and without a mater lectionis in Afdmaic.

Rival Traditions?

But where was Quranic Raq m, Petra or the village near Amman? In
1732, Albert Schultens produced an edition and Latin translation of

residence of the tribe of] a af n arfdyla’. All of these seem to be corruptions of
one and the same tradition, the one that locates al-Rag m between Ayla and Amman.
631t is about 250 kilometres from Amman and 100 kilometres from Agaba.

64 Again, it must be emphasised that | am not taking the facticity of the claim
that Quranic Raq m is situated in southern Palestine at face value; rather, | am
working on the assumption that these sorts of reports are extrapolations of the
traditionists based on their knowledge of the existence of actual places called
al-Rag m, since these evidently objective reports do not seem to serve some ulterior
theological or otherwise tendentious motive.

65 For an overview of the various localisations of the city of the seven sleepers
in the Muslim tradition, see M. Huber, Die Wanderlegende von den Siebenschlafern:
Eine literargeschichtliche Untersuchung (Leipzig 1910), 222-40, appended to which
is a survey of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century scholarship on the subject; and
G.S. Reynolds, The Qur’' n and its Biblical Subtext (London 2010), 170-9.

66 The final w win Nabataean ramaic was probably realised as //, as the
evidence of Greek transcriptions of Nabataean names and Nabataean inscriptions
transcribed in Greek indicates; A. Al-Jallad, ‘Graeco-Arabica’, in G. Fisher (ed.),
Arabs and Empires before Islam (Oxford 2015), 422-33, p. 426, and note 245
thereto; and c.f. idem, ‘Graeco-Arabica I: The Southern Levant’, in idem (ed.)
Arabic in Context: Celebrating 400 Years of Arabic at Leiden University (Leiden
2017), 99-186, pp. 111, 179.

67 E. Lipi ski, Semitid.anguages: Outline of a Comparative Grammar (Leuven
1997), 161.
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Ibn Sadd d’s al-Naw dir al-sul niyya wa’l-ma sin al-y sufiyya or
Srat al al-D nal-Ayy b, to which was appended relevant excerpts
from other sources, including the passage from Abu’l-Fid s
al-Mu ta ar cited earlier. In the book’s geographical index, Schultens
suggested that this Rag m was the same place &4 Btgdrain the
nineteenth century, Edward Robinson argued against this identifica-
tion, pointing out, among other things, that Abu’l-Fid s Raq m lay
to the north of al-Karak, far from the location of Wd M$.
Nineteenth-century Oriental studies thenceforth sided with Robinson
in locating this Rag m around Amman and even took the further step
of equating it with the Quranic rag’AScholarship has since veered
away from this consengtigresumably because, from the point of
view of most scholars, a small village near Amman is unlikely to have
had any special significance for the inhabitants of the central ijz
in Late Antiquity’? However, the same could not be said of Petra.
While by the turn of the millennium Petra’s ancient glory had long
been forgottef® in the early seventh century it still was a city of

68 A. Schultens, Vita et res gestae sultani Almalichi Alnasiri Saladini Abi Modaffiri
Josephi F. Jobi F. Sjadsi (1732), index geographicus, s.v. ‘Errakimum’.

69 E. Robinson, Biblical Researches in Palestine and Adjacent Regions: A Journal
of Travels in the Years 1838 and 1852 (London 1856), vol. ii, 521-4, note xxxvii.

70Cf. Clermont-Ganneau, ‘El-Kahf et la caverne’, 571; and Le Strange’s opi-
nion cited in note 44 supra.

71 Cf., for instance, Rudi Paret, Der Koran: Kommentar und Konkordanz (Stutt-
gart 2005), 318; Griffith, ‘Christian Lore and the Arabic Qur’' n’, 125-7.

72 Arthur Jeffery, however, is the only scholar to have proposed a relationship
betweerrag m and RQM d-G'Y’ in particular, identified by him as the Rag m of
the Muslim geographers; Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabular@uf théBaroda
1938), 1441 should also do justice to twentieth-century Oriental scholarship on
the Qur' n by mentioning the Iranian intellectual K im Bargn s who, in a review
essay of the Persian translation of Jeffery’s book, passingly proposed that al-raqgm
is to be identified with Petra; see his ‘W a-h -yi da I-i Qur'n wa d dg h-h’,

Ma rif 12 (1374 SH/199%E), 93—-119, pp. 114-15 (I am grateful to Majid Mon-
tazermahdi for bringing this essay to my attention).

73In my cursory survey of the Muslim sources | have only come across it in
three places: in Y qt, Mu jam al-buld n, i, 335, who only knows of it as the place
where the Prophet had alighted for offering prayers in his expedition to Tab k; in
al- abar, Ta’r al-rusul wa’l-mul k, ed. Muammad Abu’l-Fal Ibr h m (Cairo
1387/1967), ii, 595, who mentions it in the account ofPtlephet’s expedition
against the Ban Liy n (which, if the rest of the account’s details are reliable, could
not have been the case); and in the account of the battle of the arra in Iorhm
ibn Mu ammad al-Bayhaq, al-Ma sin wa’l-mas w, ed. Muammad lbr hm
Abu’l-Fa | (Cairo 1380/1961), i, 60 (the edition mistakenly has ‘al-Bar ).
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some local significance with a small popul&tion.the other hand,

the context of the Qur’ n’s presentation of its own ‘true’ version of
the tale shows that competing versions of it were in circulation at the
time, as is evident from verse 22 of the sra: ‘some would say [they
were] three, their fourth being their dog; some say [they were] five,
their sixth being their dog, hazarding a guess; some say seven, their
eighth being their dog. Say: my Lord is best informed of their num-
ber; none knows them but few’ (m yalamuhum ill qal [Timg.
sectarian background to these rival traditions may be surmised from
wv. 4-5 (cf. also v. 12): ‘so as to warn those who say God has adopted
(ittaaa) a son’ (v. 4)2 In this ‘sectarian milieu’, it seems, the
Qur’' n has opted for aArabian version of the stdfya version
adorned with trappings of ‘orthodo%yThis Aabian version had to
champion an Arabian city as the abode of its heroes, and Petra,
founded by the sons of Ishmael, was the Arabian city par
excellenég.

Address for correspondence: mehdyshaddel@gmail.com

74 See, e.g., L. Koenen, ‘The Carbonized ArchiveReaim’, Journal of Roman
Archaeology 9 (1996), 177-88; M. Nasarat, F. Abudanh and S. Naimat, ‘Agriculture
in Sixth-Century Petra and its Hinterland: The Evidence from the Papyri’, Arabian
Archaeology and Epigraphy 23 (2012), 105-15.

75 Thus Griffith, ‘Christian Lore and the Arabic Qur’' n’, 117-18; recapitulated
more forcefully by Reynolds, The Qur' n and its Biblical Subtext, 184-5, who is,
however, somewhat overly preoccupied with the alleged Syriac Christian ‘subtext’
of the story.

76 And it is, in all likelihood, the Qur’ n's anxiousness to assert the ‘authenticity’
of this version that lies behind the somewhat peculiar use of two genitives in an
i fa, a ba ’l-kahfi wa’l-Rag miwa’l-Rag m here somehow modifies al-kahf,
putting stress on the purported Petraean origin of the protagonists and, thereby, the
Petra-centred version of the story.

77 Cf. the assertion that the companions ‘do not have any protector (wal ) other
than Him and none shares in His rule’ (v. 26), apparently a polemic against those
Trinitarian Christians who laid a claim to them. And, I think, the same could be
said of the Qur’ n’s emphasis on the uncompromising strictness of their monolatry
(cf. w. 14-16).

"8 Presumably in the absence of a local tradition connecting the companions
with Mecca or, for that matter, anywhere else in western Arabia.
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