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IRAM

advocated its exportation to the Middle
East. Critique of this approach was also
widespread, especially amongst Muslims
who felt that localised Islam was a devia-
tion from Islamic orthodoxy originating in
the Arabian Peninsula.
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CHiarA FormricHr

Iram

Iram is an ancient Arabian name most
commonly associated in modern writing
with a lost city in southeastern Arabia,
the capital of the pre-Islamic people of
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‘Ad, whom God destroyed for their dis-
belief (Cobb, 2:559; Clapp). The mean-
ing of “Iram” has, however, undergone a
complex evolution of varied and debated
interpretations in both Muslim and Euro-
pean narratives.

Pre-Islamic Nabatean epigraphy uses
rm as a toponym in northwestern Ara-
bia (Savignac, 591; Macdonald, 3:76, n.
171; Hoyland, 39—40), near the modern
border between Jordan and Saudi Arabia.
The inscriptions support Sprenger (144),
who postulated that Iram was in the
Hisma region, based on its identification
as an Arabised form of the “Aramaya”
listed in Ptolemy’s geography (vi, 7, 27).
The historian-geographer —al-Hamdant
(d. ¢.333/945) notes a well, Bi'r Iram, in
the Hisma (Sifat, 243), also suggestive that
Iram was a pre-Islamic northern Arabian
locale.

I. IraM IN THE QUR’AN

The name “Iram” also appears in Q
89:6-8, where it is mentioned with a pre-
Islamic people, the ‘Ad, as an example of
God’s power to smite tyrants. Whether
the Quranic “Iram” was intended to
refer to the pre-Islamic northern Arabian
toponym 1is unclear: the precise meaning
of the verses hinges on deciphering their
ambiguous vocabulary and case vocalisa-
tions, and early Muslim Qur’an readers
adopted several possibilities (al-Khatib,
10:418-20, has a list of attested vocalisa-
tions). One tradition reads the phrase in
verses 89:6-7 as ‘Ad" Iram?, implying that
the Iram were a people related to the ‘Ad.
An alternative reading has the verses ‘Ad'
Iram?, a possessive construction that could
make “Iram” the name of the ‘Ad’s city.
The description in Q) 89:7 of Iram as dhat
al-9mad also gave rise to disagreement.
Some exegetes interpreted it as meaning
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that the Iram were giants, whereas others
interpreted the words to mean either “of
columns” (suggesting that Iram was a sub-
stantial city) or “of tent poles” (suggesting
that the Iram were a nomadic people).
Each interpretation is grammatically per-
missible, and most pre-modern exegetes
remained undecided as to whether Iram
denoted a city or a tribe (Muqatil, 5:687—
8; al-Akhfash, 2:578; al-Tabari, Fam:
30:218-20; al-Qurtubi, 20:30-2).

The context of the verses in Q 89 sup-
ports an interpretation of Iram as a loca-
tion inhabited by the ‘Ad, and al-Biqa‘T
(d. 885/1480), one of the few pre-modern
exegetes to adopt an expressly narra-
tive (not syntactic) interpretation of the
Qur'an, asserts that Iram was the ‘Ad’s
city, not a tribe (8:416). Conversely, “Iram”
appears frequently in pre-Islamic poetry as
a reference to a bygone people and never
as a reference to a city. Pre-Islamic poets
cite Iram, often with ‘Ad and occasion-
ally with names of other ancient peoples,
to express the idea that all things, even
powerful peoples, inevitably pass away
(Imru’ al-Qays, 208; ‘Amr b. QamTa, in
al-Buhturt, al-Hamasa, 1:327; Jandal b.
Ashmat al-‘Anazi, in Abt Tammam, 162;
Labid, 34, 108, 209, 378). The Iram also
feature metaphorically in violent threats,
in which a poet boasts he will dispatch
his enemies to perdition, whence they will
join the dead Iram (Rashid b. Rumayd
al-‘Anazi, in al-Basi1 1:320; see also the
early Muslim-era ‘Amr b. Ma‘di Karib,
184). Al-Harith b. Hilizza (fl. 550-60 C.E.)
uses the adjective wami to connote age,
physical strength, or noble equanimity
(Ibn al-Anbari, 492; al-Tabriz, 472). Al-
Aghlab al-Ijli (d. ¢.20/641), a pre-Islamic
poet whose long career extended into the
carly Islamic era, compares a leader to
the Iram, also possibly as a metaphor of
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nobility (Ibn al-Anbari, 493). The cou-
pling of Iram with ‘Ad in Q 89:6-7 may
thus be drawing from the familiar poetic
lexicon for bygone peoples, converting
names synonymous in poetry with ancient
might into warnings of God’s power to
annihilate unbelievers.

Umayyad and early ‘Abbasid-era poets
also cite Iram as a bygone people, with
the same formulae as pre-Islamic poets
and with additional allusions to the
Quran (al-Qatamt, 100, 103; al-Hutay’a,
262; al-Ahwas al-Ansari, in al-Buhturt
al-Hamasa, 1:298). Likewise, early genealo-
gists (Ibn Qutayba, 28; al-Tabari, Za%ikh,
1:204, 207, 216) and lexicographers
(al-Khalil, 8:296; Ibn Durayd, 2:1068)
endorsed the definition of the Iram as
a people related to the ‘Ad. Al-Khalil’s
(d. 175/791) al-Ayn additionally defines
wram as a way-marker and/or grave cairn
of the ‘Ad, but these definitions are not
cited in glosses on Q) 89:6-8, and extant
texts suggest that most early Muslims
probably interpreted the Qur’an’s “Iram”
as a powerful nomadic tribe from the
ancient Arabian past.

2. IRAM BECOMES A CITY

The process by which writers reinter-
preted Quranic “Iram” as a city had a
complex evolution. The toponymic asso-
ciation may have originated to justify the
alternative vocalisation, ‘Ad' Iram?®, of Q
89:6-7. Al-Azhart’s (d. 370/980) Tahdhib
al-lugha, the first dictionary to state that
“TIram” might refer to the city of the ‘Ad
(11:254), cites the Qur’an scholar al-Farra’
(d. 207/822-3) as the source of this inter-
pretation. Al-Farra”s Ma‘ant al-Qur’an does
argue for the possibility of interpreting
“Iram™ as a city to explain why Qur’an
readers vocalised Q) 89:6—7 as a possessive
(3:268), but neither al-Farra’ nor al-Azhart
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is dogmatic, and they accept that “Iram”
could also mean a nomadic people related
to the ‘Ad.

The impetus for an exclusive interpre-
tation of Iram as a substantial city per-
haps derives from factional competition
in early Islam. During the Umayyad and
carly ‘Abbasid caliphates, an clite faction
identified as the Yamaniyya (Southerner
Arabs) articulated a boastful communal
history in which they portrayed their pre-
Islamic forebears as proto-Muslim urban
empire-builders, in contrast to their rivals,
the Northerner Arabs (known as Ma‘add,
Nizar, or, later ‘Adnan), whose ances-
tors they denigrated as primitive nomads
(Webb). The Yamaniyya counted the ‘Ad
amongst their ancestors, and they inter-
preted the Quranic Iram as a splendid,
many-columned imperial city constructed
by the ancient ‘Ad’s putative king Shaddad
b. ‘Ad, where he lived for the latter part
of what was reckoned a reign of five hun-
dred years (Wahb b. Munabbih, 74; Ibn
Sharya, 338; al-Hamdani, ZkAl, 8:183;
al-Mas‘ad1, §827). The location of this
Iram was variable: because the Yamaniyya
accorded Shaddad a world empire, some
placed Iram in Yemen (near Abyan, out-
side of Aden, or in the Hadramawt, near
modern Oman), while others identified it
as the original settlement of Alexandria
or Damascus, interpreting those cities’
ruined Hellenistic pillars as the remains
of Shaddad’s “Iram” (al-Mas‘adi, §926,
§1143; al-Bakri, 1:140; al-Andalust, 1:45—
6, 104). Such narratives are ascribed to
the first/seventh-century Yamani schol-
ars Wahb b. Munabbih and ‘Ubayd b.
Sharya, but the texts probably coalesced
in the early third/ninth century, and it
was in that century that “Iram” appears
in Arabic poetry as a city rather than a
tribe (al-Buhturi, Diwan, 817; al-Hamdani,
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Iklid, 8:38; al-Buhturt elsewhere, Diwan,
1759, follows the older tradition of citing
Iram as a tribe).

3. IrAM IN SOUTH ARABIA

Whilst third-fourth/ninth-tenth century
Iraqi writers remained tentative in identi-
fying Iram variously as a tribe (al-Tabart,
Ta’rikh, 1:204, 207; al-Jawhart, 2:1068) or
with Damascus, Alexandria, or Yemen
(Ibn Khurdadhbih, 76; al-Mas‘adr, §1414;
al-Tabart, jami‘, 30:222-3 prefers Yemen),
Yemeni writers promoted the interpreta-
tion of Iram as a fabulous South Ara-
bian city. The lexicographer Nashwan
al-Himyart (d. 573/1178) rejected the
Damascus/Alexandria options in favour
of either Aden or Hadramawt (1:230).
The historian-geographer al-Hamdant (d.
€.333/945) was expressly critical of Iraqi
historical narratives and placed Iram near
Aden (al-Ikhl, 8:33, 183). Al-Hamdanr’s
text is also the earliest extant attestation
of wondrous associations with Iram. He
noted that storytellers in San@’ told of
Iram’s treasures and added a tale that Iram
disappeared into the sands, reappearing
only once, with its bejewelled splendour
mtact, to a Bedouin during Mu‘awiya’s
caliphate (41-60/661-80) (al-Hamdani,
al-Ikid, 8:33, 119, 183; al-Mas‘adi, §1414).

The mystique of Iram as a specifically
South Arabian “lost city” gained increas-
ing currency after the story’s fourth/
tenth-century emergence and appeared
in elaborate forms in Iraqi, Syrian, and
Egyptian writing (al-Zamakhshart, 4:735—
6; Yaqat, 1:155-7; al-Ibshthi, 2:232-3).
And the story changed: the initial Yamant
boast of Shaddad as a proto-Muslim sub-
sided, and he was recharacterised into a
tyrant who ordered Iram’s construction to
rival Paradise, only to be smote by God
on the eve of the city’s completion. The
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tale borrows motifs from the Thousand
and one nights, and scholars were roundly
critical of its embellishment, rejecting its
historicity (al-Mas‘ad1, §§1415-6; Yaqat
1:157; Ibn Khaldan 1:20-2; Ibn Hajar
11:82). Most exegetes contemporary with
the growth of Iram’s legend in the medi-
aeval period also criticised the tales and
maintained equivocal interpretations of
Iram as either a city or a nomadic people
(al-Qurtubt, 20:30—1; Ibn Kathir, 4:478;
al-Baydawi, 2:594).

4. IrAM IN THE WESTERN

IMAGINATION

The latest chapter of Iram’s memori-
alisation, which decidedly promoted the
impression of Iram as a lost South Arabian
city, occurred in modern Western litera-
ture. Whilst Sprenger echoed the mediae-
val Muslim scholarly circumspection when
he chided the legendary Yemeni Iram
narratives as “nonsense” (199), Washing-
ton Irving embraced the marvellous facets
of the Arabic tales, and included “Irem”
as a fabulous story in his 1832 The Alham-
bra (115-6). The British explorer Charles
Doughty travelled through Hisma in 1876
and noted Sprenger’s placement of Iram
in that region, but Doughty added some
of Irving’s mythopoecic flair, coining a new
interpretation of Iram as “the city of col-
umns, the terrestrial paradise” (1:93—4).
Doughty influenced twentieth-century
British travellers to Arabia, and the ori-
entalist mystique he invoked of romantic
adventure about a lost city in inhospitable
sands inspired exploration. The efforts
of Philby and Thomas to locate the site
added a novel conflation of Iram with a
second lost-city tradition, that of Ubar/
Wabar (Philby 575-6; Thomas 260-5).
Mediaeval Arabic literature narrated
wondrous tales about Wabar in Arabia’s
Empty Quarter but did not equate it with
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the name in Q) 89:6-8 (Ibn Qutayba, 27-8;
al-Tabart, Ta’kh, 1:203—4; Yaqut, 5:356—
9). The stories’ similar themes, however,
merged in English writings, which located
Iram-Ubar (“Atantis of the Sands”) in
southeastern Arabia. Expeditions uncov-
ered the ruins of a late-mediaeval trad-
ing centre in southern Oman, which,
despite its late date, became associated
in the popular imagination with the pre-
Islamic “Qur’anic Iram” (Fiennes; Clapp).
Twentieth-century ~ Muslim  Qur’anic
exegesis eschewed such romance: Sayyid
Qutb (d. 1966), like earlier exegetes,
interprets Iram as an ancient nomadic
people (8:156), but Arabic literary figures
embrace the wondrous, invoking Iram in
mystical narratives as an enigmatic lost
city (Jubran; Sahrawi). Archaeologists have
sought to reinterpret Q) 89:6-8 via excava-
tions in Jordan and have proposed that the
Quran’s fram dhat al-tmad means a temple
of “Iram on a high mount,” which they
place at a site in the Wadi Rum (Wadt
Iram) (Zayadine and Farés-Drappeau,
256), adducing yet another possible inter-
pretation of the Iram puzzle.
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Tsa al-Kurdt

Isa al-Kurdi (1831-1912) was the
shaykh of the Nagshbandiyya-Khalidiyya
Safi  brotherhood in late Ottoman
Damascus.

Tsa al-Kurdi was born in the village of
Talha in the province of Diyarbakir to
a family that was related to the Buhtan



