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i. Introduction

The two centuries between the last pre-Islamic South Arabian inscriptions and
the first documentary evidence from the Islamic period represent the largest tem-
poral break in the history of this region. The eminent scholar of Yemen, Gerald
Rex-Smith phrased this as “one of the great frustrations” for scholars working on
South Arabia’s early Islamic history (Smith 2002:273).

This frustration is particularly great for the two following reasons. Firstly,
there is a vast amount of written evidence from South Arabia in the form of in-
scriptions written on rock, metal, and wood, ceramics, and other material (Stein
2005:121-31). Documents in Akkadian, Greek, Syriac, Latin, and various other
languages of the ancient and antique Middle East supplement this local tradition.
In other words, the history of South Arabia is fairly well-described up until the
middle of the 6™ century AD. For the two centuries following, barely any primary
sources exist.

Secondly, this period saw some of the most drastic changes to South Arabia’s
socio-political, religious, and linguistic character. By the 6™ century AD, the
Sabaean-Himyarite political system had existed for over a millennium. Seemingly
overnight, this political system ended. Up until that moment, the region’s political
rulers had left records of their deeds in the form of the South Arabian inscriptions,
written in the Sabaic language. Sabaic, too, disappeared, albeit not without leaving
traces of its existence in the Arabic dialects spoken in Yemen. That this period
also saw the emergence of Islam and the integration of South Arabia into the
Islamic polity is likely not a coincidence.

Yet it is still not clear how South Arabia became a part of Islam. The French
scholar Maxime Rodinson (2004:47), keenly aware of the linguistic and cultural
differences between South and Central-North Arabia, asserted that “after the
triumph of Islam, begun by a Saracen, the South Arabians were rapidly Arabized”.'
However, Rodinson does not explain what “Arabization” meant: that is to say,
whether this was a process was a linguistic or a cultural one. If he intended the
latter, then this would suggest the existence of a cohesive notion of a distinct
“Arab” culture that spread to South Arabia either concurrently or shortly after
South Arabia had become Islamic.

If Rodinson intended that this was a process of linguistic change, then his
claim can be falsified. Although Rex Smith’s assertion regarding the dearth of
information may hold true for documentary and archaeological material, there is
no lack of indirect linguistic evidence. Medieval Islamic scholars tell us that some
strange foreign-sounded language, apparently unintelligible to an Arabic ear,
continued to be spoken in Islamic Yemen. And to this day, the dialects of Arabic
spoken in South Arabia paradoxically exhibit some of the most conservative and
divergent features found in Arabic.

I “Apres le triomphe de I’Islam que menait un Saracéne, les Sudarabiques furent rapidement

arabisés”.
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The pertinent questions are the following: how do we interpret the linguistic
evidence, and can this help us better understand the socio-political change in South
Arabia during the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods?

This dissertation seeks a new approach to fill the void of information about
South Arabia between the 6™ and 8" centuries AD and does so by analyzing the
linguistic evidence pertaining to this region. This linguistic evidence consists of
three main sources. Firstly, the epigraphic corpus, represented by circa 15 000
inscriptions written in a variety of languages and on different materials. Secondly,
the medieval Islamic tradition, consisting of works of poetry, lexicography, his-
tory, and more. And thirdly, material from modern dialectological research.

The dissertation is divided into the following chapters: the first chapter lays
out the socio-political context of South Arabia between the 5™ and 8™ centuries
AD, focusing specifically on aspects of social organization — i.e., tribal orga-
nization, the nature of state formation and the role of religion — as well as on the
history and development of political organization during the Late Antique period.
It demonstrates how various claimants to South Arabia during this period relied
on the same forms of political authority — expressed by the appropriation of the
Sabaean political tradition and the Sabaean language — to legitimize their rule.

The second and third chapter further delve into South Arabia as a linguistic
area. The second chapter provides a broad overview of the various languages in
use in South Arabia during the Late Antique period (c. 200 — 800 AD) and their
most important characteristics. The third chapter focuses on the shared features
of the South Arabian linguistic area and proposes a tentative theory as to how
language contact in South Arabia took place.

The fifth chapter seeks to place linguistic change in its broader social contexts.
It discusses how South Arabia came to be a part of the Islamic world and how it
was integrated into the rest of Arabia on a cultural level. Furthermore, it analyzes
the importance of South Arabia’s linguistic character in creating a distinct South
Arabian identity during the early Islamic period.

12



ii. Source material

The previous section noted that there are three main sources of linguistic evi-
dence. These are the following:

a. Pre-Islamic epigraphy
b. Medieval Islamic scholarship
c. Contemporary Arabic dialectology

Most of the source material used in this dissertation consists of written sources.
These are broadly divided into the pre-Islamic South Arabian epigraphic corpora
and early Islamic scholarship on the other.

The former consists largely, but not exclusively, of monumental inscriptions
of political nature. Besides this, in South Arabia there developed a tradition of
cursive writing on palm leaf sticks (ar. zabiir), which were used to communicate
legal, mercantile, and personal matters. Secondly, other epigraphic material from
this period exists in the form of graffiti, personal, spontaneous, and less ideologi-
cally motivated texts. Most of the epigraphic material is written in Late Sabaic,
an Epigraphic South Arabian language. Some epigraphic texts representing dif-
ferent languages, particularly written in North Arabian varieties and Old Arabic,
will also be considered where relevant.

The Arabic-language material from the early Islamic period represents a broad
variety of genres. This ranges from exegetical material to travelogues and historical
writing to poetry. The Arabic lexicographical tradition is in this sense especially
important. It must be noted that many different genres may be found in the same
work; for example, al-Hamdan1’s Sifat gazirat al-‘arab, ostensibly a description
of the Arabian Peninsula, apart from being replete with references to the region’s
natural geography but draws heavily on poetry and other forms of literature.

A third source of information consists of Arabic dialectological research,
specifically of those variants of Arabic spoken in South Arabia. The Arabic dialects
spoken in Yemen represent, at the same time, some of the most conservative and
idiosyncratic forms of Arabic in the world. As a result, Arabic dialectology repre-
sents a further important source on which this dissertation relies.

Occasionally, some sources are composed in a variety of ancient languages,
such as Latin, Greek, Classical Ethiopic (Ga'az), Akkadian, Hebrew, Aramaic, and
others. Many (though not all) of the authors of these inscriptions had never tra-
velled to South Arabia and therefore relied on second- or third-hand information.
Nevertheless, these sources can help shed light on some of the more obscure parts
of South Arabia’s history.

13



iii. State of the art

The issue of linguistic change in late pre-Islamic and early Islamic South Arabia
has not yet been systematically studied. Although studies related to linguistic
change and language contact in South Arabia have been undertaken, these have
mostly focused on (a) South Arabian cultural-religious influences on the Quran
and early Islam, particularly loanwords; (b) South Arabian linguistic particu-
larities described during the medieval period and/or (c) lexical correspondences
between the epigraphic material and varieties of Arabic spoken in South Arabia
to this day.

(a) The cultural impact of pre-Islamic South Arabia on the Arabian Peninsula as
a whole has long been acknowledged and possibly even overstated. It is no coin-
cidence that in his Reste arabischen Heidentums, Julius Wellhausen begins his
discussion of the Jewish and Christian history of the Arabian Peninsula in the
Southwest (1897:230). Noldeke (1910), too, refers to a Christian presence in South
Arabia, although does not discuss it in much detail in his Geschichte des Qorans,
but acknowledges the possibility of South Arabian (essentially Sabaic) loanwords
in his Zur Sprache des Korans. As the field of Quranic studies progressed through-
out the beginning of the 20™ century, Arthur Jeffery published his Foreign Vo-
cabulary of the Qur’an, which has 77 references to South Arabian, again pre-
dominantly Sabaic, lexemes.? Jacques Jomier (1957) suggested the possibility
that the Quranic term al-Rahman was borrowed as a deity from South Arabia and
suggested that the northern Arabian deity Allah and the South Arabian Rahmanan
were actively syncretized during the Prophet’s lifetime.® This theory has found
some careful support in more recent scholarship too: Al-Jallad (2022:16) stresses
the importance of overlapping monotheistic trends on Arabia around the emer-
gence of Islam, while Samji (2013:92-93) suggests that Muhammad’s adoption
of the term al-Rahmdan was a conscious effort to unite different religious commu-
nities in western Arabia.

In the past two decades, the social and linguistic milieu in which the Quran
came into being has received renewed scholarly attention. Both Neuwirth’s The
Quran in Context and Reynold’s The Quran in its Historical Context, published
within three years of each other, have separate chapters dedicated to South Arabia.
The former contains one chapter (Nebes 2010) focusing on the socio-political
events in South Arabia in the decades preceding the birth of the Prophet Muham-
mad and the possibility of their influence on the Quran. Another chapter (Stein
2010) concerns the importance of epigraphy in establishing the degree of literacy

2 It must be noted thought that although Jeffery’s Foreign Vocabulary remains an invaluable

source, it is very much a product of its time. Apart from the fact that Jeffery has a rather
essentialist attitude towards the Arabia of the 6%/7" century, as Pennacchio points out, the
scholars of the late 19" and early 20" century were not working within the framework of
contemporary historical linguistics (Pennacchio 2011).

3 Translated and re-published in Rippin’s The Qurian: Style and Contents (Rippin 2001).
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on the Arabian Peninsula during the pre-Islamic period. In the second volume of
Reynold’s The Quran in its Historical Context, Hoyland (2008) and Hayajneh
(Hayajneh 2011)contribute two articles focusing on the role of epigraphy: the
former outlining Jewish inscriptions in western Arabia and the latter on the ety-
mological value of (South) Arabian epigraphy in Quranic lexicography. Further-
more, Quranic references to South Arabian locations, characters and events are
mentioned in the doctoral dissertation of Suleyman Dost (2017).

(b) Evidence of linguistic continuity between the pre-Islamic and early Islamic
periods in South Arabia has been known in western scholarship at least since the
time of Miiller’s publication Die Burgen und Schlosser Siidarabiens (1879). In
the introduction to this work, Miiller states:

“Selbstversténdlich war ich bestrebt, die Angaben Hamdani’s durch Heranziehung
des epigraphischen Materials, durch die Nachrichten der arabischen Geographen,
wie der modernen Reisenden zu erldutern und zu vervollstdndigen™

Some years later, when De Goeje published his first translations of al-Tabar’s
Tarth, the field of South Arabian studies had advanced far enough for him to
occasionally include references to epigraphic material.*

Throughout the late 19" and early 20" century more South Arabian inscriptions
were discovered and deciphered, and a tentative chronology for the different sta-
ges of the Sabaic language was established.’ The clear break between Late Sabaic
and Arabic as the region’s official language led to the question as to how this
process took place. To answer this question, scholars have mainly focused on de-
scribing what medieval Muslim scholars came to refer to as Himyaritic, a term
clearly derived from South Arabia’s final indigenous dynasty.

Many studies that identify specific medieval Himyaritic words and sought to
identify the corresponding South Arabian forms were conducted over the past
century.® A significant contribution to this field was al-SelwT’s doctoral thesis,
Jemenitische Worter in den Werken von al-Hamdani und Naswan und ihre Paral-
lelen in den semitischen Sprachen. Anna Belova’s 1996 monograph Xumbs-
PUTCKHI s3bIK: ApealibHbIe HCCIICOBaHUS K UCTOpuM apabckoro s3bika (‘The
Himyaritic language: regional studies on the history of an Arabian language’) is
one of the most thorough investigations of the available pre-Islamic epigraphic

4 For example, in his discussion of the penultimate Himyarite ruler, De Goeje notes that that

the name Lahtat is attested in the pre-Islamic South Arabian epigraphy (/A ‘t?).

5 Paleographic changes and contextual clues allow for the division of the stages of the South
Arabian script into three distinct historical stages, old (800 — 300 BC), middle (300 — 300 AD)
and late (300 — 600 AD).

¢ For example, Saliba’s 1985 “A medieval note on the Himyaritic dialect”, Elmaz’ South

Arabian words in Kitab al-‘ayn. Broader overviews include Stein’s “The Himyaritic Language
in pre-Islamic Yemen: a Critical Re-Evaluation”. Robin, too, discusses the medieval “Himya-
ritic” in his Les inscriptions de [’Arabie antique et les études arabes.
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and medieval documentary material on the linguistic situation in early Islamic
South Arabia (Belova 1996, Robin 2011b:259).

As the general understanding of South Arabian epigraphy improved and more
medieval Arabic texts became available, the question whether the medieval scho-
lars’ ‘Himyaritic’ reflected a direct continuation of the language(s) of the pre-
Islamic inscriptions or a different linguistic stratum became ever more important.
Stein summarizes the two viewpoints concerning this discussion as follows:
either the language of the Late Sabaic inscriptions represents a spoken language
or it is an artificial register that differed from the authors’ daily language.

Robin (2001:522, 2007:256-7), who noted that the presence of undeciphered
South Arabian inscriptions from central and southern Yemen that differed from
the Sabaic language found in the official inscriptions. Robin suggests that the
language spoken by the Himyarites was not Sabaic, but simultaneously allows for
the possibility that these inscriptions do not fully reflect the spoken Himyaritic
language either.

However, as Stein (2008:208-209) notes, there is little evidence to suggest
that the spoken language of the Late Sabaic period in South Arabia differed drasti-
cally from the language of the inscriptions. Firstly, the language of the miniscule
inscriptions does not vary significantly from that of the monumental inscriptions.
Secondly, the degree of linguistic continuity between what the medieval scholars
came to term ‘Himyaritic’ and (Late) Sabaic renders it unlikely that the former
was based on a different spoken language of the pre-Islamic period. Furthermore,
the undeciphered inscriptions that Robin refers to have been recognized as Sabaic,
and some have already received (tentative) translations. (Daum, ‘Abdullah, and
al-Iryani 2023)

(c) With the beginnings of South Arabian dialectology,’” which functionally started
with the investigations of Carlo Landberg in 1901, scholars began to point out
correspondences between the modern Arabic dialects of the region and the
languages of the pre-Islamic inscriptions. Most of such work has focused purely
on identifying lexical items attested in the epigraphy and Yemen’s contemporary
dialects. Normally, these works will also refer to the medieval Himyaritic, if cor-
respondences can be found therein. Examples of such studies include the afo-
rementioned monography by al-Selwi, as well as Miiller’s article “Sabaic lexical
survivals in the Arabic language and dialects of Yemen” (2014), as well as
Behnstedt’s “Lexikalisches aus dem Jemen” (1988) and “Zum bestimmten Artikel
und Ortnamskunde im Jemen” (2007). Dedicated studies of Southwest Arabian
Arabic varieties also often include references to correspondences in the pre-

7 Meaning in the western tradition; awareness of the linguistic oddities of southwest Arabia

is well-established in the Islamic lexicographic tradition (see, for example Ibn Manzir (p. 993:
wa-hammara r-ragulu: takallama bi-kalami himyara wa-lahum ‘alfazun wa-lugatun tubalifu
lugati sa’iri I-‘arabi, i.e., “the man who Himyarizes: he speaks in the language of the Himya-
rites, who have languages that differ from the vernacular of the Arabs”).
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Islamic epigraphic corpora. Examples include Behnstedt’s Die Dialekte der
Gegend von Sa‘dah (1987) and Watson’s 4 Syntax of San‘ant Arabic (1993).

As Arabic dialectology grew more comprehensive and began incorporating
approaches from general linguistic scholarship, this kind of research became more
systematic. An example of a systematic overview of Yemeni Arabic isoglosses is
Behnstedt’s Dialect atlas of northern Yemen and adjacent areas. In turn, this has
led to the identification of shared phonological, morphological, and syntactical iso-
glosses between the epigraphic languages and the contemporary South Arabian
dialects. Diem’s “Studien zur Frage des Substrats im Arabischen” (1979), which
also treats the Arabic varieties spoken in South Arabia is one of the first studies
that primarily refers to morphological and syntactic, rather than only lexical paral-
lels. Important recent studies that approach such phenomena from an areal pers-
pective include Watson’s “Southern Semitic and the Arabic dialects of the south-
western Arabian Peninsula” (2014) and “South Arabian and Yemeni Dialects”
(2018).

To summarize: over the 20™ and 21* century, the view of the linguistic situation
of late pre-Islamic and early Islamic South Arabia has improved significantly.
The linguistic evidence available comes very close to bridging the gap between the
final stages of the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods. Between the epigraphic,
documentary, and dialectological sources there is no dearth of information. Yet
no attempt to systematically analyze this material has thus far been made, let alone
discuss its broader social and historical implications. Seidensticker (1991:412)
phrases this as follows in his review of al-Selwi’s dissertation, by stating:

“Beim Studium einiger Lemmata muf3 man sich fragen, was denn nun aus den
dargebotenen Daten folgt.

This observation can also be extended to the state of comparative linguistics in
late antique South Arabia in general. In light of all the linguistic evidence, the
following questions have remained unposed and unanswered: what was the nature
of language contact in South Arabia during the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic
periods? What is the relationship between the languages attested in the inscrip-
tions, the Himyaritic language mentioned by the medieval scholars, and modermn
dialectological findings? And finally, what does language contact in late antique
South Arabia tell us more about social change during the same period more
broadly?
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iv. Method

As mentioned in the introduction, the period between 550 to 850 AD is one for
which very few primary sources exist. This dissertation seeks to address the lack
of sources by applying the comparative method of historical linguistics. This
method arose in the 19™ century, when linguists became sought to systematically
describe the relationship between certain European languages, such as English,
French, and Latin and several languages spoken on or near the Indian Subcon-
tinent, such as Sanskrit, Hindi, and Persian. By the late 19" century, the so-called
Neogrammarians (Junggrammatiker) developed the theory of regular sound
change, which would become one of the foundations of the comparative method
(Campbell 2013:18-9). The historical-comparative method allowed scholars to
divide language families into distinct branches, usually based on phonological,
morphological, syntactic, and lexical features. In the case of the Semitic languages,
such features, known as isoglosses, are discussed in more detail in chapter 2.

No language exists in isolation and contact between languages is often an im-
portant factor in driving linguistic change (Thomason and Kaufman 1988:35-37).
When languages interact, certain linguistic features can be transmitted between
them. The most ubiquitous of such features are loanwords, which are usually
transferred between language for two reasons: necessity or prestige. Whereas the
transfer of loanwords (‘borrowing’) is rather common and can occur in relatively
low intensity contact situations, more intense situations of language contact can
lead to other types of linguistic features transferring between languages (‘inter-
ference’ or ‘transfer’).

Which kind of linguistic elements are transferred between languages shows
the intensity of contact. Although virtually all elements of a language can be bor-
rowed, research shows that certain features are more easily transferred than others.
Such features can then be mapped on a scale, ranking from less to more resistant
to borrowing, referred to as a ‘borrowability’ hierarchy or scale.

Attempts to rank words based on their relative resistance to or ease of transfer
go back to the late 19" century (Whitney 1881). In the latter half of the 20" century,
quantitative methods allowed scholars to refine the borrowability scale, which
had thus far mostly relied on data from two or three languages (Melissaropoulou
and Ralli 2020:710). In 2007, Matras presented a new borrowability hierarchy of
lexemes, based on a comparative analysis of 27 different languages. Matras’
borrowability hierarchy is presented as follows, ranked from most to least
borrowable (Matras and Sakel 2007:61):

nouns, conjunctions > verbs > discourse markers > adjectives > interjections >
adverbs other particles, adpositions > numerals > pronouns > derivational affixes
> inflectional affixes

As Matras notes, many of the features mentioned here appear in other hierarchies
as well. Generally, nouns tend to rank high on the borrowability scale whereas
inflectional morphology ranks relatively low. Importantly, this hierarchy indicates
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the likelihood with which certain features are borrowed and must not be seen as
an absolute rule (Matras and Sakel 2007:62). Although some research has led to
slight variations in the hierarchy, there is a general consensus that (for example)
nouns, conjunctions, and verbs tend to transfer relatively easily, whereas inflec-
tional morphology is rarely borrowed.

Furthermore, the social environment in which speakers of different languages
interact with one another is a factor in contact-induced change. What is trans-
mitted from one language to another can depend on social factors.

For example, Thomason and Kaufman (1988:37) describe borrowing as
“incorporation of foreign features into a group’s native language: the native lan-
guage is maintained but is changed by the addition of incorporated features”.
Interference, on the other hand, “results from imperfect group learning during a
process of language shift (...) a group of speakers shifting to a target language
fails to the learn the target language (TL) perfectly” (Thomason and Kaufman
1988:37-39). Thomason and Kaufman thus suggest that certain linguistic features
transmit only in situations where one linguistic community is more socially domi-
nant than the other.

This is not uncontroversial. Winford (2019:58) takes a critical stance toward
this approach, noting that, according to Thomason and Kaufman’s theory, “inter-
ference” only occurs when a community shifts from one language to another. How-
ever, as Winford points out, “there is no one-to-one relationship between any
mechanism of change and the type of language situation.” In other words, while
the social context plays an important role with regards to the intensity of linguistic
contact, it does not necessarily indicate that one linguistic community is more or
less socially dominant than the other.

The terms used to refer to the social ‘ranking’ of a language in situations of
contact are as follows: the language spoken by members of a group of a higher
social standing is referred to a superstrate. The language spoken by group of
smaller social capital is referred to as a substrate. When neither language is con-
sidered more or less prestigious than the other(s), they are known as an adstrate
(Thomason 2011:75).%°

As a rule, the further down the borrowability scale, the greater the likelihood
of intense contact between languages. Although “intensity” is difficult to define
precisely, Thomason (2011:66) roughly defines three indicators of intensity:
1) duration of linguistic contact, i.e., the longer the contact, the higher the likeli-
hood of linguistic interference; 2) the size of the linguistic communities: if one of
the communities involved is smaller than the other, the greater the likelihood they

8 The example of a superstrate that Thomason gives is that of Norman French in England,

which was spoken by the dominant political elite and exerted a strong influence on English

for several centuries (Thomason 2011:75)

°  Milroy notes that defining “social class” and “prestige” is potentially much more proble-

matic than is often assumed. It may be assumed that a linguistic community may have a con-
sensus about linguistic norms, but that is not necessarily the case (Milroy and Milroy 1992:3).
However, as Hickey states: “asymmetrical levels of power in a contact situation play a definite
role in the results of contact” (Hickey 2010:7—8)
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will take over features from the larger linguistic community; and 3) if one of the
linguistic communities is socio-economically dominant, the greater the chance the
non-dominant community will take over linguistic features from the dominant
group.

The importance of defining the social context in which the various languages
of late antique South Arabia interacted with each other leads to the other methods
used in this dissertation.

The first chapter of this dissertation primarily focuses on processes of socio-
political change during this time by analyzing the sources. It looks specifically at
the establishment and appropriation and breakdown of political legitimacy and
authority. The analysis of the collapse of central state authority and the apparent
subsequent decentralization that occurred in South Arabia during the 6™ century
broadly follows the approach defined by Schoon (2022:483—484). This describes
the relationship between the object of legitimacy (the central state) and its
audience (South Arabia’s tribal communities).

The final chapter incorporates early Islamic representations of pre-Islamic
South Arabia and discusses how South Arabians came to be integrated into the
early Islamic polity. As this chapter analyzes strategies of identification in the early
Islamic world, it relies strongly on the methodological profile outlined by Pohl
(2013). Importantly, it assumes that the ethnic community or communities that
came to form during the early Islamic period were not static but were resulted
from c?glscious and voluntary processes that included certain groups but excluded
others.

10" For examples of how certain groups were subsumed into the broad “Arab” ethnos, see

Webb (2016:252)
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Terminology and transcription

For the transcription of texts in the Epigraphic South Arabian languages, I apply
the same method as the one found in DASI (Digital Archive for the Study of pre-
Islamic inscriptions). In these texts parentheses () indicate that one or more
characters are partially or fully illegible, whereas brackets [] indicate a restored
reading in case of lacunae. With regards to the transcription of the South Arabian
sibilants, the ‘neutral’ system of s!, s?, and s® is used, rather than the ‘traditional’
transcription §, s and .

With regards to the transcription of Classical Arabic, [ maintain the system of
the Deutsche Institut fiir Normierung (DIH 31635). This method of transcription
has the advantage that every Arabic phoneme corresponds to a single glyph rather
than to a digraph. For example, the Arabic letter ¢ (gayn/ghayn) is always repre-
sented by g, not <gh>). A notable divergence from DIH’s transcription concerns
that of the glottal stop [?] and the voiced pharyngeal fricative [*]. The author has
chosen to represent these as * and ¢, as he subjectively considers them to be more
legible, especially in the reading of unvocalized texts.

The same system of transcription is maintained for the other Semitic lan-
guages. Furthermore, many Semitic languages are characterized by the presence
of so-called “emphatic consonants.” The realization of these consonants differs
from language to language, and occasionally, language-internally.'' The emphatic
counterparts of consonants are represented with a dot, for example ¢ and ¢.

In-text citations of Arabic terminology is given without the case and mood
endings (“'rab), whereas full citations, usually in the footnotes, are transcribed
with full case and mood endings. Arabic names that are well-known and have
been fully integrated in English will conform to their corresponding forms in
English in the main text, e.g., Muhammad instead of Muhammad; Cairo instead
of al-Qahira.

As a rule, translations of the South Arabian inscriptions follows those by
DASI/CSALI unless explicitly noted otherwise. All other translations were done
by the author.

1" See the discussion about the emphatic consonants below (2.1.).
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Glossing abbreviations

ABS absolute state
ACC accusative
ACT active voice
ADV adverb

CONJ | conjunction
CST construct state
DEF definite

DET determinate state
DL dual

F feminine
GEN genitive

HON honorific

IMP imperative
IMPF imperfect
INDET |indeterminate
IND indicative
INF infinitive

M masculine
NEG negation
NOM nominative
PASS passive voice
PL plural

PAST past tense
PREP  |preposition
PRET |preterit

PRO pronoun

REL relative

SG singular
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CHAPTER 1:
Political transformations

By the middle of the 6™ century AD, South Arabia had undergone a series of rapid
and drastic political changes. Until the start of the century, the area stretching
roughly from Nagran in the north to Hadramawt in the east had been under the
control of the Himyarite kingdom (Gajda 2009:37-38). The Himyarites, repre-
senting a confederacy of tribes originating in the highlands of southwest Yemen,
had been neither the first nor the only state in South Arabia. In fact, the Him-
yarites had only arisen towards the end of the 2™ century BC and would, in the
centuries following, come to gradually overcome and integrate the different South
Arabian states that had existed before them .
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Figure 1: Map of South Arabia around the 2™ century BC, showing the region’s major
political factions (adapted from Hoyland (2001:37))
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South Arabia was characterized by a system of social divisions that directly in-
fluenced political organization in the region. The main social groups in South
Arabia were divided between sedentary inhabitants of the region’s highlands and
lowlands. Starting from the 2™ century BC onwards, various semi-nomadic tribal
groups that had inhabited the border area between southern and central Arabia
came to increasingly exert cultural and political influences in the south (Agostini
2018:356-57).

Furthermore, the region that Himyarites conquered was part of a strongly inter-
connected world.'? Particularly from the 1% century BC onwards, South Arabian
economic and cultural connections with the eastern Mediterranean, ' the Persian
Gulf,'* and India'’ intensified. Not only did South Arabia come to function as an
important hub for the Indian Ocean trade, but South Arabian aromatics, parti-
cularly myrrh and frankincense, were in wide demand for a variety of purposes
(Seland 2014:376).

This interconnectedness of the late antique world would facilitate the spread of
monotheist communities to South Arabia. By the late 3™ century, South Arabian
polytheism had been on the decline. A century later, the Himyarite elite had come
to adopt a broad kind of monotheism which initially lacked any overt Jewish or
Christian characteristics (Gajda 2002:616-618). However, from the late 5™ century
onwards, the Himyarites had begun to pivot more explicitly towards Judaism
(Gajda 2009:68).

12 The first evidence of contact between South Arabia and the Levant and Mesopotamia goes

back to at least the 8" century BC, with cuneiform texts from Mesopotamia referring to South
Arabian trade caravans. Furthermore, specific references to Sabaean rulers are found in in-
scriptions dating to the reigns of Sargon II (722 — 705 BC) and Sennacherib (705 — 681 BC)
(Potts 2010:40). Minaean inscriptions from Dadan furthermore refer to mercantile commu-
nities in Tayma?, Gaza, and Egypt (Rossi 2014:113).

13 The clearest example of Mediterranean and Levantine influence in South Arabia is the
introduction of Judaism and Christianity starting from the 2™ century AD onwards. This will
be treated in more detail below (page xx). Further examples of Hellenistic influence include
the two statues of the Himyarite rulers Damar‘ali Yuhabirr and his son Ta’ran, which Stupperich
and Yule described as among “the best large Greco-Roman statues available” (Stupperich and
Yule 2014).

4" Some Hasaitic (a North Arabian language) inscriptions but written in the cursive South

Arabian script have been found at the site of Mleiha (near Sharjah, UAE), suggesting that the
South Arabian script was adopted in the Gulf around 300 BC (Stein 2017:120, 2019:135).
There is comparatively less evidence for direct trade between the Gulf and South Arabia than
with India and the eastern Mediterranean, respectively, although a coin hoard originating in
East Arabia has been discovered in South Arabia (Potts 2009:42).

15 Indian pottery found at the Hadramite site of Sumhuram (S’mhArm) indicates the existence
of trade relations between South Arabia and southern India from the 3™ and 2™ century BC
onwards (Pavan 2015:124). Furthermore, graffiti in Brahmi and Kharosti script found at cave
Hoq on Socotra is evidence of an Indian traders in South Arabia (Strauch 2012).
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At the beginning of the 6™ century, Aksumite Ethiopia increasingly threatened
Himyarite hegemony over South Arabia.'® Although the exact circumstances of
Aksumites interference in South Arabia are unclear, it seems that Aksum attempted
to extend its influence over the region. Initially, this was done through diplomatic
pressure. Later, the Aksumites intervened directly by invading South Arabia (Hatke
2011). The likely presence of a pro-Aksumite ruler on the Himyarite throne led
to a local rebellion in or around 522 AD, which was followed by a second inva-
sion and the re-establishment of Aksumite rule in South Arabia (Nebes 2008).

Both the Himyarites and the Aksumites relied on the same means of estab-
lishing political legitimacy in South Arabia. From the first century AD onwards,
the Himyarites laid claim to the Sabaean royal title of “king of Saba’ and Du
Raydan” (mlk s'b? w-d-rydn), which was simultaneously used by the Sabaean
kings until the Himyarites finally conquered the Sabaeans in the 3™ century AD
(Gajda 2009:189). Similarly, after the Aksumite general ruler Abraha sought to
establish an independent political dynasty in South Arabia several centuries later,
he too claimed the Sabaean-Himyarite royal titulature (Robin and Tayran
2012:534).

1.1. Social organization

1.1.1. Social organization: tribal organization

The term “tribe” is often haphazardly applied in reference to social organization
outside Europe with little specificity and often, particularly in older literature, can
carry a certain value judgment.'” Occasionally, the term ‘tribe’ is used without an
explanation of how this term is understood.'® In South Arabia specifically, tribes
were connected one the one hand through a shared notion of descent, further soli-
dified by tribal territorial possessions (Adra 2021:22-23) Tribal groups in South
Arabia did not exist in opposition to the state, but formed the basis of state for-
mation (Tapper 1990:51-52).

Most of the tribes in pre-Islamic South Arabia were sedentary. This was the
direct result of the region’s natural geography (Korotayev 2020:162). In contrast

16 The Himyarites’ pivot towards Judaism has often been juxtaposed to the Aksumites’ con-

version to Christianity under the reign of Ezana, c. 350 AD. However, the Aksumites had
already had a military presence in South Arabia during the 3™ century AD and their attempts
to re-establish themselves in South Arabia can plausibly be seen as an irredentist political
campaign (Hatke 2011:110)

17 As Tapper points out, “tribes” are often juxtaposed with states and “tribes” are often asso-

ciated with nomadism and pastoralism, although not all communities identified as tribes are
necessarily nomadic or pastoralist. As we shall see, this was not the case in South Arabia, spe-
cifically (Tapper 1990). Robin notes that the usage of the term #ibu can give the incorrect im-

pression that South Arabia’s inhabitants were majority nomadic (Robin 2006:45).

18 For example, in his study of Yemen in early Islam, Al-Medej does not explain how he under-

stands the term ‘tribe, although he uses the term frequently (Al-Medej 1983:4-5).
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with most of the Arabian Peninsula, the mountainous landscapes of modern Yemen
and southwestern Saudi-Arabia allowed for the development of both small and
large-scale agriculture. The Sarawat mountain range, which reaches its highest
peaks in Southwest Arabia forms a natural barrier that traps monsoon rains in the
region. Therefore, the eastern slopes of the South Arabian highlands receive a rela-
tively large amount of yearly precipitation.'” The more arid lowland regions of the
east receive comparatively less rain but are subjected to regular flash floods (suyizl)
(Dresch 2001:9).

Both regions saw the development of systems of water management and agri-
culture from around the 4™ millennium BC onwards. Archaeological evidence indi-
cate the presence of smaller dams and water diversion systems in the river valleys
from around the same time onwards (Harrower 2009:61-63). These systems
became more refined and efficient over time, which in turn allowed for the suste-
nance of a sedentary population and the beginnings of state formation (Mouton
2013:125).%°

South Arabia’s sedentary population is further divided into two distinct groups.
The first inhabit the South Arabian lowlands, in particular the regions around the
edges of the Sayhad desert; the latter the eastern slopes of the Sarawat mountain
range (Gajda 2009:176—178; Matsumoto 2003). In the South Arabian epigraphic
texts, these various sedentary groups are referred to with the term §b (s*b) (Robin
2020b:206-7) (Robin 2004:852-53). The term sa‘b has been subject to various
interpretations, summarized by Korotayev as follows:

“[the n]otion of sha‘b is translated by different scholars in different ways [...:]
“tribe”, ‘community’, ‘people’, ‘district; province’. There are grounds for main-
taining that all of these variants (except the last one) are correct in some way.”

Korotayev distinguishes three orders of §a‘b: the first order consisted of the com-
munity in its broadest sense; they were broad tribal groups bound together by
adherence to a shared single deity or ancestral figure, or any kind of common
cultural feature. However, these large tribal groupings did not necessarily consist
of nor preclude a single political unit. In comparison to the first order of sa‘b, the
second order of Sa‘bs consisted of a much stronger and centralized political unit
(Korotayev 1996: 18). The sa‘b, however, was not by definition an unchanging
social unit. As Robin has shown, a sa‘b could undergo processes of absorption or
secession, or — in some cases — disappear completely (Robin 1982:74). Most im-
portantly, and in contrast to the rest of the Arabian Peninsula at the time, is that

19 The amount of rainfall in the highlands depends on the region. The area around Ibb tends

to have the highest amount of rainfall at about 1000 millimeters per year, and the area around

Sa‘dah the lowest, around 200 millimeters (Dresch 2001:9)

20 The earliest evidence of two important types of water management (terrace farming and

water diversion systems) date to the 4" millennium BC, becoming more refined over the fol-
lowing millennia. In the highlands, terrace farming, which generally sustains a relatively smaller
population was more common than water diversion, which was practiced primarily in the
South Arabian lowlands (Mouton 2004:85)
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the South Arabian Sa‘b was organized on the basis of property. This property often
included a specific territory or building located thereon (Gajda 2009:181).

The smallest sociopolitical unit in pre-Islamic South Arabia was the bay? (byt).
This term has been translated as “lineage” or “house.”*! Robin (1982:74) originally
suggest that tribal allegiance was tied to the ownership of a physical house. How-
ever, the South Arabian bayt probably simply reflected the smallest social com-
munity, which could be tied to a specific structure, which could be a house, tower,
palace or any other larger building (Korotayev 1996:22; Robin 2006:45).

Following the integration of South Arabia into the Islamic polity, the termino-
logy referring to South Arabia’s tribal groups changed. Although the tribes them-
selves remained sedentary, the term Sa‘b fell out of use and was replaced with the
term gabila. This difference in terminology arose as a result of South Arabia’s
tribal communities’ integration within a broader pan-Arab ethnos (Mahoney 2016).

1.1.2. Social organization: state formation

The development of water diversion systems and the resulting increase in agri-
cultural production in South Arabia are likely to have led to the beginning of state
formation in the region. The South Arabian highlands with their higher amounts
of annual rainfall allowed for terrace farming and small-scale irrigation manage-
able by relatively small communities. On the other hand, the South Arabian low-
lands, which were subject to flash flooding, required a greater degree of social
cooperation and organization (Korotayev 2020:163).

The beginning of state formation and the development of long-distance trade
between South and North Arabia is likely not coincidental.” It is argued that the
cultivation and export of incense which, apart from the Horn of Africa, only grows
in the arid regions of South Arabia’s eastern lowlands contributed to the develop-
ment of state formation in South Arabia. It is plausible that the two processes
created a positive feedback loop, whereby state formation facilitated long-distance

2l Various other translations have also been offered: Beeston (1983) translates bayt as “village

or clan community” and Robin prefers lignage, “lineage”. Korotayev, argues against both
translations, noting that Beeston’s translation as “village community” gives the erroneous im-
pression of a highly urbanized society in pre-Islamic South Arabia and creates the false opposi-
tion between bayt and hagar, “town”. Korotayev shows that the bayt could exist both within
and without the walls of a hagar. Similarly, Korotayev would amend Robin’s translation line-
age to more specifically include various families descended from a common ancestor, rather
than just the male line.

22 Robin acknowledges in the footnote that he “n’ai relevé pas mote que pour les lignages de
qayls (voir RES 3990, 8-9, etc.”) but did not expand on the possible implications of the term

b, “owners” being restricted to gaylite clans. (Robin 1982:138, f. 205)

2 Korotayev (2020:162) states that it is “well-known” that long-distance trade could be an

important factor in state formation; contra Singer (2007:6), who argues that “it was only when
the South Arabians had the economic and social structures in place to provide a secure system
of maintained roads [...] that they turned to commerce as a means of further enrichment”.
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trade, whose economic benefits, in turn, early state structures (Korotayev 2020:162;
Singer 2007:6).

The first South Arabian states emerged around 1000 BC in the region’s low-
lands, along the western and northwestern edges of the Sayhad desert, also known
as the Ramlat al-Sab‘atayn. Epigraphic and archaeological evidence indicates
that the settlements around Marib and the Wadi al-Gawf were among the first to
rise to prominence (Arbach and Rossi 2020:19-20).

By the 8" century BC, more states had formed along the Sayhad desert. The
emergence of these correlates with the introduction and political application of
the South Arabian script, although the exact relation between the two remains
controversial. One hypothesis posits that this script was introduced to the region
by the Sabaeans, a distinct socio-ethnic group who migrated from the Levant to
South Arabia around 1100 BC and introduced both writing and a new system of
political governance (Nebes 2001:430).

Archaeological evidence complicates this theory. Sherds with South Arabian
glyphs, both incised and painted, have been found at Yala (southwest of the
Sabaean capital at Marib) as well as further east in Raybiin, Hadramawt. Radio-
carbon dating shows that the earliest of these sherds were crafted between 1450
and 1150 BC (Sass 2005:96—112). Furthermore, miniscule inscriptions on palm
leaf sticks originating from the Wadi al-Gawf indicate that this technique was in
contemporaneous use both in the Sabaecan heartland as well as further north
(Stein, Jocham, and Marx 2016:264). This suggests that the South Arabian script
came to be adopted in different parts of the region simultaneously, rather than there
having been a single center of diffusion from which it spread across the region.

Nevertheless, the Sabaean state, with its capital at Marib (Sab. Mr(y)b),** grew
to be both the most politically successful and culturally dominant in the region.
Apart from the apparent linguistic influence of Sabaic occasionally attested in the
non-Sabaic languages in the regions, the other South Arabian states adopted the
Sabaean style of writing monumental inscriptions, stonecutting techniques and
the erection of (Breton 1999:49-51).

Sabaean political and cultural influence also impacted East Africa. Evidence
for the development of urban settlement in what is now northeastern Ethiopia and
Eritrea goes back to the early first millennium BC (Benoist et al. 2020:19-20).
From the 8" century BC onwards, a distinct state referred to as Da*mat (Eth-Sab.
Dmt) developed besides these settlements, representing a confluence of early
Sabaean and distinct pre-Aksumite Ethiopian culture (Dugast and Gajda 2012).
The most salient evidence of South Arabian influence in East Africa is the in-
troduction of the South Arabian script, which would later be modified into the
Ethiopic script (Benoist et al. 2021; Fattovich 1977:73-77).

24 The form Mryb is attested predominantly in the Early to Middle Sabaic periods, whereas
Mrb is attested from the Middle Sabaic to Late Sabaic periods. It is usually assumed that the
change in spelling reflects a change in pronunciation (e.g., *Maryab > Marib [?]) although
this remains speculative.
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1.2. Political organization

1.2.1. Sabaean political organization

Around the 9" century BC, the Sabaeans became the political hegemons over large
parts of South Arabia. For the next few centuries, the Sabaeans were politically
dominant in the area, during which period the ruler of the Sabaean state held the
title of mukarrib (Sab. mkrb). The meaning of the term mukarrib and the extent
of his power used to be a more controversial subject,? although it is now believed
that it likely meant “unifier” and that it carried an implicit claim over the entirety
of the South Arabian cultural area (Mouton 2013:134-36; Potts 2003).

From the 7™ century BC onwards, political circumstances in South Arabia
began to change, with the development of several rival states in the region. To the
Sabaeans’ north, a confederation of city states under the leadership of Ma‘in (M*n)
was able to assert their independence and would become a significant economic
power up until the 3™ century BC (Schiettecatte and Arbach 2020:252-58). In the
east, the ruler of Qataban (Qtbn) also laid claim to the title mukarrib, and later
Qatabanian rulers were eventually able to extend their power to the Red Sea shore
(Strabo 1930:716 Prioletta 2013:111). Further east still, the kingdom of Hadramit
(Hdrm(w)f), was also able to establish themselves as an independent political
power, although the relative dearth of Hadramitic inscriptions hampers a clear
reconstruction of their history (Prioletta 2013a).

Whether the Sabaeans’ decline was the cause, or the result of these states’ rise
to power is difficult to say. However, the historical evidence shows that the
Sabaean rulers were no longer able to effectively assert authority over the entire
region. The epigraphic record shows that from the 6™ century BC, political in-
fluence shifted towards the Sa‘bs residing in the South Arabian highlands. The
representatives of these communities appear in the Sabaic inscriptions under the
term gayl (E.Sab. gwl; M./L.Sab. gyl; pl. qvl; qyl), which can be rendered as
“chief” or “prince” (Gajda 2009:208-9).

The power of the gayl was hereditary and invested into a single clan, (the by,
discussed above, 1.1.1.). The relationship between the Sabaean king and the gayls
appears to have been one of mutual benefit: the gay/ was able to exercise singular
political authority in the area their clan inhabited; in return, the gayls legitimized
the Sabaean king from among their own ranks through election (Korotayev 1993:
54-56; 1996:47—49; Robin 2002:51).

The increased influence of the gayls had a direct impact on the Sabaean politi-
cal sphere. For example, by the 1¥ century AD, the title mukarrib had disappeared
from the inscriptions. This was likely the result of the deterioration of the central
Sabaean state. While no Sabaean ruler was able to successfully assert the title of
mukarrib, it continued to be in use for a much longer period in Qataban.*

25 An earlier hypothesis held that the mukarrib was a kind of priest-king, with the implication
of a divine right to rule (Beeston 2005¢:175-78).

26 One of the last attestations of the term mkrb in a Qatabanic inscription (BE 9/CSAI I, 43)
dates to the 1% century BC to 2" AD.
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1.2.2. Himyarite political organization

The Himyarite confederacy originated in what is now southwest Yemen, in the
western hinterlands of the Qatabanian kingdom. Around the 2™ century BC, the
state of Qataban entered a period of decline which would be punctuated by the
kingdom’s disintegration several decades later.”” The weakening of Qataban
allowed several of its tribal communities to assert political independence. Such
communities included *Awsan, which had previously existed as an independent
kingdom, as well as the tribal confederacies of Radman, Madhi, and Himyar (Prio-
letta 2013:127). These tribal confederacies showed their claim to independence
by implementing a new calendar, with the Himyarite year count beginning in the
year 110 BC (Robin 2012b).

Over the centuries following, the Himyarites were able to gradually overcome
and integrate the various polities that had existed in South Arabia. By the middle
of the 1* century AD, the Himyarites established a sort of political union with the
Sabaeans and were likely the dominant power in this union. (Gajda 2009:193).
At this time, the Himyarite rulers first laid claim to the Sabaean royal titulature
and began to style themselves as “king[s] of Saba’ and Du Raydan” (mlk s'b’
w-d-rydn). The Himyarites further sought to portray themselves as the Sabaeans’
successors by continuing the veneration of the Sabaean state god “Ilmiiquh®® at
the temple of Awwam (Robin 2003:102-3).

The Himyarites were able to centralize the state more effectively for two im-
portant reasons. Beginning with the reign of Ta’ran Yuhan‘im in the late 4™ cen-
tury, the Himyarites implemented a system of coregency. Coregencies had existed
in South Arabia before, but (with the exception of the Minaeans) had been gene-
rally unusual (Gajda 2009:185-86). Ta’ran Yuhan‘im changed this system by
creating a system of governance in which the members of the Himyarite royal
family were placed directly in control of the state’s regions (Robin 2014:10). This
gave the Himyarite state a degree of stability and political continuity that had not
existed in the other South Arabian states.

By the beginning of the 5™ century, the co-regent system became the norm in
the Himyarite kingdom. This system allowed for continuous political administ-
ration, which was particularly useful when one of the rulers was conducting a mili-
tary campaign. The epigraphic evidence indicates that co-regents were not equal,
although it is not clear how this hierarchy was set up (Gajda 2009:185-88).

27 The state of Qataban came to an end between 100 and 160 AD. Archaeological evidence

indicates that during the 2™ century AD, the Qatabanian capital at Timna‘ was burned. After-
wards, the remnants of the Qatabanian state moved to the south, (re)occupying the site of Hajar

bin Humayd (Breton 1999:171).

28 The vocalization of the deity’s name, spelled Zlmgh(w), is unknown and varies from author

to author. The vocalization used here assumes that the name consists of the noun *7/, ‘God’ plus
an (unattested) participle of the root wgh, ‘to command’, i.e., *miquh (cf. Classical Arabic
migib, ‘obligating’ < wagaba, ‘to be necessary’”. The German scholar Daum (2023:4) sug-
gested a reading 'Tl-mugahhii, “the God who abundantly waters”, based on the root ghw, “to
drink”, used in some dialects of Yemeni Arabic.
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A second way by which the Himyarites increased the efficacy of their system
of government was by naming administrative officials in areas not directly under
their control:

1. The term kabir (kbr, pl. kbwr) is used almost exclusively in conjunction with
larger tribal groups, which seems to suggest they were representatives of large
tribes, who enjoyed royal support.”’

2. The term ‘aqib (‘gb; pl. ‘gbt/m‘qbt) refers to individuals in charge of a territory
not directly administered by the kings. This is largely a continuation from the
Sabaean period, where the same system already existed. Under the Sabaeans,
the city of Nasq was administered by an ‘@qib, likely reflecting the special status
the settlement had (Korotayev 1993:96)

Thirdly, the Himyarites’ success at centralizing the state is also shown by the
diminishing role of the magtawi. The magtawi had been a type of political office
with significant power during the Middle Sabaean period (Korotayev 1996:57-59).
The magtaw?’s relevance began to wane after the Himyarites’ ascent to power, as
references to the maqtawi rarely occur in the epigraphic material from the 4™ cen-
tury onwards. When they do occur, they are only mentioned as royal dignitaries
or individuals attached to a gay! or a specific sa‘b (Gajda 2009:214).

Lastly, the Himyarites’ adoption of monotheism, to be treated in more detail in
the following section, may have also served to ensure lasting political stability after
the integration of the various South Arabian states. Gajda suggests that the Him-
yarites’ unification of South Arabia at the end of the 3™ century AD left them in
control over a vast region, prone to both internal collapse and external pressure.
Therefore, the adoption of monotheism could have been a way to further stabilize
the state (Gajda 2009:223-24).%°

1.3. Religious organization

By the beginning of the 6 century AD, much of the Himyarite elite had converted
to Judaism (Robin 2015b:164-5), which is often explained in the context of po-
litical conflict with Aksumite Ethiopia. As is well-known, the Ethiopian ruler
‘Ezana converted to Christianity sometime during the middle of the 4™ century
AD, and the Himyarites’ move towards Judaism is seen as their way to distinguish
themselves from the Aksumites (Hatke 2011:87-88). This shift was the end of

2 The term kabir is attested in the pre-Himyaritic period as well. An inscription from the

Hadramitic period (Ja 954) mentions “Sahrum bin Watilum, kabir of the ‘amhiir” (s*hrm bn
w?lm kbr ‘mhrn). The term ‘amhiir is an apparent plural of mahrat, referring to the large tribal

group of eastern Yemen and western Oman.

30 Saba’ was conquered by the Himyarites around 280 AD, and although strictly speaking the

kingdom of Hadramawt was fully annexed after the campaigns of Ta’ran Yuhan‘im (r. c. 324 —
375 AD), it had functionally ceased to be a threat to Himyarite hegemony after Sammar
Yuhar‘i§ burned the Hadramite capital at Sabwa.
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result of a gradual process that had begun with the introduction of monotheism
to South Arabia in the second century AD and a shift towards a general, broad
monotheism in the 4™ century with neither explicitly Christian nor Jewish fea-
tures (Robin 2003:105-10).

The following section explores the development of monotheism in South Arabia
from its earliest stages onwards, until to the Himyarites’ conversion to Judaism,
the subsequent conflict with Aksumite Ethiopia and the temporary establishment
of Christianity as South Arabia’s state religion. It also discusses South Arabia’s
religious environment on the cusp of the coming of Islam and its potential
influences on Islam’s early development.

1.3.1. South Arabian henotheism

Before the Himyarites’ acceptance of monotheism, South Arabian society had
been polytheist. The veneration of deities, which ranged from the personal-
familial up to the level of the state played an important role in establishing and
maintaining social cohesion. The various South Arabian kingdoms had their own
national deities, whereas individual households and families maintained the vene-
ration of protective spirits (Robin 1991a:139-144).

The term henotheism refers to a situation wherein a single deity is elevated over
others, who derive their powers from this single deity (Holsten 1986; Mazurek
2022:72) Some evidence of this phenomenon in South Arabia between the 1% and
3" centuries AD. From the first century BC onwards, the northern-most part of
the South Arabian cultural area came to be increasingly settled by various central
Arabian tribes, particularly the Amirites. These tribes built temples to the deities
Du Samawi and Halfan, and both deities were syncretized with the pan-South-
Arabian deity ‘Attar, who was venerated in this region under the name ‘Attar
Sariqan (‘ttr s?rgn) (Robin 1992b:46-49)

The establishment of Amirite mercantile communities in South Arabian cities
likely brought the cult of DG Samaw1 further south (Robin 2003:103). References
to the worship of Dii SamawT appear in various South Arabian inscriptions, in-
cluding several dozen Sabaic inscriptions and at least one Qatabanic inscription,
where he is predominantly identified as the “God of *Amir ” (?/4 ’mrm).*' Further-
more, a Sabaic inscription from al-Sawa was dedicated by the governor of Ma‘afir
to the Dl Samawi, appearing again as “God of Amir” (/h “mrm).** This inscription
contains enough relevant social and political information to quote in its entirety:

31" For example, CIH 521 (CSAI): [S*](d)wm d-[... ...] [K]gny d-S'mwy ()[Ih 'mrm] [")bIn
d-dhbn, “S'd*wm of [... ... ] dedicated to Dii Samaw1, God of the Amirites, this bronze camel”.

32 The author of the inscription, Kulayb Yuhan‘im (klyb yhn‘m) is almost certainly to be

identified with the Kholaibos mentioned in the 1 century Greek work “the Periplus of the
Erythracan Sea”: “a three-day journey inland from Muza lies Saue, the city of the province
called Mapharites that surrounds it. The governor, Cholaibos, has his residence there” (Casson

1989:63; Robin 1994:93).

32



Sharfabt as-Sawa 1:1-5 (translation CSAI):

“Kulayb Yuha’mun bin Yi$mar Yuhahmud of Ma‘afirum and Dab’um and (...?) of
the family Kal‘an and *Afsyafur and da-Hablum had made and built the temple of
the God Du-Samawt, God of the ’Amirum, which is on the plain Sayratan, below
the city of Sawwam. May Dt Samawi, God of *Amirum, grant safety, security,
and protection to Kulayb Yuha’mun and to his sons of the family Mu‘afirum, lords
of the palace Sa‘ban, and the safety of everything they own™??

It is notable that in this inscription, authored by a high-ranking aristocratic repre-
sentative who himself was not a member of the ’Amirite tribe, no other deities are
mentioned. This suggests that the first century AD, a movement towards the
veneration of a single deity, in this case, that of D Samaw1 had already taken
place. The deity’s overt association with the sky may have facilitated this process,
as celestial deities tend to shift towards taking a central role within pantheons
(Marrassini 1978).%*

From the 1* century AD onwards, participation in polytheistic rituals ceased to
fulfill its primary role of establishing allegiance to the state. From this time on-
wards, political allegiance was completely determined by one’s adherence to the
local gayl (Robin 1996:1189)*° The cessation of the political role of polytheism
would also have facilitated a gradual pivot towards henotheism and later, explicit
monotheism.

Thus, during the 3™ century AD, two important phenomena co-occurred: firstly,
references to other deities begin to dwindle at Sabaean state temple of ’Awwam
(Robin 2003). Secondly, the Sabaean state God “Ilmiiquh (”/mgh) beings to receive
the epithet “Lord” (mr”). Both of these phenomena suggest a move towards ele-
vating a single deity, in the case of the Sabaeans the god “Iimiiquh, as worthy of
veneration. That this may have also been the case for other South Arabian
communities is exemplified by a 3™ century personal letter, wherein Dii-Samawf,
who was worshipped by the ?Amirites, is referred to as “the God” (“In) (Stein
2009b: 346).

1.3.2. The spread of monotheism

Epigraphic, archaeological, and documentary sources indicate that Jewish and
Christian communities had been present in South Arabia from at least the 3™ cen-
tury AD onwards.

33 Sharfabi as-Sawa 1 (CSAI): [Kly](b Yh")m(n) [b](n) (Ys’m) Yhhmd d-M*frm w-Db’m
w r(yn) (w)- [.Jn bn Kl'n w-"s"yfr w-d-Hblm hf*l w-hqs’b mhrm °lhn [d-S'mw]y [h ‘mrm d-b-
brhtn Syrtn d-tht hgrn S>wm w-"lhn d-[S'mwy] (°)Ih "'mrm (f~I-1y)s’mn wfy w-srh w-s*wft Klyb
Yh'mn [w-bn]y-hw d-(M)[*frm ’]b*l bytn §°b‘n w-{w]()y kil d-gn(y)[w]

3 Many such comparative examples exist: the cult of Isis-Sarapis, for example, gave an
universalizing aspect to the figure of Isis, whereas the most important deity in Turkic
traditional relation is the sky god Tengri (Mazurek 2022:72-74; Soudavar 2006:414).

35 See also above, 1.2.1. and 1.2.2.
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The history of South Arabia’s Jewish community is relatively well-described.
Robin’s monography (2015b) provides a thorough overview of the wide range of
material available with regards to the history of Judaism on the Arabian Peninsula,
based on pre-Islamic epigraphic, archaeological and documentary sources in a
variety of languages, as well the Quran and medieval Arabic sources.

A similar systematic analysis of South Arabia’s Christian communities is still
lacking. Shahid (1995) gives a chronological overview of the relationship between
the Byzantine or Eastern Roman Empire with the Arabian Peninsula, but, as the
title implies, particularly from a Roman perspective. Gajda (Gajda 2009:248-51)
discusses the available material, epigraphic, archaeological, and documentary,
which admittedly, is not as extensive as the evidence pertaining to the Jewish
community.

1.3.2.1. Judaism

The establishment of the Jewish community in South Arabia is usually traced
back to the end of the 1* century AD, following the Siege of Jerusalem, the de-
struction of the Second Temple and the subsequent migration of many members
of the Jewish community throughout the Mediterranean and the Middle East
(Robin 2015b:16-17). It is likely that more Jews may have settled in South Arabia
following the Bar Kokhba revolt in 136 AD (Bar 2005:49-50).

The nature of the Jewish community in South Arabia appears to have differed
from those in the eastern Mediterranean in several ways. These differences range
from issues related to the leadership of the community and places of worship. For
example, the only reference to a communal leader is that of a hazzan (Sab. hzn),
‘officer’, who appears to have been in charge of the Jewish community in Hast,
in what is now southern Yemen (Robin 2015b:101).

Similarly, the most common term to refer to shared houses of worship in South
Arabia is mikrab (Sab. mkrb, cf. Go*oz mak"rab) (Robin 2015b:123-25). The term
kneset (Sab. kns't) appears in a singular South Arabian inscription, where it is
mentioned as a part of a mikrab (Robin 2015b:127). An early inscription, likely
pre-dating the 3™ century AD mentions the term masgid, the presence of spiran-
tization (d > d) indicating that this term was likely directly loaned from Aramaic
(Robin 2015b:289) (translation author):

MS Tan‘im al-Qarya 9:
winm ‘mn ‘mn w-dn bytn ms'gdn’®
“[...] Amen, amen,; this is the house of worship”.

Later inscriptions offer more tangible evidence for the establishment of a Jewish
community in South Arabia. For example, the Judaic personal name Yahiida

3¢ The phrase bytn ms'gdn is normally translated as in construct “house of worship”. Gram-
matically, one would expect the term byt to stand in the construct state. In this context, the
term ms’gdn appears to be more like an adjective, although this seems semantically difficult
to justify.
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(Sab. YAwd?) is attested in a construction inscription dating to the late 4™ or early
5" century (Robin 2015b:188-89).

Sources from outside South Arabia seem to confirm the existence of a Jewish
community in the region. Several funerary inscriptions, at least two of which were
written in Israel, commemorate the burial of Jews that had either visited or resided
in South Arabia. The first of these, an Aramaic inscription dating to the end of
the 5™ century, refers to a Yoseh bar *Awfa (Ywsh br wfy), who “passed away
in the city of Tafar, in the land of the Himyarites” (d-gz b-Tfr mdynth b-"r'hwn
d-Hmyry?) (Robin 2015b:192-93). Unfortunately, the text does not state the
reason nor the length of the deceased’s presence in South Arabia. The fact his
remains were returned to Israel indicates that the Jewish community was able to
successfully fulfill the necessary logistical requirements. Considering the distance
between Judaea and South Arabia, this would have been a significant feat.

Several of the Himyaritic elements discovered at the Beit She’arim necropolis
have undergone critical scrutiny by Robin, who argues that there is no evidence
to suggest the presence of Himyarite monograms and/or texts referring to a Him-
yarite gay! in the tombs. Less controversial is the presence of a Greek epitaph
written in red paint above the entrance to one of the sepulchers at Beit She’arim
in Israel reads Omeériton, “of the Himyarites” (Robin 2015b:193).

Lastly, another funerary monument of uncertain providence points towards a
close relation between the Jewish community of the Levant and South Arabia. This
is a bilingual inscription, written in Sabaic and Aramaic (Robin 2015b:191-92):

Leah funerary inscription (Aramaic) (translation adapted from Robin 2015b):
hdh qbrwth d-I’h brt yhwdh nsmt-h I-hyy ‘wlm w-tnwh w-t'mwd [I-gwrl hyym [-qs
h-ymyn ‘mn w-"mn Slwm

“This is the grave of Leah, Yehuda’s daughter; may her soul find everlasting life;
may she rest and rise again at the end of days. Amen, amen. Peace.”

Leah funerary inscription (Sabaic) (translation author):

gbwrt h bt ywdh [-nhn-hw rhmnn ‘mn s'lwm

“The grave of Leah, Yehuda’s daughter, may the Merciful let her/it rest.>” Amen.
Peace”

The material evidence supports the notion of an established Jewish community in
South Arabia. The discovery of a seal stone depicting a Torah shrine and inscribed
with the name Yishaq bar Hanina at the cemetery of Zafar, the Himyarite capital
is a clear indication of the physical presence of a South Arabian Jewish community
(Yule and Galor 2008).*® Similarly, an undated (but probably 2™ century) seal
stone depicting a menorah and containing the name Hayyi ‘Odam (hyw ‘dm) and
the excavation of the synagogue at the South Arabian port of Qani‘ suggests an

37 The pronominal suffix -/ could refer to either the deceased or the grave.

However, as Yule and Galor note, similar seal stones have been found elsewhere in the Medi-
terranean, including in areas without sizable Jewish communities (2008:16)
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integrated and permanent Jewish presence in South Arabia during the Himyarite
period (Robin 2004:891-92; Tobi 2013).

1.3.2.2. Christianity

Fewer primary sources exist with regards to South Arabia’s Christian community.
Christianity likely came to South Arabia through missionary activity, either over
the Red Sea or overland from Syria through the oasis of Nagran (Gajda 2009:248).
The Roman ecclesial historian Philostorgius recounts that Christianity was first
brought to South Arabia by the missionary Theophilus the Indian. According to
Philostorgius, Theophilus was warmly received by the unnamed Himyarite ruler,
who promised to build three churches in his kingdom. Philostorgius further
mentions that town of Nagran was particularly receptive to Christianity (Philo-
storgius 2007:41-42).

Compared to the relatively plentiful contemporaneous epigraphic material
pertaining to Judaism in South Arabia, the first inscriptions that are unmistakably
of a Christian nature follow the Aksumite invasion around 520 AD (Gajda 2009:
248). This means that much of the information about the spread of Christianity in
the region comes from later church historians, hagiographies, and martyrologies,
occasionally rendering it difficult to separate later ideological interpellations from
actual historical events.

Some Christian epigraphy has been found in or near South Arabia. A 5™ cen-
tury inscription from Bir Hima* was written by someone calling himself the
“Servant of the Messiah” (‘bd “Ims’h). The presence of a cross that was incised next
to the inscription further underlines the Christian character of this inscription
(Robin, Al-Ghabban, and Fayiz Al-Sa’id 2014:1125). Further north, a Greek in-
scription that reads “Lord, protect me” (Gr. kyrie votheson me) also seems to
indicate a Christian author, although the same formula is attested (albeit rarely)
in Jewish inscriptions (Gajda 2009:249-50).

Following the Aksumite invasion in the early 6 century AD, Christianity was
temporarily made South Arabia’s state religion, although the royal inscriptions
from the time reveal little about the theological convictions of its rulers. Never-
theless, it is thought that South Arabia’s Christian community likely consisted of
two major sects: Nestorian and Miaphysite.

The Church leader Nestorius had been declared heretical following the Council
of Chalcedon in 420 AD,* his followers had settled in various parts beyond the

3 Although this particular inscription (Hima-al-Musammat PalAr 5) is undated, a similar

inscription written in the same script mentions the year 364 of the Nabataean calendar, cor-
responding to 470 AD. The presence of the definite article °1- (i.e., *’al-) further suggests that
it was made by an Arabic speaker.

40 The theology of Nestorius (d. around 450 AD) differed from what would later become
Chalcedonian Christianity regarding the nature of Christ, which postulated that Christ was
both fully human and fully divine. Nestorian theology, briefly stated, states that Christ received
the Holy Spirit when he was baptized, thus becoming fully divine at a later stage in hist life
(Vine 1937:28-29)
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reach of the Byzantine Empire, including in South Arabia. The Greek author
Cosmas Indicopleustes, who authored the Christian Topography mentions the
presence of a Nestorian Christian community on the island of Socotra, halfway
between Yemen and Somalia (Cosmas Indicopleustes 2010:119).!

The Miaphysite* community seems to have been particularly active in Nagran,
which had had relatively close relations with the Aksumites since at least the
3" century AD. If the claim that Nestorian in South Arabia were not as severely
targeted by anti-Christian persecution can be taken at face value (Gajda 2009:250),
it would imply that Miaphysites were also present in Zafar and San‘aw.

To summarize: by the beginning of the third century, it seems that both Christian
and Jewish communities were present in or around South Arabia. Despite this, the
Himyarites did not initially show preference for either. Instead, the Himyarites’
monotheist inscriptions use broad terms to refer to God, such as “Lord of Heaven,”
as the following inscription shows:

Ag 3:1-6 (translation CSAI)
“Abiyyada’ Yuwassi‘ of Darran, Gamlan and *Ahram, governor of Datinat directed
the covering with polished stones for the cladding of the basins, for the satisfaction
of their lords Sa‘dam Yuhaskar and his sons, of the clan Hasbah, may the God,
Lord of Heaven, aid them”*?

1.3.3. Himyarite monotheism

By the late 4™ century AD, beginning with the reign of Malkikarib Yuha’min (383 —
before 433 AD), Himyarites adopted a broad kind of monotheism as their state
religion (Gajda 2009:45-46). References to multiple deities disappear nearly
entirely from the epigraphic corpus, showing that official rituals involving their
worship had ceased. One of the latest official inscriptions to still invoke the wor-
ship of various gods, written by representatives of the tribe of Dii Yaz’an, likely
dates to either the year 363 or 373 AD, with the first royal monotheistic inscrip-
tions appearing in the year 383/384 AD (Gajda 2005:23-24). Furthermore, an
inscription from near the temple of Ta’lab, dated to the year 400/401 AD mentions
reparations performed near the temple’s gate, but without containing references
to the deity itself. This may indicate that the building itself was still in use, but that
religious activities had stopped.

The Himyarites’ acceptance of monotheism is most evident in the deifics used
from this period onwards. The singular God is referred in the inscriptions as

4 A Nestorian Christian community may have remained on Socotra until the arrival of the

Portuguese in the 16" century (Hatke 2019:44)

42 The term Miaphysite and Monophysite are occasionally used as synonyms, although most

Oriental Orthodox Churches (i.e., the Armenian, Coptic, and Ethiopian Churches) reject the
equivocation of the two. Essentially, miaphysitism holds that Christ had a single nature (physis)
which was both fully human and fully divine .

B Ag3:1-6: ’byd* Yws* d-Drn w-Gmin w-"hrm ‘qb Dtnt tqdm mqs‘tn dt ‘sbyn l-shrm mqlditn
I-mqh ‘mr*-hmw (S*)'dm Yhs'kr w-bny-hw “lht Hsbh w-"In bl s'myn l-yrd’n-hmw
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“God” (“), “the God” (’In; "lhn), whose epithets also include “Lord of Heaven” (mr?
or b'l s'myn) (Robin 2020a:73). This period also sees the first attestation of the
term “The Merciful” (Rhmnn) in South Arabia (Gajda 2005:, 2009:224-32).

Notably, although religious ideology changed with the Himyarites’ acceptance
of monotheism, religious formulae found in correspondences do not. Letters in-
voking monotheist deifics such as “the God” (“/n) and “the Merciful” (Rhmnn) do
not show any substantive differences in phraseology compared to earlier, poly-
theistic invocations:

XBSB 141:3 (translation adapted from Stein):

w-‘ttr w-"Imqh I-yh(s)bhnn I-kmw n‘mtm w-b-dt wfym
“and may SAttar and Tlmiiquh let grace and protection come to you.”

XBSB 125:5 (translation adapted from Stein):

w-rhmnn d-b-s'myn ykbrn thrg-kmw b-n‘mtm w-wfym

“And may the Merciful (Rhmnn), who is in Heaven, bless your rule with grace
and protection.”

From the middle of the 5™ century onwards, dating to the rule of Abikarib *As‘ad
(433-456), South Arabian monotheism began to take on a more strongly
Judaizing trend. At this point, the Himyarite inscriptions begin to refer explicitly
to “their people of Israel” (s#*b-hmw ys'r?l/ys3r’l) and to the construction of Jewish
houses of worship (mkrb[{]) (Gajda 2009:236-38).

A case in point is an inscription commemorating the construction of a house,
whose author Yahtida Yakkuf (Yankuf), also added a smaller inscription in Hebrew
on the inside of the inscription:**

Gar Bayt al-Ashwal 1 (translation adapted from Gajda 1997):

b-rd’ w-b-zkt mr’-hw d-br? nfs’-hw mr? hyn w-mwtn mr? s'myn w-"rdn d-br’ kim w-
b-slt s**b-hw Ys3ril

“[Bly the aid and grace of his Lord who has created him,* Lord of Life and Death,
Lord of Heaven and Earth, who has created all, with the prayers of his People of
Israel”

Abikarib As‘ad was succeeded by his son and previous co-regent, Surahbi’il
Yu'fir (456 — ?). Surahbi’il Yu*fir continued the religious ideology of his father, as
inscriptions commemorating the reparation of the Marib dam refer to the single
deity, “the God” (’In), described as “Lord of Heaven and Earth” (mr? s'myn
w-?rdn). The dam inscriptions from Surahbi’ll Yu'fir’s reign are further charac-
terized by their usage of the term “the Merciful” (rhmnn), representing the first
attestation of this term in the South Arabian inscriptions.

4 «“Yahiida has written, may he be remembered well. Safety and peace, amen.” (kth Yhwd’
zkwr [-twb "mn slwm ‘mn)

45 Or possibly “his soul”, as Sabaic nfs’ can mean both.
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CIH 44-45:4-6 (translation adapted from CSAI):

[... b]-nsr w-rd? w-mgm Rhmlnn w-b-nsr [mr’-hmw Srhb’l Y¥flr mlk [S'b” w-d-
Rydn w-hdrmwt w-Ym]nt

“[W1ith the assistance, support, and strength of Rahmanan and by the assistance
of their Lord, Surahbiil Yu‘fir, king of Saba’, Du-Raydan, Hadramawt and
Yamnat [...]

The reign of Surahbi?il Yu'fir was followed by that of Surahbi‘ll Yakkuf (c. 470 or
472 —?), who initially ruled alone. Later, Surahbi®l continued the Himyarite po-
litical tradition of co-regency by ruling together with his sons Lahay‘at Yaniif and
Ma‘dikarib Yun‘im. It is during the rule of Surahbi‘il Yakkuf that Himyarite mono-
theism explicitly pivots towards Judaism. Several inscriptions from this reign show
that members of the Himyarite aristocracy had converted to Judaism (Robin
2015b:164-65).

The inscription Mis’al 3, written by SurahbiZil Yakkuf and his two sons
contains the phrase “in accordance with the mikrabat and the Jews” (b-hg mkrbtn
w-"yhdn), with the term mikrabat (mkrbt) referring to Jewish places of worship
(Prioletta and Arbach 2016:944-46). The Ethiopic hagiographic work The
Martyrdom of Azqir claims that Himyarite persecution of South Arabia’s Christian
community began under the rule of Surahbi%il’s rule (Beeston 2005b). Although
there is no external evidence to corroborate this, it seems that the Himyarite court
became more strongly Judaized under Surahbivil Yakkaf’s reign (Prioletta and
Arbach 2016).%

From the end of the 5™ century onwards, starting with the reign of Abikarib
Asfad, Himyarite monotheism began to take on a more explicit Judaic character.
This trend can already be discerned from the rule of Martad*1lan Yun‘im, as he
mentions the construction of a mkrb and the enlargement of a kns’t. These terms
are likely related to the Go¥oz term mak"arab, and possibly refers to a Jewish place
of worship (Gajda 1998, 2009). Although interpretation of both terms remain ambi-
guous, mkrb is likely related to Go®oz mak"rab, where it can mean either a temple
or a synagogue, whereas kns’t is almost certainly loaned from either Hebrew
(kneset) or Aramaic (knista). At the least, Martad’lan Yun‘im presented himself
as sympathetic towards South Arabia’s Jewish community (Gajda 2009:71).

The years 500 — 525 saw significant political and religious changes in South
Arabia.*’ Under the ruler Martad*ilan Yaniif (c. 504 —c. 510 (?)) the state seemingly
moved away from Judaism rather abruptly. The few inscriptions from Martad’lan
Yanuf’s reign are devoid of specific references to Judaism or Christianity, marking
a return to the broad monotheism of the previous century. Although it is unclear
to what degree Aksumite Ethiopia was involved in this, it has been suggested that
the Martad’lan Yanif’s rise to power was the result of Aksumite diplomatic in-
volvement (Hatke 2011:95-97).

4 Pointing out structural and narratological differences with later politicized hagiographies,
Hatke suggests that the Martyrdom of Azqir likely does reflect “mounting anti-Christian move-
ment in late fifth-century Himyar” (Hatke 2011:91)

47 See also the discussion below, 1.4.3.
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The reign of Martad’1lan Yanif was followed by that of Ma‘dikarib Yu'fir.
Although the epigraphic record is silent on when his rule began and to which
degree the Aksumites were involved in his rise to power, it is generally assumed
that he was a Christian.*® Explicit references to Ma‘dikarib’s religious ideology
appear only in later Christian martyrologies. For example, the Syriac hagio-
graphic works The New Letter of Simeon of Beth Arsham and The Book of the
Himyarites refer to the this ruler as Ma‘dikarim/Ma‘dokarim, which is almost cer-
tainly based on the Ma‘dikarib Yu'fir of the South Arabian inscriptions (Gajda
2009:81; Moberg 1924:1xxiv; Shahid 1971:60).* At the same time, the religious
vocabulary from the inscriptions made during his reign only use the term “the
Merciful” (rhmnn).

An independentist Himyarite uprising (discussed in more detail below, 1.4.2.),
eventually brought an end to Ma‘dikarib Yu'fir’s reign. This uprising was led by
a local nobleman known as Yusuf ’As‘ar Yat’ar and lasted between 522 and 524.
The political inscriptions from this period see a return to explicit references to
Judaism. The inscription Ja 1028, written by several Himyarite noblemen (gayls)
on Yiusuf’s begins with a standard formulaic reference to “the God” (“/An), but
further references the “burning of the church” (dhr gls’n), the “killing of the
Ethiopians” (hrg "hbs’n) and closes the inscription “in the name of the Merciful”
(‘y s'm Rhmnn [...]” and ‘by the Lord of the Jews’ rb Hd.*

Yiasuf’s independentist revolt led to direct Ethiopian military intervention,
resulting in the placement of the Ethiopian suzerain Sumiiyafa® Aswa® (S‘myf*
’s?w*) on the Himyarite throne and the adoption of Christianity as Himyar’s state
religion. The inscription Ist 7608 bis, written during the period of Sumiyafa®
Aswa®’s reign explicitly refers to Christianity, containing terms such as ‘The Holy
Spirit” (mnfs’ gds’) and refers to ‘the Victorious Christ’ (krs’ts® glbn) as the ‘Son
of the Merciful’ (rhmnn w-bn-hw). When the Ethiopian general Abraha established
his seemingly short-lived independent dynasty in South Arabia he maintained
Christian }deology, using similar terminology in his inscriptions (Gajda 2009:117,
121-22).°

48 Gajda state that “Ma‘dikarib fut, selon toute vraisemblance, placé sur le trone himyarite

par les Ethiopiens”, basing this statement predominantly on statements found in later Christian
hagiographies. A notable difference in Ma‘dikarib’s inscriptions compared to earlier royal
Himyarite inscriptions is the lack of references to ancestral predecessors, perhaps indicative
of a non-standard rise to power.

4 Although no explanation is given as to why the Syriac form of the name appears with an
m rather than a b, a brief inspection of the manuscript facsimiles provided by Shahid (1971)
suggests that this may have been the result of a scribal error, folk etymology, or just an organic
change in the transmission.

0 This is in fact the only explicit reference to Judaism in the three inscriptions dating to Yusuf’s

reign, which is, all things considered, relatively sparse. The vast majority of evidence for Yiisuf’s
adherence to Judaism comes, of course, from the later Muslim tradition as well as from Simeon

Metaphrastes’ Martyrion Arethae (Gajda 2009:; Guidi 1881; Shahid 1971).

31 Notably, the ‘Holy Spirit’ is mentioned in Abraha’s inscription as 74 gds’ (cf. Arabic (al-)rith

al-qudus), rather than the Goaz loan mnfs’ qds’ (Ga'oz manfas geddiis) (Leslau 1987:389).
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1.3.4. The transition to Islam

The period following the collapse of central authority in South Arabia after the
end of *Abraha’s reign is one for which the fewest primary sources exist (see also
1.4.4.). By the 9" century AD, Islam had been established as South Arabia’s state
religion, although it is uncertain to which degree pre-Islamic beliefs continued to
linger in the region.’? Early Muslim traditionalists mention the continued vene-
ration of the local ‘Ammi’anas in Hawlan following South Arabia’s nominal con-
version to Islam, sometime during the 7™ or 8" century (Robin 2009).

The degree to which South Arabian monotheism interacted with or influenced
Islam remains controversial. Parallels between pre-Islamic South Arabian reli-
gion (both pre-monotheist and monotheist) and Islam exist on both the ritualistic
and lexical level. Such parallels include an emphasis and requirement of ritual
purity, which includes a prohibition on entering a temple while menstruating, after
having sexual intercourse, or after having consumed garlic, onions, or other
odorous foods (Robin 1991b:141).

Lexical parallels between the South Arabian epigraphy and the Quranic vo-
cabulary also exist. In certain cases, a South Arabian source for Quranic termino-
logy is almost certain. For example, terms such as ‘arim, “dam’ and saba’, “Sheba”
are almost certainly of South Arabian origin, both on cultural-historical and lin-
guistic grounds (Elmaz 2016; Jeffery 2007:20-24). But less clear-cut examples
also exist. The Quranic term salat, “prayer” is attested in late Sabaic inscriptions
as slwt. However, in this case, both terms are likely directly derived from Aramaic,
which renders the notion of a South Arabian source for the Quranic term unlikely.

It is likely that during the 6™ century AD, different monotheistic and prophetic
movements arose arisen simultaneously on the Arabian Peninsula. From the 4™
century AD onwards, polytheism was on the decline throughout most of Arabia,
with monolatrous trend having developed in both Central and Northern Arabia
(Al-Azmeh 2014:255-57). The Muslim tradition itself states that during the life
of the Prophet Muhammad, other spiritual authorities also sought to establish
themselves on the Arabian Peninsula (Ibn Ishaq 2001:648). In Central Arabia, the
Prophet Musaylima was described as having spread a message similar to that of
the Prophet Muhammad, speaking in rhymed prose (sag®), promoting moral
purity, austerity, and calling for strict devotion to a single God, described as “the
God” (allah), “the Lord” (al-rabb), and above all, “The Merciful” (ar-Rahman)
(Al-Makin 2010; Kister 2002).>

Furthermore, late pre-Islamic and early Islamic epigraphy indicates a similar
transitionary monotheist movement in South and Central Arabia. An Arabic

52 Both Daum and Serjeant suggest that certain rituals in both northern Yemen and Hadra-

mawt are likely to go back to pre-Islamic times. In particular, the connection of fertility and
wedding rites ae supposed to reflect pre-Islamic, originally polytheist rituals that were later

incorporated into local Islamic structures (Daum 1987; Serjeant 1954).

53 For example, Samji suggests that the Prophet Muhammad consciously and eventually suc-

cessfully merged the terms Allah and al-Rahman in order to bolster his potential followers
during the beginning of his prophetic career (2013:92-3).
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inscription from Gabal Dabiib, written in the miniscule South Arabian script sub-
stantially contains much of the same religious vocabulary also found in the Him-
yarite monotheist inscriptions. This inscription begins with the basmala formula
(bs'mlh rhmn) and refers to a single deity, described therein as “the Lord of
Heaven” (rb s'mwt) (Al-Jallad 2022; al-Hagg and Faq‘as 2018).

Parallels to later Islamic religious formulae also occur in the late pre-Islamic
South Arabian epigraphic corpus. As previously mentioned, monotheistic in-
scriptions from the 6" century contain references and were written in the name of
“The Merciful’ (Rhmnn), a clear parallel with the Arabic-Islamic deific al-Rahman.
The introductory formulae ‘by the power, aid and mercy’ (b-hyl w-rd’/nsr w-
rhmt) is consistently attested in the inscriptions dating to ?Abraha’s rule and a near-
parallel to the Islamic basmala formula appears in the Gabal Dabib inscription,
which starts with the lines bs’m [h rhmn. At the same time, the vocabulary of the
Gabal Dabib inscriptions has its parallels outside the South Arabian cultural area,
as Al-Jallad notes lexical similarities with the Safaitic inscriptions as well as the
Peshitta (Al-Jallad 2022).

To summarize, the general picture of the religious situation in South Arabia
between the 6™ and 8" century is one of various monotheistic trends across the
Arabian Peninsula. The lexical terminology found in the late pre-Islamic South
Arabian inscriptions, the early Islamic epigraphy and the Quranic text indicate that
most of the Arabian Peninsula had shifted to monotheism by this time. The emer-
gence of Islam in Central Arabia thus represents an end point by which various
Arabian monotheist traditions coalesced.

1.3.5. Conclusions

Epigraphic, archaeological, and documentary sources indicate that Jewish and
Christian communities had been present in South Arabia from about the 3™ cen-
tury onwards. During this time, the various South Arabian states had been pre-
dominantly polytheistic, although a general henotheist trend began to develop from
the 1* century AD onwards. This was possibly influenced by the veneration of the
celestial deity Dit Samawi, whose worship spread to various parts of South Arabia
through the settlement of Amirite tribesmen in different parts of the region.

Following the Himyarites’ conquest of South Arabia in the 4™ century, poly-
theism was finally abandoned in favor of a broad monotheism unaffiliated with
either Judaism or Christianity. However, by the late 5 century AD, the Himyarite
kings explicitly pivoted towards Judaism, which had likely already gained
sympathy at the Himyarite court over the preceding decades. Religious tensions
likely contributed to the violent conflict that erupted between the Himyarites and
Aksumite Ethiopia during the first half of the 5" century AD, with the latter even-
tually emerging victorious. For several decades, the official religious ideology of
South Arabia was Christian.

Between the early 7™ and 9™ century, South Arabia became an integral part of
the Islamic polity. Later Muslim sources describe the conversion of South Arabia
as a sudden event. However, the available material indicates that South Arabia
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gradually became a part of the Islamic world, as late pre-Islamic epigraphy
shows monotheistic terminology remarkably similar to that which developed in
Islam.

1.4. Political developments in late antique South Arabia

1.4.1. Introduction

The previous section outlined developments in religious beliefs and ideology
between the 4™ and 6" centuries AD. This section describes in more detail the
political developments of this period.

By the beginning of the 6™ century AD, the Himyarites had effectively estab-
lished hegemony over South Arabia and had even sought to extend the reach of
their political power into Central Arabia. The kingdoms of Saba’ and Hadramawt
had functionally ceased to exist and were integrated into the Himyarite kingdom
during the late 3™ and early 4" centuries (Robin 1991b:53).

The state of Ma‘in had undergone a process of decline starting from the 2™ cen-
tury BC onwards. A combination of ecological collapse, the diminishing impor-
tance of the overland trade routes across Arabia led to a period of de-urbanization
during which the Minaean towns of Yatill, Qarnaw and Kaminahii were abandoned
(Schiettecatte and Arbach 2020).>* As a result, this area came under the control
of the tribe of Amtrum (“mrm), which had been present on the edges of the South
Arabian cultural area.” The increased Amirite presence would have important
socio-cultural and political consequences for the region.*®

This period also saw the intensification of political conflict between Himyar
and Aksum, which would finally come to a head with the Aksumite occupation
of South Arabia in the early 520s AD. The cause of this conflict has often been
seen in the context of the religious differences between Christian Aksum and
Jewish Himyar, although the Aksumites had already been present in South Arabia
during the 3™ century AD (Hatke 2011:37-38).”’

5% From the middle of the 1 century AD onwards, what was left of Ma‘In was re-integrated

into the Sabaean kingdom. The final reference to Ma‘in occurs in a Sabaic inscription from
the middle of the 1% century AD. This text refers to a legal issue concerning the inhabitants of
Qarnaw and Sa’bam and the tribe of Ma‘in. The fact that this document was signed by the ruler
of Saba’ indicates that the areas previously controlled by the Minaeans had fallen under
Sabaean rule (Schiettecatte and Arbach 2020:267).

55 As far as I am aware, there are no attestations of this tribal name in any of the Greek or
Roman sources nor is the tribe “Amir attested in traditional Arab genealogies from the medieval
period.

36 See also the discussion on the development of henotheism in South Arabia (1.3.2.).
Regarding the justification of Aksumite military intervention in South Arabia see the dis-
cussion above (1.3.3.).

57
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1.4.2. Political developments: 504 - 560 AD

During the late 5™ century, Himyar was ruled by Martad’ilan Yun‘im, who be-
longed to a dynasty established by his father Surahbi’il Yakkuf (r. 462 —c. 475 (?))
(Gajda 2009:65-66). The epigraphic material suggests that during this period, the
Himyarite court gradually become more overtly Jewish, a process that had begun
under the rule of Surahbi‘l Yakkuf (Gajda 2009:68-69).% This process was
interrupted during the reign of Surahbi®il’s successors, Martad?lan Yanif (before
504 — 509) and Ma‘dikarib Yufir (after 509 — c. 521) (Gajda 2009:73-79).

Although the context of Martad™lan’s rise to power is unknown, it seems that
during his reign there were cordial relations with the Aksumites,*® although there
is no direct evidence to suggest that he was an Ethiopian vassal. This seems to have
changed, however, with the rule of Ma‘dikarib Yufir,"° who was apparently placed
on the Himyarite throne with explicit Aksumite assistance (Gajda 2009:79)

Martad’lan Yun‘im’s reign was apparently followed by an interregnum lasting
several years. From at least 504 AD onwards, the Himyarite kingdom was ruled
by Martad7lan Yanif until at least 521 AD. It may be significant that none of the
inscriptions made during Martad’1lan Yaniif’s reign mention any ancestry, which
possibly suggests that he was not related to the previous royal family. Indirect
evidence suggests that Martad’1lan Yaniif had positive relations with the Ethiopian
Aksumites (Gajda 2009:75).

The rule of Ma‘dikarib Yufir (reigned circa 510 (?) — 521) is traditionally seen
as one of de facto Aksumite intervention in Himyar (Gajda 2009:76—89; Hatke
2011:166-68). The royal inscriptions from this period do not make any overt
references to Aksumite suzerainty but this is to be expected. The only explicit
references to Aksumite intervention in South Arabia comes from the Letter of
Simeon of Bet Arsam, a Syriac text that describes Ma‘dikarib as “A Christian king
whom the Ethiopians had appointed in the land of the Himyarites” (Guidi 1881:8,
417, Hatke 2011:166). This, of course, may have been a retroactive justification
for a Christian invasion of South Arabia.

Whatever the circumstances of political succession in the region, it seems that
in terms of actual policy there were relatively few changes. Both Martad’ilan
Yanuf and Ma‘dikarib Yufir continued the tradition of organizing raids into Central
Arabia and attempted to expand Himyarite influence into the same area (Gajda

8 Gajda (2009:71) notes that the first attestations of the terms kns’t and mkrb date to the
reign of Martad’lan Yun‘im. The term kns't is derived either directly from Hebrew kneset or
from Aramaic knista and could mean either “synagogue” or “assembly”; mkrb could be a re-
purposed South Arabian term in the sense of “sanctuary”.

3% Based on the presence of Ethiopian names and the noun tbitn, “ambassadors”, it is thought
that the inscription Gar AY 9d refers to the presence of Aksumite envoys at the Himyarite

court (Gajda 2009:75)

0 Traditionally transcribed as Ya'fur < Y'fi but see the discussion on morphological bor-

rowing (4.2.3.2) as to why the transcription Yu‘fir may be more accurate.
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2009:75; Hatke 2011:168)." Furthermore, despite the lack of explicit Judaic
references in the inscriptions dating to their reign, there is no evidence of a shift
towards Christianity either.

A more significant break with established political tradition came with the
revolt of Yusuf *As‘ar Yatar, better known in the Islamic tradition as Yusuf da
Nuwas. Whereas all Himyarite rulers before him had taken over the Sabaean-
Himyarite titulature “king of Saba and Dii-Raydan (etc.), in the two inscriptions
dating to his reign, Yusuf refers to himself as mlk kI ’s*'bn, i.e., “king of all the
tribes.”®

The nature of Yaisuf’s revolt is often seen as a violent assertion of Himyarite
independence which led to massive anti-Christian persecution. However, the exact
circumstances of Yiisuf’s revolt are poorly understood. There are two inscriptions
(Ry 508 and Ja 507) that date to this period and one later inscription mentioning
him in paraphrasis. The two events mentioned in these inscriptions indicative of
religious persecution are the burning of the church in Zafar and the siege of Nagran:

Ry 508:1-3, 6-7: (translation adapted from CSAI):

“The gayl Sarahail Yagbul, son of Surahbi’il Yakmul, of the Bani Yaz’an and
Gadnum, Hubbum, Nas?an and Gabba? recorded in this inscription what they
accomplished in their military campaigns when they were with their Lord, Yustf
?As’ar Yat’ar against the Ethiopians in Zafar when they burned the church (...)
then the king sent them to make war against Nagran (...). The king provided
support against the Ethiopians to reinforce the chain of Maddab with his armies”%

Inscription Ry 508 (CSAI)

1 The organization of military campaigns in order to establish political unity finds earlier

parallels in South Arabia. For example, the Himyarite ruler Ta’ran Yuhan‘im (r. circa 330)
raided into Central Arabia and along the Indian Ocean coast to ensure political cohesion, as
much of the military leadership consisted of tribes previously allied to Hadramawt (Gajda and
Robin 1994:133-34).

2 With regards to the interpretation of §%b, see 1.1.1.

% Ry 508: gyin S%h°l Ygbl bn Shb’l Ykml bnw Yzin w-Gdnm w-Hbm w-Ns'n w-Gb? ts'trw
b-dn ms'ndn d-s’mw b-s'btm *wd-h k-hm ‘m mr”-hmw mlkn Ys'f ’s’r ‘ly “hbs’n b-Zfr w-dhrw
qls'n (...) w-bn dky-hw mlkn I-qrn ‘ly Ngrn (...) w-mlkn hrzy b-mqrnt Hbs’t w-l-sn'n s's'lt
Mdbn [...].
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Ry 507:1, 3-4, 11-12 (translation adapted from CSAI):

“May God to whom belong Heaven and Earth bless Yusuf As’ar Yat’ar, king of
all tribes, and may he bless their gayls and their leaders (...) their lord, the king
Ytsuf ’As’ar Ya’ar, when he burned the church and killed the Ethiopians at Zafar
(...) Then he sent [?] to Nagran, in order to take hostages from them; but they
committed aggression against them (...) This inscription was executed and written
by the gayl Sarah™l of Yaz?an, while taking measures (...) against Nagran.”®*

Although it is likely that there was some suppression of South Arabia’s Christian
population, there is little direct evidence of en masse persecutions. The hagio-
graphic literature, such as the Martyrdom of Saint Arethas and the Book of the
Himyarites that describe such persecutions in great detail should be approached
with a good deal of caution.®> As Hatke (2011:146) points out, the construction
of churches in South Arabia served as much to promote Christianity as it did
Aksumite political supremacy. The subsequent destruction of the church at Zafar
can be seen as a symbol of re-establishing Himyarite independence. Furthermore,
the hagiographic material itself allows some room for interpretation: Simeon’s
Letter states that the Himyarites were aided by two “Christians in name alone”,
which could be read as suggesting that the non-Monophysite Nestorian Christian
population of South Arabia may not have been targeted by Yasuf (Shahid
1971:171).

The Aksumites responded to Yisuf’s revolt by sending a military force to South
Arabia. The gayl Sumiiyafa’ ’Agwa‘,°® who was mentioned as a supporter of the
Himyarites in an inscription mentioned before, left an inscription around the year
530 AD, apparently confirming Yasuf’s death in battle:

CIH 621 (translation adapted from CSAI):

“Sumtyafa® ’ASwa’ and his sons, gurahbi?ﬂ Yakmal and Ma‘dikarib Yu‘fir, sons
of Lahay‘at Yarham, the ones of Kal‘an and Dii-Yaz’an (...) wrote this inscription
in the fortress of Muwayyat (?) (...) when they came back from the land of
Habasat, and the HabasSites sent the army to the land of Himyar, when they killed
the king of the Himyarites and his ‘agwal.”®’

% Ry 507: l-ybrkn ‘lhn d-I-hw s'[myn w-"rdn mlkn Ys'f ’s'% Yt’r mik kl] ’s*bn [w-I-ybrk]n
‘ql-hmw w-mris’-hmw (...) [mr’-hm]w mlkn Ys'f s'r Yt’r k-dhrw qls'n w-hrgw "hbs’n b-Zfr
(...) w-k-dky tny b-‘ly Ngrn l-yh‘lnn bn-hmw rhnm f~*w yhrb-hfmw] (...) w-k-hs'tr dn ms'ndn
qln §rh’l d-Yz'n k-qrn b-"s**b d-Hmdn w-"rbn b-‘ly Ngrn Tw yghn mlkn d-yrdyn

5 Descriptions such as the one found in the Book of the Himyarites and in Simeon of Bet
ArSam’s Letter are often taken as fact. For example, Shahid (1995b:728) states that “the Mono-

physites [...] were also persecuted in South Arabia, and, what is more, literally massacred”.

% This Sumiiyafa’ Aswa° is likely not the same as the Ethiopian suzerain (Hatke 2011:73).

&7 CIH 621:1-2, 6-9: S‘myf* ’s*w* w-bny-hw Srhb’l Ykml w-M*dkrb Y'fr bny Lhyst Yrhm ‘Iht
Kl'n w-d-Yz'n(...) s'trw dn ms’ndn b-‘rn Mwyt k-gb*w bn "rd Hbs’t w-"s'yw *hbs’n zrfin b-"rd
zrftn b'rd Hmyrm k-hrgw mlk Hmyrm w-"qwi-hw
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The inscription’s reference to Yiisuf as ‘king of the Himyarites,” rather than using
the traditional Sabaean-Himyarite royal titulature should probably be read as a
retroactive denial of Yusuf’s attempt to establish himself as Himyar’s rightful
ruler.

With Ethiopian support, Sumiiyafa® ’Aswa’ was installed as a suzerain ruler of
Himyar. On the one hand, this marked a return to the political traditions estab-
lished in earlier centuries: Sumiyafa® returned to the Sabaean-Himyarite titula-
ture that had apparently been suspended during Yiisuf’s rebellion. On the other
hand, these inscriptions mark the first explicit reference to Christian imagery by
invoking the Holy Ghost and Christ:

Ist 7608 bis (translation adapted from CSAI):

“[...] the Holy Spirit, Sumiiyafa®, king of Saba’ [...] their lords, the Negus of the
Aksumites [...] submitted themselves to the kings of Aksum [...] when he
appointed them for the defense of the sea and the maintenance of order in Himyar
[...] in the name of Rahmanan and his son Christ, the Victorious™®®

For all intents and purposes, any notion of Himyarite independence had at this
point come to an end. This is seemingly confirmed by external evidence, as the
Roman author Procopius’ History of the Worlds, states the following (Procopius
and Dewing 2006:189):

“[...] Hellestheaeus, the king of the Aethiopians, who was a Christian and a most
devoted adherent of this faith, discoevered that a number of the Homeritae on the
opposite mainland were oppressing the Christian there outrageously [...] He there-
fore collected a fleet of ships and an army and came against them, and he con-
quered them in battle and slew both the king and many of the Homeritae. He then
set up in his stead a Christian king, a Homerite by birth, by name Esimiphaeus
and, after ordaining that he should pay a tribute to the Aethiopians every year,
returned to his home.”

Sometime between 531 and 540 AD, Sumiiyafa®’s reign over South Arabia was
followed by that of the Ethiopian general, ’Abraha. Unlike his predecessor, there
are no references to Aksumite subservience or interference, which suggests that
Abraha truly attempted to establish an independent South Arabian dynasty in the
tradition of the Himyarite kingdom.® In fact, another inscription written by Abraha
during his reign contains the same kind of political language found in the Him-
yaritic royal inscriptions:

%8 Ist 7608 bis:1, 3, 8, 16: [w-mn]fs’ qds’ S'myf* *s*w? mlk S'[b? ... ‘m]r*-hmw ngs’t ‘ksmn [...]
yt'bdnn I-"mlk *ks'mn (...) [...] thl-hmw [-z* bhrn w-I-slh H{myrm] (...) [...] s'm Rhmnn w-bn-
hw krs’ts’ glbn.

% Both Procopius’ History (Procopius and Dewing 2006:191) and the Islamic tradition portray
Abraha’s accession to power as essentially a coup d’état. Ibn Hisam gives a more fantastical
account involving a dual between Abraha and an Ethiopian general known as ?Aryat, who does
not appear outside the Islamic sources (Ibn Ishaq 2001:8)
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CIH 541:1-8 (translation adapted from CSAI):

“By the power, assistance, and grace of Rahmanan and his Messiah, and the Holy
Spirit, [, "Abraha (...) king of Saba’, di-Raydan, Hadramawt and Yamnat, and their
nomads Tawdum and Tihamat, wrote this inscription””°

By his own admission, Abraha’s rise to power did not go unchallenged. The same
inscription (CIH 541) suggests that he had to solidify control over South Arabia
by force as the qayls of Saba’ ("gwl s’b?) and the tribal confederation of Kinda
had risen up against him (Robin 2012:80)."!

In the years following, *Abraha followed in the tradition of the Himyarite
rulers before him by conducting a series of raids into Central Arabia (Piotrovskii
1985:23). The last Himyarite campaign into Central Arabia had been under the
reign of Ma‘dikarib Ya‘fur, nearly three decades earlier. ’Abraha renewed these
campaigns, likely to establish himself as a legitimate in the tradition of the earlier
Himyarite kings. In one of the final dated South Arabian inscriptions, written in the
year 662 of the Himyarite calendar (552 AD), *Abraha mentions the following:

Murayghan 3:1-4 (translation adapted from CSAI):

“The king ?Abraha Zybmn king of Saba’, Di-Raydan, Hadramawt, Yamnat and
their ‘a‘rab of Tawd and Tihamat wrote this inscription when he returned from the
land of Ma‘addum (...) and he seized all the “a‘rab of M‘dm, Hagarum, Hatt,
Tayyum, Yatrib and Guzam”’?

The term Zbymn, spelled in the inscription as Zybmn, is also found in two of
?Abraha’s other inscriptions (CIH 541 and Ry 506). The meaning of this term is
not entirely clear. Beeston originally proposed that the term should be read as a
foreign name, i.e., Z€b&man (Beeston 1954:390). Although Rodinson agrees with
this notion (Cohen and Rodinson 1965:127), the term has is often interpreted as
an Ethiopicism meaning “he who is in Yemen”, i.e., z-b-Ymn (Gajda 2009:120;
Nebes 2004:224).7

The various tribal names mentioned in the inscription are easily recognizable
as Ma‘add, Tayyi‘ and Gudam, with the spelling of the latter revealing the change
d > z, possibly attesting to an Ethiopicism. Furthermore, Robin identified most of
the toponyms found in the with those found in contemporaneous and later Arabic

0 p-pyl w-[r]d? w-rlimt Rhmnn w-Ms'h-hw w-Rh [q]ds’ s'trw dn msndn “n *brh ‘zly (...) mlk
S'b? w-d-Rydn w-Hdrmwt w-Ymnt

' CIH 9-18: gs'd w-hhlf b-gzmn yzd bn kbs’t hlft-hmw d-s'thlfw ‘ly kdt w-d’ kn I-hw hlfin
w-qs'd w-‘m-hw “qwl s'b? ’s’hrn mrt w-tmmt w-hns’m w-mrtdm w-hnfim d-hll w-"znn ‘qwin
m'dkrb bn s'myf* w-h'n w-"hwt-hw bny ’s’lm

2 Murayghan 3:1-4: mlkn ’brh zybmn mlk s'b? w-d-rydn w-hdrmt w-ymnt w-"rb-hmw twdm
w-thmt s'trw dn s'trn k-gflw bn rd m'dm k-s'tqdw *rb m‘dm ‘m-[n m]drn w-trdw ‘mrm bn
mdrn w-s'tqdw kl *rb m*dm[w-h]grm w-ht w-tym w-ytrb w-gz(m)

3 As Gajda points out, there are too little references to give a definitive answer to this question,
although the translation ‘who is in Yemen’ seems unlikely. The notion of ‘Yemen’ during this

period is discussed in more detail in 5.2.

48



sources. Hagar and Hatt are to be identified with al-Hafuf in eastern Arabia,
known as Gerrha in Greek sources, whereas Hatt was likely a fortress near the
Persian Gulf (Robin and Tayran 2012:543-46).

Lastly, the invasion of ?Abraha famously makes an appearance in later Islamic
sources, where the events of the ‘Year of the Elephant’ (‘am al-fil) were seen as
his attempt to conquer Mecca. Although the inscriptions. Although the epigraphy
offers no support to the notion that ’Abraha sought to conquer Mecca (or if that
among his goals at all) later Muslim authors cast *Abraha’s invasion into a theo-
logical framework. This allowed them to interpret the 105™ Quranic sira (“The
Elephant”, al-Fil) within the context of the birth of the prophet Muhammad and
the coming of Islam (Robin 2015a:36-48).

1.4.3. Political developments: 560 - 650 AD

The final dated South Arabian monumental inscription, which dates to 559/560 AD
pertains to the repairs of a dam and, unfortunately, does not contain any refe-
rences to the political circumstances in which it was written (Gajda 2009:149).
Due to the cessation of the monumental tradition, there are no contemporaneous
local sources that would shed light on what happened.

Comparable losses of writing systems have occurred several times in history.
The Greek the Greek Dark Ages, for example, followed the Bronze Age Collapse,
coinciding with the widespread civilizational deterioration throughout the eastern
Mediterranean (Cline 2015:173). Similarly, the Rongorongo script of Rapanui
(Easter Island) fell in disuse in only the span of several decades due to a variety
of factors, including kidnappings, disease, and the abandonment of traditional
education (Fischer 2005:63—64).

There is no evidence that suggests abrupt cataclysmic change, although South
Arabia does appear to have been affected by processes of socio-economic decay
that occurred throughout the eastern Mediterranean and Middle East during the
second half of the 6" century. The 5™ and 6™ centuries saw the recurrent appearance
of various plague epidemics,’® at least some of which also reached South Arabia
(Eisenberg and Mordechai 2019).”° This was one of many factors leading to the
decrease of the Red Sea trade, together with the conflicts between Himyar and
Aksum, political instability in India, and the dramatic decrease in demand in the
Mediterranean following the Justinian plague (Findlay and Lundahl 2017:127;
Ladds 2015:41).

4 Whether the various plague epidemics of the 5" and 6" century were all the result of the
Yersinia pestis epidemic identified with that of Justinian Plague of 540-552 is not entirely

clear (Eisenberg and Mordechai 2019:164—67).

5 The evidence suggests a process of decentralization rather than complete societal collapse.

The dam inscription of Abraha (CIH 541), for example, mentions the appearance of a plague
(dll), which caused a temporary postponement of repairs made to the Marib dam (Nebes
2004:228).
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During this period, several South Arabian sites were at least partially abandoned,
most importantly the port of Qani’ and the Himyarite capital at Zafar (Power
2011:81, 130-138). At the same time, the evidence suggests that this process was
asymmetrical, with other urban centers rising to greater prominence. Specifically,
Aden grew to be South Arabia’s main trading port, whereas San‘a’ developed into
central South Arabia’s most important political center (Power 2011:134-35;
Serjeant and Lewcock 1983:41). A more gradual process of growth can be seen in
the development of Nagran, which grew steadily between the 4" and 6™ centuries
AD (Basonbol 2021:112-113). The shift of power from central Southern Arabia
to its peripheries can thus be compared to a similar shift that happened towards
the 3" century BC, when political power increasingly moved towards the South
Arabian highlands (Korotayev 1993:56).

Despite the general paucity of primary documentary evidence, some con-
temporaneous sources shed some light on this period in South Arabia’s history.
The notion that South Arabia came under the (nominal) control of Sassanian
Persia seems to be virtually certain. The most detailed descriptions of Sassanian
intervention in South Arabia stem from later Muslim sources, but a short passage
from the contemporaneous Byzantine scholar Theophanes is preserved in the
Bibliothéka of the 9™ century Patriarch Photius (Photius 2003:78):"

“This is what determined Khosrau to conduct an expedition against the Ethiopians,
the Romans’ allies, otherwise called Makrobites and now called Homerites. The
king of the Homerites, named Sanatourkes, was taken alive by the miranos, the
Persian general; the city was destroyed, and the population enslaved””’

Later Muslim accounts also mention that South Arabia came under the control of
the Sassanians. However, these describe the Sassanian military presence as the
result of an invitation by a local Himyarite nobleman, Sayf b. D1 Yazan (Ibn
Hisam 1990:64-70; Ibn Ishaq 2001:29-33; al-Mas‘udi 2011:308-310; al-Tabar1
1999:236-37). After Sayf’s death, the Sassanians sent a governor and a military
contingent to take control over the region (Gajda 2009:152—54). These accounts
also state that that the Sassanians that remained in South Arabia intermarried with
local women, and that their descendants were known as the *abna? al-furs. These
would later come to play a significant political role in early Islamic South Arabia
(Crone 1998:2; Kommer, Liccardo, and Nowak 2018:37-39).

Virtually no contemporaneous sources pertaining to the period between circa
570 and 700 AD have yet been discovered. Later Muslim accounts state that in
the period following Sayf b. D1 Yazan’s death, South Arabia underwent a period
of political fragmentation, with different political factions attempting to maintain

6 Sayf'b. DI Yazan would later come to figure more prominently in Islamic literature, with his

legendary exploits being collected in the Sirat Sayfibn Dt Yazan (Blatherwick 2016:17-25).

"7 Dio kai o Xosroés ep Aithiopas Filous ontas Romaiois tous palai men Makrobious nun de

Omeéritas kaloumenous estrateuse kai ton te Basilea ton Omériton Sanatourken dia meranous
tou Person strategou eksogrése, ten te polis auton ekseporthése kai to ethnos parestésato
(Photius 2003:78)
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or expand their control over the region (Al-Medej 1983:13-22). According to
these accounts, the aforementioned descendants of the Persian governors and
their entourages, the ‘abna’ al-furs, were able to gain control over certain urban
centers, particularly San‘a’ and ‘Adan. At the same time, several influential tribal
confederacies emerged during this period and sought to take control over parts of
South Arabia, respectively Himyar, Hamdan, Madhig and Kinda. It is noteworthy
that latter two of these tribal confederacies had previously been suzerain to the
Himyarite kings. Assuming that the Muslim accounts can be taken at face value,
this would indicate a serious degradation of central authority and a shift in power
away from central and southern Yemen.

These different factions emerged along similar political fault lines that had
existed in the pre-Islamic period. An important difference, however, was that the
emergence of the Islamic polity in central West Arabia opened new avenues of
establishing political authority and legitimacy. Later Muslim accounts state that
South Arabia’s different social factions sent envoys to the Prophet. In the case of
Himyar, the Prophet allegedly promised them full retention of their property,
political titles and sovereignty over their lands (Al-Medej 1983:24; Ibn Ishaq
2001:643; Tabari and Poonawala 1990:74-76).”® Similarly, the correspondence
between Badan, the last Sassanian governor in San‘a’ and primary representative
of the ‘abna’ and the Prophet Muhammad supposedly led to the former’s con-
version and subsequent appointment as governor over all Yemen (Baladhurt and
Hitti 1916:106; Tabari and Fishbein 1997; Watt 1956:122).”

Whether these traditions genuinely reflect early correspondences between the
Prophet and South Arabia’s tribal leaders is doubtful. An early pivot towards the
Muslim community, particularly following Muhammad’s success in retaking
Mecca — would potentially have been politically advantageous. For example, it is
recounted that Fayrtiz al-Daylami, the leader of the *abna’ in San‘a’ was able to
outmaneuver his political opponents twice by carefully negotiating an alliance
with various Islamic groups, first during the ridda wars and secondly during the

8 Medej notes that the way the Prophet received envoys from the different South Arabian

tribes could differ significantly (Al-Medej 1983:24-27) Whether this is an historically accurate
reflection of the South Arabians’ interactions with the Prophet or a politicized representation
to retroactively imbue certain tribes with additional religious authority is beyond the scope of
this dissertation.

7 Smith states that “[T]he fifth Persian governor in the Yemen, Badhan [sic] embraced Islam

together, if we are to believe the Arab historians, with the whole of the population of the
country”. However, Tabari’s description is not unambivalent. Earlier, Tabart states that “the
’abna’ and those Persians who were with them in Persian converted to Islam’ (fa-"aslama wa-
‘aslamati 1-’abna’ii ma‘a-hit min farisa man kana min-hum bil-l-yaman). However, at a later
point references “when Badam [sic] converted to Islam and Yaman converted with him”
(al-Tabar 1882:1575). Contradictory accounts regarding the date and extent of the ‘abna’s
conversion to Islam (either 7/628-9 or 10/631-2; and whether Badan/Badam converted to
Islam before his death or not, give the impression of a highly chaotic and politically unstable
situation in South Arabia around the rise of Islam. For the various accounts, see Al-Medej
(1983:61-62).
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civil war between Mu‘awiya and ‘Alt b. Ab1 Talib (Mad‘aj 1988:54; Serjeant and
Lewcock 1983:52).

Alternatively, the accounts concerning the correspondence(s) between the
Prophet and the various South Arabian factions may represent later fabrications.
Later accounts note that the Prophet and his immediate successors tended to
acknowledge the authority of local tribal chiefs, they would occasionally appoint
governors to the region with their residence in San‘a’ (Madelung 2004:155;
Madfaj 1988:110; Serjeant and Lewcock 1983:54). Traditions attributed to the
Prophet supposedly securing the autonomy of South Arabian tribal chiefs could
be politically useful in periods where appointed governors attempted to forcefully
establish their authority beyond San‘a?’s borders (Al-Medej 1983:187, 280).%

1.4.4. Political developments: 650 - 850 AD

The ideological differences that emerged after the end of hostilities between ‘Al1
and Mu‘awiya in 657 AD also impacted South Arabia. Following the shift of the
caliph’s seat from Mecca to Umayyad Damascus and Abbasid Baghdad, estab-
lishing central authority over the region proved even more difficult. Later Muslim
authors came to describe South Arabia as a hotbed of anti-Umayyad sectarian
activity. As previously stated, a pro-Alid governor continued to rule in San‘a’ at
least until 40/660-1, when Mu‘awiya sent an armed force to take control of the
region (Al-Medej 1983:245-58; Madelung 2004:298, 304-5). Following the
death of Mu‘awiya in 60/680, South Arabia temporarily fell under the rule of
‘Abdullah b. al-Zubayr, who had established himself as a counter-caliph in Mecca,
as there are reports that Ibn al-Zubayr appointed governors to San‘a’ between
64/683 and 73/692 (Serjeant and Lewcock 1983:51-50).

South Arabia’s distance from central authority in Syria and Iraq made it an
attractive region for heterodox political-religious activity. In 744, the first of these
movements appeared in the Hadramawt: Yahya al-Kindi, naming himself Talib
al-Haqq rebelled against the Umayyads from his base in Hadramawt and was able
to conquer San‘a’ and large parts of Yemen, up to and including the Hijaz. At this
point, Marwan II (ruled 744 — 750) sent an armed force to quell the rebellion
(al-Hamid1 2003:203-12). Although lasting control over most of Yemen and the
Hijaz proved unsuccessful, al-Kind1’s revolt did succeed at permanently removing
Hadramawt from Umayyad and Abbasid authority (Wilkinson 2010:182—84).

At least nominally, South Arabia remained under the control of the Abbasid
caliphate until the beginning of the 9™ century AD. The civil war that broke out
between the brothers al-’Amin and al-Ma’miin (813-833) had had a catastrophic
effect on the Abbasids’ ability to effectively govern the caliphate. Although al-
Ma’miin was eventually able to effectively re-assert control over most provinces

8 The possibility that such traditions were indeed later fabrications or amendments, is
indicated by the variations in the names mentioned in the Prophet’s letter. Al-Baladur already
noted that according to Ibn al-Kalbi, the Prophet’s letter was addressed to ‘Arib b. ‘Abd Kulal
(Ibn Durayd 1411:526)
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previously administered by the Abbasids, certain areas were irrevocably lost both
de jure and de facto (Kennedy 2008:154-56).

Taking advantage of the Abbasids’ internal weakness the South Arabian tribes
of “‘Akk and Asafir staged a rebellion in the Tihama in 203-204/819. Occupied
with managing the fall-out of the civil war, with several other provinces still in open
rebellion (Kennedy 2008:155), al-Ma’mtn decided instead to appoint Muham-
mad b. ‘Abdullah b. Ziyad as governor of Yemen and sent him to the Tihama with
an armed force to reinstate Abbasid authority. However, Ibn Ziyad instead decided
to found the city of Zabid and established a de facto independent dynasty, which
would end up ruling much of the Tihama for the next two centuries (Peli 2008:251;
Wilson 1985:31). At their zenith, the Ziyadids’ political authority stretched all
along the southwestern coastal plain, past the Bab al-Mandab and eastwards
towards Aden on the Indian Ocean shore. Despite their lack of connection to any
of the influential tribal groups of South Arabia, the Ziyadids were still able to
dominate large parts of Yemen (Geddes 1959:95).

Although Ibn Ziyad had been appointed as governor of all of Yemen, the
Ziyadids’ power never stretched into the South Arabian highlands or over to the
other side of the Sarawat mountain range. Instead, the power struggle in the
Abbasid caliphate allowed for the first lasting independent local South Arabian
dynasties to emerge within the span of a decade.

Between 212-14/828-30, in the region of al-Kala®, Ibrahtm b. Muhammad al-
Manaht had declared himself independent and was able to stave off two Abbasid
attempts to regain control of the region. From his fortress at Raymat Manah and
Gabal Tiiman,! Ibrahim al-Manahi succeeded in spreading his influence through-
out the region and established a dynasty that was to survive for about a century
(Al-Medej 1983:360—62). Further north, Yu'fir b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Hiwali north-
west of revolted against the Abbasids from his stronghold at Sibam Kawkaban.

From the year 227/841-2 onwards, Yu'fir was able to establish himselfin San‘a’
and was eventually recognized as its governor (Serjeant and Lewcock 1983:55).
In the following decades, the Yu‘firids effectively broke down Abbasid attempts
at establishing some kind of authority over the region, either through diplomatic
or military means (Al-Medej 1983:367-71).

By the reign of al-Mutawakkil (205-247/847-860), the Abbasid caliphs had
ceased to send new governors to Yemen, which de facto gave the Yu‘firids an air
of legitimacy in their claims over the region (Al-Medej 1983:372). Although their
power would wax and wane in the time following, Yu‘firids’ conquered parts of
the Hadramawt and would remain in control of sizable parts of South Arabia
between Sa‘da and San‘d’ until the beginning of the 4™/11"™ century (Geddes
1959:54-67; Serjeant and Lewcock 1983:55-57).

It is worth noting that both the personal name Yu‘fir (Sab. Y%#) and the tribal
name Dii Hiwal (Sab. d-Hwlm), as well as the lineage Manah (Sab. Mnjm) are

81 The same location is attested in the South Arabian inscriptions as rn ¢m, i.e., the mountain
Tu‘man (Hofner AF 3:4)
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attested in the pre-Islamic epigraphy, showing a degree of continuity between the
pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods (Robin and Schiettecatte 2013:186).

1.4.5. Conclusions

The period between the 6™ and the 9™ century saw fundamental political changes
in South Arabia. Over the span of three centuries, the rulers of South Arabia had
included the Himyarite kings, split between independentist and pro-Ethiopian
factions, a Himyarite suzerain to an Aksumite king and, finally, an Ethiopian
general presenting himself as a legitimate Himyarite ruler. Although sources are
few, it appears that subsequently, South Arabia then came under the control of
Sassanian Persia before a period of disintegration, with different social factions
all seeking to take control over the region. It is notable that this period saw the
increased influence of tribal confederacies that had in earlier centuries been
subservient to the Himyarite kings.

The social and ideological cohesion that the Islamic polity offered proved to
be temporary. Immediately following the death of the Prophet, the allegiance of
the South Arabian tribes to his successors immediately fell into doubt. The death
of Mu‘awiya, the ensuing political chaos and the region’s overall remoteness
allowed for heterodox movements to develop within South Arabia. The central
government’s attempts to re-establish political authority over the region would
occasionally be successful, but eventually turned out to be impossible.

By the beginning of the 9™ century, the unfolding Abbasid civil war allowed
South Arabia’s dynasties to successfully assert themselves politically. Although
the founders of the Yu‘firid and Manahid dynasties represented tribal groups that
had been present in South Arabia for centuries, it is notable that the Ziyadids were
able to establish themselves in much of the region without relying on South
Arabian heritage. The question of political legitimacy during the same period will
be taken up in more detail in the following section.

In conclusion, during the three centuries treated in this section, political power
in South Arabia was frequently contested, underwent expansion, contraction, and
eventually disintegration. At the same time, it is noteworthy that the same socio-
political fault lines that separated the South Arabian highlands from the lowlands
and the coastal plain, which had existed during the pre-Islamic period continued
to exist throughout the early Islamic period.

54



1.5. Legitimacy and authority in Late Antique South Arabia

During Late Antiquity, new forms of establishing political legitimacy emerged
throughout Europe and the Middle East. Throughout the late antique Mediter-
ranean and Middle East, the 5" to 8" saw the breakdown of old political structures
and their replacement with new ones (Pohl 2021). South Arabia underwent similar
developments during this time period. This section expands on the discussion of
the political events of the 6™ to 9" centuries AD by investigating how South
Arabia’s rulers legitimized their authority during the same period.

1.5.1. The late pre-Islamic period

Despite the profound socio-political changes that occurred during the 6™ century
AD, the Sabaean political tradition that had been established in the 6" century BC
adopted and modified by the Himyarites in the 2™ century AD displayed a remark-
able longevity. Neither the Himyarites’ conversion to monotheism, nor the pivot
towards Judaism under the rule of Surahbi’il Yakkuf and his successors affected
the way the Himyarites legitimized their rule. The same tradition continued under
the rule of the Aksumite-aligned rulers Martad’1lan Yun‘im and Ma‘dikarib Yanuf.
In fact, the Sabaean-Himyarite political tradition was considered so strong, that
both the Aksumite suzerain Sumiiyafa® Aswa‘’ and the general ?Abraha appro-
priated the Sabaean-Himyarite tradition, seeking to legitimize themselves in the
eyes of their South Arabian subjects.®

At the same time, as Hatke (2011) established, an irredentist political ideology
developed in Aksumite Ethiopia from the 4™ century AD, which also laid claim
to South Arabia. The inscriptions from the reign of the rulers Ousanos and ‘Ezana
give examples of this irredentist attitude. In stelae written in Ga'az, Greek and in
a kind of faux-Sabaic,* Ousanos and ‘Ezana call themselves as the kings of
“Aksum, Himyar and Raydan, Habasat, (Salhin) and Saba?.”* Although there is
no evidence of a continued Aksumite political presence in South Arabia between
the late 3™ and early 6™ century, it is clear that the Aksumite rulers continued to
lay claim over the region despite their lack of de facto control (Hatke 2011:53—63)

Despite competing and mutually exclusive claims over Southwest Arabia,
regardless of the political situation on the ground, the Sabaean-Himyarite political
tradition remained the most important source of political legitimacy in South

82 Attempts to establish political continuity with previous rulers are historically common.

The Ostrogothic king Theoderic styled himself Augustus and imperator, while after the after
the fall of Constantinople in 1453, Mehmet II adopted the title kayser-i riim, i.e., “Emperor of
Rome” (Arnold 2018:73-4; Scott and Agoston 2015:474)

8 The “Sabaic” portions of the inscriptions show a mere superficial understanding of the

language. The Sabaic — unlike the Ethiopic — is written from right-to-left, but are full of gram-

matical errors (Sima 2003)

8 See, for example RIE 185:1: zn mlk *ks'mm w-d-hmrm w-rydnm w-hbs’tm w-sb’m w-s'lhm;

‘zn ngs ’ksm w-hmyr w-ks w-sb? w-hbst, RIE 185 1I1; [*lydn mlk “ks'wm w-hmrm w-rydnm
w-sb’m w-hbs*tm, and RIE 185b I: zn ngs ksm w-hmr w-rd<n> w-ks w-sb? w-slhn.
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Arabia. It is therefore intriguing that the epigraphic evidence seems to suggest that
this tradition was abandoned during Yusuf?As’ar Ya’tar’s brief and contested rule
in South Arabia. The inscriptions from Yusuf’s reign refer to as ‘king of all tribes’
(mlk ki °s**bn). This is in stark contrast with the Sabaean-Himyaritic titulature that
had been used by all Himyarite rulers thus far.

The change in titulature could be attributed to the fact that, as far as we know,
Yasuf did not have any inscriptions written himself. However, it is worth men-
tioning that inscriptions written on behalf of a Himyarite king normally maintain
the complete royal titulature.® Therefore, it is plausible to assume that the titula-
ture was chosen on purpose. The question, of course, is what motivated this.

The reason for the change in titulature is often attributed to Yaisuf’s rise to
power as the result of a coup d’état and it is usually suggested that this is due to
the fact that Yusuf was essentially an usurper (Gajda 2009:86; Hatke 2011:198;
Nebes 2008). Later Muslim accounts stating that Yasuf had been a member of
the Himyarite aristocracy are difficult, if not impossible, to verify,* but even if
that were not the case, lack of relation to a ruling clan would not have been suffi-
cient reason to abandon the established tradition. A case in point is the fact that the
three pro-Ethiopian rulers Martadlan Yun‘im, Ma‘dikarib Yaniif and Sumiiyafa®
Aswa’ also applied the Sabaean-Himyarite royal titulature. It stands to reason that
if Yiisuf’s main intent was to present himself as a legitimate Himyarite ruler he
simply would have latched on the tradition already in place.

Instead, it is possible that the political conflicts of the earlier 6™ century exer-
cised pressure on the legitimacy associated with the Sabaean-Himyarite tradition
itself. In discussing the ideological roots of the Roman emperor Constantine’s
rise to power, Kelly (1999:182—83) notes that “an empire is held together not only
by military force and an efficient administration; it also requires an effective ideo-
logy to proclaim to all involved the rightness and legitimacy of its government.”

By presenting himself as the “king of all the tribes” (mlk kI ’s*'bn), perhaps
Yisuf sought to draw on a new source of legitimacy in the eyes of his followers,
one that superseded that of the Sabaean-Himyarite tradition, which had been eroded
after decades of instability and foreign intervention. Usage of the term “s#D is also
unlikely to be coincidental. Furthermore, whereas the term s#b could be used in-
variably to virtually any social group in South Arabia, it is notably not used in
combination with hbs?¢], i.e., “Ethiopians”.*’ It is possible that Yaisuf’s decision
to use this term was to create a new overarching South Arabian political identity

85 For example, the inscription CIH 44+45, which was written on behalf of the ruler Surahbi®l

Yu‘fir (end of the 5% century) “by the aid of his Lord, Surahbil Yu'fir, king of Saba’?, Du-
Raydan, Hadramawt and Yamnat” (b-nsr mr*-hmw Srhb’l Y'fr mlk s'b” w-d-rydn w-hdrmwt
-w-ymnt).

8 As with his predecessors, there are no earlier references to Yisuf in the epigraphic corpus;
the Arabic tradition states that he was a Himyarite nobleman, possibly a member of the tribe
Yazan (Gajda 2009:85)

87 In the South Arabian inscriptions, Aksumite military contingents are referred to with the

term “hzb, derived from Ge'ez ‘ahzab; Aksumite settlements in the Tihama are named *sd,
similarly derived from Gefez “a‘sad (Hatke 2020:292-293).
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that excluded Ethiopians — precisely the opposite of what the Aksumite rulers
Ousaios and Kaléb had done.

Yisufs failure to permanently take control over South Arabia makes it difficult
to assess his intentions. South Arabia’s two subsequent rulers, Sumiiyafa® ’Aswa‘
and *Abraha returned to the earlier Sabaean-Himyarite royal titulature, and with
the end of the latter’s reign this political tradition came to a final end. Perhaps
hitherto undiscovered inscriptions may shed more light on Yasuf’s political
ambitions.

1.5.2. The early Islamic period

Following the end of ?Abraha’s rule the Sabaean-Himyarite political tradition
came to an end. There is no evidence to suggest that any of the independent politi-
cal factions that came to control (parts of) South Arabia ever attempted to re-
surrect the Sabaean-Himyarite royal titulature.

As previously discussed, various political factions rose to power in South
Arabia throughout the early Islamic period (1.3.4). However, seemingly none of
them sought to revive the Sabaean-Himyaritic political tradition. This can be
juxtaposed with the political situation in Iran: following the breakdown of Abbasid
political authority in Iran, the Buyid ruler ‘Adud al-Dawla (r. 338-72/949-83) and
his successors successfully, albeit temporarily, laid claim on the pre-Islamic title
Sahansah (Blois 2012:190-91). In this regard, the permanent abandonment of
South Arabia’s pre-Islamic political traditions is striking.

Yet there remained an important political connection to South Arabia’s political
history. Real or imagined connections to the region’s pre-Islamic rulers continued
to play a key role in the legitimization of South Arabia’s political factions. Both
the Yufirids and the Manahids considered themselves the descendants and, to a
degree, the inheritors of the Himyarites’ political legitimacy. It is not a coincidence
that Yu'fir b. ‘Abd al-Rahman’s and Ibrahim al-Manahi’s alleged ancestors Du
Magar and Dii Manah were included in the matamina, a group of influential gayls
who supposedly ruled South Arabia after the death of Yusuf do Nuwas (Robin
1991a:829-30). As Robin states (1991a:831-32):

“The dissolution of the Abbasid empire left the field open to many ambitions,
particularly in Yemen where the struggles for power became fierce. In this context,
prestigious Himyarite ancestors gave an incontestable historical legitimacy [...]”

At the same time, different sources of political legitimacy emerged. South Arabia’s
ruling political factions were apparently able to negotiate for and largely retain
their political autonomy and sovereignty with Prophet’s (and his successors)
acquiescence. Furthermore, in the period following the establishment of the
Umayyad caliphate, South Arabia became home to ideological movements in
opposition to the government in Damascus. The central government’s inability to
effectively quash the Ibadi and Zaydi movements demonstrates that the combi-
nation of geographic remoteness, internal defensibility and appellations to

57



religious devotion made for powerful grounds of establishing a political coun-
termovement.*®

However, different sources of authority and legitimacy were not necessarily
mutually exclusive. This is further exemplified by the short-lived rebellion of
‘Abbad al-Rufayni (107/725-6), whose nisba suggests a relation with the South
Arabian clan D Rufayn. This, too, was no coincidence. The clan Dii Ru‘ayn
figured heavily in Umayyad-period apocalyptic and eschatological accounts, most
likely due to the influence of the South Arabian traditionalist Ka'b al-’Ahbar
(Madelung 1986:143). According to such accounts, a form of South Arabian
hegemony would be (re-)established in the Muslim community by “the savior of
Himyar” (mansir Himyar), and that “the Ru‘ayni would come at the end of time”
(vakin al-ruayni fi ‘ahir al-zaman) (Ibn al-Husayn 1968:119).%

The later South Arabian scholar al-Hamdani would vehemently deny that
‘Abbad had had any relation to a South Arabian clan, DG Rufayn or other, and,
along with al-Tabari and Ibn Katir considered him a harigi.”® However, the
controversy surrounding ‘Abbad al-Rufayn’s linecage shows that attempts to
establish political independence could be based on genealogical and religious-
ideological grounds at the same time.’!

1.6. Conclusions

The first chapter of this dissertation laid down the various forms of socio-political,
and religious organization that existed in South Arabia in Late Antiquity. It was
shown how, despite significant changes between the late 4™ and early 6" centuries,
the Sabaean-Himyarite model of governance and its associated sources of
establishing political authority and legitimacy survived until the middle of the
6™ century AD. It was also shown how the different political entities controlled
South Arabia during this time century continued the political traditions inherited
from the Sabaeans and Himyarites.

Furthermore, we have seen that certain aspects of South Arabian socio-political
organization transitioned smoothly between the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic

88 In 897, the Zaydi leader Yahya b. al-Husayn, later known as al-Hadi *ila 1-Haqq was able

to rally enough support to declare himself Imam and founded a dynasty that came to control
parts of northern South Arabia from the city of Sa‘da (Geddes 1959). The 16" century Sirat
al-Hadr “ila I-Haqq portrays South Arabia before Yahya b. al-Husayn’s coming as lawless,
having accepted Islam only superficially, which forced the Zaydi leader to return to the Higaz

after one of their leaders refused to give up consuming wine.

8 See also the discussion on the assertion of South Arabian identity during the early Islamic

period (5.2.2.2.)

% Al-Medej, following al-Hamdani, goes out of his way to deny any connection with South
Arabia, whereas the modern Yemeni scholar al-Samahi considers ‘Abbad a gay! (Al-Medej
1983:282; al-Samahi 1976:101)

1 Rodionov suggests that the Ibadi rebellion in Hadramawt may have been inspired by the

Kinda’s desire to enact revenge against the Umayyad regime (Rodionov 2018:108)
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periods. South Arabia’s basic social divisions and system of governance re-
mained largely intact. Similarly, although South Arabia had now become a de
jure part of the Islamic polity, effective political power largely remained in the
hands of the same factions that had controlled different parts of the region in the
pre-Islamic period. Furthermore, it was shown how these different political factions
attempted to gain independence, either through negotiations with the central
caliphal government in Medina, Damascus, and Baghdad or through armed resis-
tance. Finally, as Abbasid authority began to break down in the beginning of the
3"/9™ century, similar political fault lines to the ones that had existed in the pre-
Islamic period re-emerged.

In order to justify their independence, the leaders of South Arabia’s political
factions legitimized themselves in different manners, either through genealogical
and religious means, or occasionally both. However, although the Yu‘firids and
the Manahids both claimed descent from the pre-Islamic Himyarites, at no point
did either party attempt to revitalize the South Arabian royal titulature or reinstate
the tradition of writing inscriptions. Not only had the tradition of writing inscrip-
tions disappeared, by the early Islamic period, it appears that the ability to read
and decipher them became quickly limited to a small group of specialists.”* In
light of the pervasiveness of certain aspects of South Arabia’s political culture,
the speed with which South Arabia’s written culture became inaccessible is
remarkable.

The following chapters will delve more deeply into how processes of lin-
guistic change took place in South Arabia in Late Antiquity and how these relate
to the socio-political issues outlined in this chapter.

%2 The issue of the retention of the South Arabian script in the early Islamic period is expanded

upon in 4.4., whereas the function of the inscriptions in medieval Islam is discussed in 5.2.2.2.
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CHAPTER 2:
The languages of South Arabia

This chapter presents a brief overview of the languages in use in South Arabia
during the period under discussion. All of languages outlined in this chapter are
(West) Semitic languages. First, a brief overview the shared typological features
of Semitic will be given. Subsequently, the languages the following languages
will be discussed:

1. Late Sabaic
2. Modern South Arabian
3. Gofaz (Old Ethiopic)

4. Arabic, with a particular focus on pre-Islamic and Yemeni Arabic

The overview provided in this chapter are not intended to be a thorough descrip-
tion of all the linguistic features of these languages. This lies both beyond the
scope of this dissertation and would result in an extremely voluminous work.
Instead, these overviews will focus particularly on a. salient linguistic features
that distinguish the language at hand from the other languages discussed and b.
particularly linguistic features that will be discussed in chapter 3. A concise
bibliographical summary will be provided at the end of each section.

Secondly, a comparative overview of certain phonological and morphological
elements will be attached at the end of the dissertation in the form of several
appendices, which can be consulted for a quick, side-by-side view of the most
relevant features discussed.

2.1. Shared typological features

All of the languages are Semitic languages. More specifically, they all belong to
the West Semitic subgroup. The East Semitic languages, which will not be treated
in much detail here, consist primarily of Akkadian and the poorly attested Eblaite.
The West Semitic languages, therefor, represent all other known Semitic
languages. West Semitic further split off into three distinct subbranches: Ethio-
Semitic, Central Semitic, and Modern South Arabian.

The most important differences between West Semitic and Central Semitic is
the presence of the non-geminate prefix conjugation *yagtul(u) marking the pre-
sent, as well as the pharyngealized realization of the emphatic consonants (Hetzron
1998:8). The Central Semitic languages are subdivided into Northwest Semitic,
including Aramaic, Canaanite (including Hebrew and Punic) and Ugaritic.”* Both

% From the second century AD onwards, there is some evidence for Hebrew/Aramaic and
Sabaic language contact, due to the spread of monotheism (see also above, 1.3.3 and below,
3.4)
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the Epigraphic South Arabian languages and Arabic are considered to have split
off from Central Semitic.

Due to their shared ancestry, there are several features all South Arabia’s lan-
guages have in common. The following subsection provides a brief overview of the
most important shared features.

2.1.1. Emphatic consonants

The Semitic languages all possess certain consonants that Semitists describe as
‘emphatic’. The reason for this term is that the pronunciation of these consonants
differs between languages; they can be realized as glottalized, ejective, or pharyn-
gealized, although it is likely that in Proto-Semitic these consonants were glot-
talized (Kogan 2011:59-60).”*

2.1.2. Word formation

All Semitic languages rely on a combination of certain roots in word formation.
Typically, roots consist of three consonants, although biconsonantal roots and
roots with four consonants (quadri-consonantal roots) are not unusual.” Although
roots based on five consonants are not unknown, these tend to be restricted to the
Ethio-Semitic languages. Nearly all consonantal roots can be combined with one
another, with the sole exception that in triconsonantal roots, the first and second
root consonant cannot be identical (Greenberg 1950; Vernet 2011).

These roots can be combined in different patterns to create new words. These
patterns rely on a combination of affixes (prefixes, infixes, and suffixes) and the
modification of vocal patterns. These patterns play a fundamental role in the
morphological system of the Semitic languages, as they are used to mark nearly
all verbal and nominal categories. Although these patterns are attested in all Semitic
languages, the number of patterns used can vary between them.

2.1.3. Case

The Proto-Semitic singular noun is reconstructed as having three cases: nomi-
native, accusative, and genitive, which are marked with *-u(m), *-a(m), and *-i(m),
respectively. A smaller category of nouns only mark a nominative-oblique dis-
tinction, referred to as diptotic. i.e., -u; -a.

%% The glottalized realization of emphatic consonants is attested in the Ethiopian Semitic

languages, Modern South Arabian as well as in some South Arabian dialects of Arabic (Watson

and Heselwood 2016).

% The presence of basic vocabulary consisting of only two roots in all Semitic languages has

caused a problem for scholars attempting to analyze the Semitic languages through a triconso-
nantal lens. The theory that biconsonantal roots were present in (pre-)Proto-Semitic has been
accepted since the middle of the 20" century (Lipinski 1997:207), although more recently
Hecker (2007) argued that the morphology of Pre-Proto-Semitic was completely bi-radical.
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For the dual and plural, only two cases are distinguished: nominative and oblique
(Huehnergard 2019:165).

Both Ugaritic and Classical Arabic show that grammatical case was retained
in distinct branches of Central Semitic. Furthermore, the retention of the accusa-
tive -a in Go%az show that its retention should therefore also be reconstructed for
proto-West-Semitic (Al-Jallad and Van Putten 2017).

2.1.4. Gender

All Semitic languages distinguish gender along a bipartite sex-based axis: mascu-
line and feminine (Weninger 2011b:166). A typical feature of Semitic is the pre-
sence of gender polarity: this means that masculine nouns are counted with
feminine numerals and vice versa. Secondly, gender is distinguished not just in
the third person, but in the second person as well (Huehnergard 2019:61).

2.1.5. Number

Proto-Semitic possessed three numbers: singular, dual, and plural (Weninger
2011b:166). Although the dual is no longer productive everywhere, traces of the
dual exist in practically all Semitic languages.”® Number is a very salient category,
as virtually all nouns and verbs are modified for number (Huehnergard 2019:59).

A notable feature of West Semitic languages is the presence of the so-called
broken or internal plural. Briefly stated, there are two strategies to form plural
nouns: either through the addition of suffixes, for example Arabic gatil > qgatiliin,
“killers”; Hebrew meleh,> m(a)leh-im, “kings”; or through the modification of
internal patterns (e.g., Arabic bayt > buyiit, “houses”). Although the presence of
internal plurals is reconstructed to Proto-Semitic, it is only attested in fossilized
forms in East Semitic (Huehnergard 2019:59)

2.1.6. Pronouns

Pronouns are inflected for two genders (masculine and feminine) and three num-
bers (singular, dual, and plural).”” For proto-Semitic, four types of pronouns are
reconstructed: 1) personal, 2) demonstrative, 3) relative, and 4) interrogative and
impersonal (Huehnergard 2011:53-55)

% For example, the dual was apparently already lost as a productive category in post-Old

Akkadian (Lipinski 1997:237). The dual is productive in Ugaritic, Old Aramaic, Classical
Arabic (and, as a nominal category, in some Arabic dialects), Modern South Arabian. A general
overview of the dual can be found in (Lipinski 1997:236—38)For traces of the dual in the Arabic

dialects, see Blanc (1970); for Classical Ethiopic, see Heide (2006).

7 A possible exception to this is the 1% person dual pronoun, which is only attested in the

Modern South Arabian Mehri language (see also 2.3). As a 1* person dual is not normally
reconstructed for proto-Semitic, it is possible that this is a Mehri or (proto-)Modern South
Arabian innovation.
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Personal pronouns generally fall into two categories: independent personal
pronouns, which, in proto-Semitic both came in the form of a nominative and
oblique form (Weninger 2011b:168); and pronominal suffixes. When attached to
verbs, the pronominal suffixes normally express object marking; when attached
to nouns, they express pronominal possession.

In West Semitic, the proximal demonstrative marker *#V: eventually developed
into a relative marker (Huehnergard and Pat-EI 2018:192-93). The West Semitic
plural demonstrative is formed on a based °Vi:, which itself probably developed
out of a remote demonstrative pronoun (Huehnergard 2019:54). Based on the
comparative evidence, it is normally assumed that the relative pronoun agreed
with its syntactic antecedent in everything but state (Lipinski 1997:324).

2.1.7. State

Proto-Semitic formally distinguished between nouns occurring in the isolate state
and the definite state.

Nouns in the definite state are either marked by a certain linguistic element
(such as the definite article) or by their standing in construct with another noun
(Gensler 2011:293). The construct state consists of two nouns, the head noun and
the dependent. In the construct state, the head noun marks the possessed and the
construct the possessor (e.g., Arabic sahib I-bayti, “the owner of the house”). This
order cannot be reversed, nor can any other lexical element be placed between the
head noun and the dependent.

2.1.8. Negation

The simple negative particle */a can be reconstructed to proto-Semitic. Less certain
is the position of the negators *’a/ and *ay(y); the former is considered a West
Semitic innovation by Faber (Faber 1998:8), whereas Weninger reconstructs it
for Proto-Semitic and allows for the possibility that *’ay(y) is a secondary deri-
vation of “al (Weninger 2011b:170). Reflexes of these negators are found in all
languages attested in South Arabia.

2.1.9. Bibliography

Gensler, Orin D. 2011. “10. Morphological Typology of Semitic.” Pp. 279-302 in
10. Morphological Typology of Semitic. De Gruyter Mouton.

Greenberg, Joseph H. 1950. “The Patterning of Root Morphemes in Semitic.” WORD
6(2):162-81. doi: 10.1080/00437956.1950.11659378.

Hasselbach, Rebecca. 2014. “Agreement and the Development of Gender in Semitic
(Part I).” Zeitschrift Der Deutschen Morgenldndischen Gesellschaft 164(1):33-64.
Hetzron, Robert. 1976. “Two Principles of Genetic Reconstruction.” Lingua 38(2):89—

108. doi: 10.1016/0024-3841(76)90074-7.
Hetzron, Robert, ed. 1998. The Semitic Languages. New York: Routledge.

63



Huehnergard, John. 2019. “Proto-Semitic.” Pp. 4979 in The Semitic languages, Routledge
language family series, edited by J. Huehnergard and N. Pat-El. London; New York:
Routledge Taylor & Francis Group.

Huehnergard, John, and Aaron D. Rubin. 2011. “Phyla and Waves: Models of Classi-
fication of the Semitic Languages.” Pp. 259—78 in The Semitic languages: an inter-
national handbook, Handbiicher zur Sprach- und Kommunikationswissenschaft,
edited by S. Weninger, G. Khan, G. Ungeheuer, and H. E. Wiegand. Berlin: De Gruyter
Mouton.

Kogan, Leonid. 2011. “Proto-Semitic Phonetics and Phonology.” Pp. 54-150 in The
Semitic Languages — An International Handbook, edited by S. Weninger. Berlin/
Boston: De Gruyter.

Lipinski, Edward. 1997. Semitic Languages — Outline of a Comparative Grammar. Leuven:
Peeters.

Ratcliffe, Robert R. 1998. “The ‘Broken’ Plural Problem in Arabic and Comparative
Semitic: Allomorphy and Analogy in Non-Concatenative Morphology.” J. Benjamins,
Amsterdam.

Sjors, Ambjorn. 2018. Historical Aspects of Standard Negation in Semitic. Brill.

Vernet, Eulalia. 2011. “Semitic Root Incompatibilities and Historical Linguistics.” Journal
of Semitic Studies 1-18.

Weninger, Stefan. 2011. “Reconstructive Morphology.” Pp. 151-78 in The Semitic lan-
guages: an international handbook, edited by S. Weninger. Berlin/Boston: De Gruyter
Mouton.

2.2. Late Sabaic

Late Sabaic is the term used to refer to a variety of the Sabaic language, in use
from circa 200 to 550 AD. Late Sabaic differs from earlier varieties of Sabaic in
several ways, which will be discussed in more detail lower in this section. Sabaic
itself is one of the Epigraphic South Arabian languages, which are attested
predominantly in Southwest Arabia between around 1100 BC onwards (Stein
2011:1042).% As these languages are exclusively attested through epigraphy, the
term “Epigraphic South Arabian” is used throughout this dissertation.

Together with Sabaic, the Epigraphic South Arabian languages are generally
divided into four distinct varieties: Minaic (or Madhabian),” Qatabanic, and
Hadramitic, referring to the respective political entities which used these lan-
guages (Multhoff 2019:321). Of these languages, Sabaic is the most widely
attested, which has around 6 000 deciphered and published inscriptions (Stein
2013:19). After Sabaic, the more widely attested Epigraphic South Arabian lan-
guages are Qatabanic, with about 2000 inscriptions, and Minaic with about

% Several other names have been and are used to refer to these languages, such as Old and

Ancient South Arabian and Sayhadic. This last term was introduced by Beeston and is, for
example, used by Korotayev but has otherwise not found widespread usage.

% Several scholars, including Arbach (1993) and Robin (1996a:54-55), prefer the latter
(fr. madhabien), as the earliest texts of this linguistic variety predate the foundation of the state
of Ma‘in and was used beyond its borders.
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1500 inscriptions. The least amount of evidence exists for Hadramitic, for which
1500 inscriptions of generally relatively short length have so far been discovered
(Stein 2011:1042).

Sabaic and the other Epigraphic South Arabia languages are considered to re-
present a branch of Central Semitic. The most important reason for this is the
presence of the imperfect *yagtul(u), which reflects a typical Central Semitic
innovation as opposed to West Semitic *yugattal (Nebes 1994:75-7).'° Further-
more, there are several shared phonological, morphological, syntactical, and
lexical isoglosses between the Epigraphic South Arabian languages that set them
apart from other Semitic languages (Avanzini 2009). These shall be discussed in
some more detail below.

The internal relations between the Epigraphic South Arabian languages is not
yet fully established. An earlier position that held the languages constituted a ge-
netically closely affiliated group (Beeston 1962; Hofner 1943) has been gradually
abandoned as more epigraphic material came to light. This material indicates that
at least Sabaic and Minaic represented different strata from the very earliest period
onwards (Multhoff 2019:321). The earliest Qatabanic and Hadramitic inscriptions
indicate a more significant Sabaic cultural influence, although they too possess
distinct grammatical features (Avanzini 2009:23-4).

Late Sabaic itself represents a distinct dialect of Sabaic that emerged after the
Himyarites conquest of South Arabia in the 4™ century AD. Following the end of
Sabaean political hegemony in South Arabia towards the 3 century BC, distinct
regional varieties of Sabaic began to emerge. One of these varieties, Southern
Middle Sabaic, also known as Radmanitic, developed in the Himyarite heartland.
As this area had previously been under control of the kingdom of Qataban, the
Southern Middle Sabaic inscriptions occasionally show a number of grammatical,
syntactic and lexical ‘Qatabanisms’ (Multhoff 2019:322).

Following the Himyarites’ conquest of South Arabia, both Standard and South-
ern Middle Sabaic features emerged in Late Sabaic, which would serve as the
linguistic standard across South Arabia up until the middle of the 6™ century AD.
After this time, the epigraphic record comes to an end (Stein 2003:5-6).

2.2.1. The study of Epigraphic South Arabian

The study of the Epigraphic South Arabian languages in Europe'®' goes back to
the beginning of the 19™ century. Earlier references to South Arabian inscriptions

100 Nebes demonstrated the presence of *yagtulu in Sabaic and it is assumed to have existed
in the other South Arabian languages as well (but see contra Avanzini (2015:9)).

101" Although medieval Muslim scholars retained some degree of awareness of the pre-Islamic
inscriptions of South Arabia, a serious attempt to systematically decipher and interpret the
inscriptions was never undertaken (see also the discussion about the South Arabian script in
medieval Islam, 4.4.)
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do exist,'” but no European visitor had been able or willing to reproduce the ones
they saw. The first copies of South Arabian inscriptions were sent to Germany in
1811, and, following the establishment of the Aden Protectorate in 1836 many
more South Arabian inscriptions became available to western scholars.

The South Arabian script itself was re-deciphered (nearly) simultaneously by
the German philologists Emil Rodiger and Wilhelm Gesenius, who both claimed
to have been the first to do so.'” Regardless, the script’s decipherment functio-
nally meant the founding of the field of South Arabian studies, which initially
found particularly strong support at the Austrian Imperial Academy of Sciences
(Kaiserliche Akademie der Wissenschaften) and at various scientific institutions
in Paris. Between the late 19" and early 20™ centuries, much more South Arabian
inscriptions would be discovered, deciphered and analyzed, particularly due to
the activities of the scholars Eduard Glaser and Joseph Halévy (Lichtenstadter
1909; Reinach 1917).'" The wealth of material Glaser and Halévy collected
resulted in the publication of the first systematic grammars of Sabaic (Hofner
1943).'%

From the middle of the 20" century onwards, archaeological expeditions to
South Arabia increased. Several were organized by western institutions, such as
the German Archaeological Institute (Deutsches Archdologisches Institut), but
important expeditions were also carried out by the General Organization of
Antiquities and Museums in Yemen (GOAM), scholars from Cairo University
and members of Egypt’s Ministry of Education (Maraqten 2021:104-6).

Deciphering the South Arabian miniscule script took considerably more time,
however. In 1972, Mahmoud al-Ghoul had come into the possession of wooden
sticks incised with inscriptions similar to those of the monumental texts. Full de-
cipherment of the miniscule script took much longer, as it was only by 1977 that
al-Ghoul was able to offer a tentative translation of these inscriptions (Ryckmans
1993). The discovery and decipherment of the palm leaf sticks created a great
impetus to the study of the South Arabian languages and their grammar, as well
as offered new insights into their history (Stein, Jocham, and Marx 2016:264).

102 The Spanish Jesuit priest Pedro Paez, who was enslaved on the way to Ethiopia from Gao,
noted that in Marib he saw “many stones with ancient letters that not even the local people
knew how to read or explain” (Boavida, Pennec, and Ramos 2011:141)

13 The controversy over who first deciphered the South Arabian script would lead to a rivalry
between the two scholars, with Rédiger authoring a booklet pointing out the mistakes his for-
mer professor had made in his own work (Mittwoch 1935:346; Rodiger 1841).

104" Glaser took squeezes of nearly a thousand South Arabian inscriptions, collected numerous
Arabic manuscripts, and made notes of local customs and traditions. Halévy collected nearly
700 inscriptions, mostly with the assistance of Hayyim Habsis, a local Yemeni Jewish copper-
smith. Despite the immense aid he provided to Halévy, the latter failed to mention him in any
of his publications.

105 See also Lochner von Hiittenbach (2003) and Miiller (1993).
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2.2.2. Orthography

As far as we know, Late Sabaic texts are exclusively written in the South Arabian
script.'” The South Arabian script possesses 29 consonants and thus represents the
full consonant inventory of proto-Semitic. As was the case with many other ancient
Semitic writing systems, a separate, consistent system of writing vowels did not
develop within the South Arabian orthographic tradition (Multhoff 2019: 324).

Occasionally, the glyphs for the semivowels <w> and <y> are used to represent
long vowels, although apparently exclusively in word-final position. The attes-
tation of third person plural verbs followed by pronominal suffixes suggests that
long vowels were not written word-internally, e.g.:

Table 1: The representation of long vowels in Sabaic

Sabaic Tentative vocalization Translation

hgs’bw *haqSabii “They renovated”
hqs?b-hw'"7 *hagSabi-hii “They renovated it”
byt-hmw *baytu-humii “Your [pl.] house”
whb-hm-hw *wahab-humii-hii “They gifted it to you [pl.]”

2.2.3. Phonology

Due to the limitations of the South Arabian script mentioned above, the under-
standing of Sabaic phonology remains limited. Regardless, there are several clues
that allow for a partial reconstruction. Firstly, the size of the Sabaic corpus allows
for greater diachronic analysis; secondly, Sabaic words are occasionally attested
in Greek and Latin works.'®

2.2.3.1. Vowels

It is usually assumed that Sabaic distinguished at least three different short vowels
/a/, 1, and /u/, corresponding with the proto-Semitic vowel system. It appears that
short and long vowels were contrasted as well (Stein 2003:41)'” Both internal

106 The only exception I am aware of are the fragmentary South Arabian inscriptions tran-
scribed by al-Hamdani in the Arabic script, discussed in more detail below (4.4.).

197 For an example of hgs’hbw and hqs?b-hmw occurring in the same text, see RES 5085:4-6
(translation DASI): “Iht Yz'n w-YI(gb) w-d-Kbrn w-Hys'(y)n w-Sdgyn w-d-Ysbr hqs’bw w-grb
gl-hmw b-s'r ‘mqn I-rd-hmw Hyfn w-hqs?b-hw h, “those of Yz'n, Ylgb, d-Kbrn, Hys'yn,
Sdqyn and d-Ysbr brought into cultivation and laid out their fields (irrigated) in terraces in the
wadi ‘mgn to their land Hyfn and brought it into cultivation”

188 That being said, it cannot necessarily be assumed that the phonological system of Sabaic
can be extended to the other Epigraphic South Arabian languages as well. In fact, there are
several ways in which the other languages display variations in their phonological system (cf.
199" Indirect evidence for this occurs in the Greek transcription of some South Arabian personal
names, where the theophoric element <’I> is consistently spelled with Greek n (i.e., /&/)
Similarly, the presence of South Arabian theophoric personal name in Arabic papyri as well
as in the literary tradition suggests this vowel was long.
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diachronic variation as well as Greek and Syriac sources suggest that the (short)
vowels e and o may have possibly existed (Koutchoukali 2021).

The attestation of terms originally containing a diphthong being spelled with-
out the semivowel y or w from post-early-Sabaic period onwards might indicate
the original diphthongs became monophthongs, possibly reflecting a movement
*/ay/ > [€; *aw > /0/ (Stein 2003). Furthermore, the transcription of some South
Arabian personal and place names in Greek in the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea
and the Harran inscription, as well as in Syriac in the Book of the Himyarites,
strongly suggests the existence of the vowels e and 0.""

2.2.3.2. Consonants

The epigraphic material suggests that that the Epigraphic South Arabian lan-
guages in their earliest period maintained nearly all consonants of proto-Semitic
(Stein 2011:1042)."" In this regard, Sabaic appears to have been the most con-
servative.

The most notable phonological change, namely the merger of the sibilants s!
and s® can only be established with certainty for the Late Sabaic period (Sima 2001;
Multhoff 2019:325).

The limitations of the South Arabian script also mean that our understanding
of Sabaic phonotactics is very poorly known. Stein (2003:45—46) compares the
forms like s‘m and tny to Arabic ism and itnan(i), suggesting the presence un-
written prosthetic vowel, while also noting the existence of Hebrew Sem and
(plural) Sanayim. An additional piece of evidence that the Epigraphic South
Arabian languages may not have allowed for initial consonant clusters is the
Minaic transcription of the Greek name Ptolemaios as Timyt (Beeston 2005a).

2.2.3.3. Metathesis

A particular feature of Late Sabaic as compared to Early and Middle Standard
Sabaic is the occasional metathesis of the first two consonants in certain nouns
whose first radical is w. Examples include “lwd < "wid, “children” and ywn < wyn,
“vineyards” (Stein 2003:35-36).

This feature is also attested in Southern Middle Sabaic and in Qatabanic, as
well as sporadically in Hadramitic. Consequently, it is normally seen as an example
of Qatabanic substrate influence (Stein 2003:36). Outside Epigraphic South
Arabian, similar metathesis of the semivowel w is occasionally attested in Tigrinya
and Amharic (Leslau 1995:28).

10" The relative paucity of the non-Sabaic material means that the vocalic system of the other
Epigraphic South Arabian languages is much less clear. The presence of the non-etymological
h in Minaic, Qatabanic, and Hadramitic has been explained as a possible mater lectionis,
representing the vowel /a/. In Minaic, -h is also used to mark the construct state on singular
nouns, and possible denotes some kind of vowel there, too (Stein 2011:1049-1050).

""" The most divergent of these seems to be Hadramitic, which from its first attestations on-
wards already appears to have merged ¢ and s°. Hadramitic further seems to occasionally merge
the interdental d with the sibilant z (Stein 2011:1047-48)
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2.2.4. Morphology

Word formation in the Epigraphic South Arabian languages share with the other
Semitic languages a system of the combination of certain root consonants.
Most of these roots consist of three consonants, although certain biradical roots
(e.g., ’b, “father;” ’h, “brother”) and quadri-consonantal roots are also attested
(e.g., kwkb, “star”; s*ml, “left, north”). As in other Semitic languages, different
affixes are used to create verbal nouns, abstracts, participles, and other derived
forms (Stein 2011: 1050).

2.2.4.1. Gender

Verbs, nouns, pronouns, and adjectives are marked for gender. Like other Semitic
languages, Epigraphic South Arabian gender is usually considered to sex-based
and bipartite, i.e., masculine-feminine.''> Grammatically masculine nouns are
usually unmarked whereas most feminine nouns are marked with the suffix -t
(e.g., sim, “[male] statuette” vs simt “female statuette”) (Multhoff 2019:328-29).

A small class of feminine nouns and adjectives are unmarked, particularly those
that have a natural feminine referent (e.g., ‘m, “mother;” hyd “menstruating”). In
a few cases, a noun’s feminine gender can only be established on the basis of agree-
ment (e.g., nfs’, “soul;” b’r, “well”), and so on. Like most other Semitic languages,
body parts, especially those occurring in pairs tend to be feminine in gender (Stein
2003:67-71).

2.2.4.2. Number

Number is marked on verbs, nouns, pronouns, and adjectives. There are three num-
bers: singular, dual, and plural (Multhoff 2019:329). All numbers seem to have
been basically productive throughout the entirety of the South Arabian written
tradition (Stein 2003:71)

Plural marking on the noun can occur in two forms: through external (or sound)
plurals, which involves the addition of a suffix to the noun. However, the vastly
more common form of marking plurality on the noun is through internal (or
broken) plurals, which is done by combining certain affixes with the noun’s root
consonants root consonants of a noun (see also the discussion on roots, above)
(Stein 2011:1050)

112 Stein notes the appearance of the feminine demonstrative pronouns d¢ and 7/t in front of
grammatically masculine nouns, e.g., rtdw dt s'trn w-nkyltn ‘ttr srgn bn mhb’s'm (YMN 6),
“They entrusted these writings and labors to ‘TTR S?RQN against one who may do harm”; ywm
hwfy-hw “Imgh dt tnb?-hw, “the day Ilmuquh gave him what he had promised”; %It hfin krb’l
wtr bn dmrly krb s'b” b-mlk-hw [-"Imgh w-I s'b?, “Those has given over Karib’1l Watar son of
Damar ‘Alf during his reign, to Ilmuquh and to Saba.” In the case of the first, it seems possible
that the use of the singular feminine demonstrative pronoun reflects the coalescence of the
inanimate plural and the singular feminine, as in Classical Arabic. In the case of the second, it
is not impossible that the usage of dt simply reflects a partial loss of gender. In his analysis of
gender loss in northwestern Latvian dialects, Endzglins argues that demonstrative pronouns
tend to lose gender agreement first (Walchli 2017).
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Finally, a category of collective nouns exist which morphologically are like
singular nouns but behave syntactically as plurals. Examples of such nouns include
wld, “children”; bgr, “cattle”; tmr, “dates” (Stein 2003:66).

2.2.4.3. Pronouns

As with the noun, personal pronouns can stand in singular, dual, and plural and
can occur either as independent pronouns or as enclitics. Due to the nature of the
corpus, not all independent pronouns are attested (adapted from Stein, 2003):'"3

Table 2: Sabaic independent and enclitic personal pronouns

SG. DL. PL. SG. DL PL
1 n - *nhn (7)14 -y (gen) |-
-n [acc] (-n)
2.M nt; t *ntmy, *tmy | ‘ntmw,; *tmw -k -kmy -kmw
F *nt; ¥t *ntmy, ‘tmy -k -kmy
3M h?; hw? hmy hmw -hmy -hmw
F. h?; *hy? *hmy *hn -hw (-h)  |-hmy -hn
-h, -hw

There are two kinds of demonstrative pronouns: proximal and distal. Both the
proximal and distal demonstrative pronouns are inflected for gender and number.' ">
As arule, the demonstrative pronoun is placed before the noun (e.g., dn ms’ndn,
“this inscription,” “/n ’bfln, “these owners”). The feminine forms d¢ and 7/t are
occasionally attested as an anaphoric neuter, i.e., “this; these [things]” (Stein
2003:138—44).

During the Early and Middle Sabaic periods (i.e., 800 BC — 300 AD), the
relative pronoun is inflected for number and gender (see table 3 below), and, in
Early Sabaic, seemingly for case as well.!'® By the Late Sabaic period the invari-
able relative pronoun d- is attested as a biform (Stein 2003:150)

It is important to note that through the history of Sabaic several important
grammatical changes occurred. From the Middle Sabaic period onwards, the
feminine singular relative pronoun is attested particular in the southern Sabaic

13 For example, while the existence of the first-person plural is assumed, the corresponding
independent personal pronoun has not been attested. Due to the lack of vocalization, it is
always not entirely clear whether the enclitic pronoun -n should be read as a singular or as a
plural.

14 The independent form of the first-person plural is unattested in Sabaic but has been found
in the Minaic inscription L53 (Weimar 2021). It is plausible that the Minaic form and the
Sabaic were identical, or at least similar.

15 Albeit in the dual so far only the masculine form dyn has been attested (Stein 2003:139-40)
16 There are some attestations of a distinction in early Sabaic between dw and dy (e.g., Ja
2870: [...] bn dy yfrqg-hw b-(qt) w-hw), ‘from the one who would frighten him’, which could
plausibly suggest an original nominative-oblique distinction, i.e., *dii ~ *d7 (Stein 2003:145)
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dialects and becomes more widespread from the Late Sabaic period onwards (Stein
2003:146). Similarly, the masculine plural "/w (nominative) and “/y (oblique) tend
to be replaced by the form “/A¢ in the Late Sabaic period as well, occurring with
both masculine and feminine antecedents (Stein 2003:149). This relative pro-
noun, too, appears in some Middle Sabaic inscriptions from the southeast, starting
with the Late Sabaic period.

Table 3: Sabaic relative pronouns

SG. DL. |PL.
M |d- dy lw (NOM.)
’ly (OBL.)
- - ’Iht (CG.)

F |dt-/t- |dty |7lht

2.2.4.4. Nominal morphology

Nouns are marked for (1) case, (2) state, (3) number, and (4) gender.

Case can be established with relative certainty for Sabaic, although its existence
in the other Epigraphic South Arabian languages is less clear."'” The most impor-
tant evidence for grammatical case is the distinction between the nominative and
oblique in the masculine plural construct state, exemplified by nominative bnw
versus oblique bny, vocalized as *banii ~ bani (Stein 2011:1052).

Furthermore, the Epigraphic South Arabian languages possesses four different
states. These are, respectively, the indeterminate, determinate, construct, and abso-
lute states (Stein 2011:1051):

a. The indeterminate state marks indefinite nouns and functions similarly to the
tanwin of Classical Arabic, e.g., slm-m, ‘a statue.’

b. The determinate state marks definite nouns, which are predominantly marked
by the suffixed definite article. This can either have the form -n when
following a singular noun (e.g., s/m-n, ‘the statue’) or an internal plural noun
(e.g., ’slm-n, ‘the statues’) -hn, when following a noun in the dual (e.g, slm-n-
hn, ‘the two statues) or a noun with an external plural (s/m-n-hn, ‘the statues’).

c. The construct state is used to indicate a possessive relationship; in this case,
the first member of the construct state is always unmarked. Usually, a noun in
the construct state is connected to another noun or pronominal suffix, but it
can also be connected to a relative clause (Stein 2003:82—83)

17 Direct evidence for case outside Sabaic is less strong: Qatabanic appears to have had a
similar case system to that of Sabaic, but the situation in Hadramitic and Minaic is much less
well-known, partially due to the smaller number of inscriptions in these languages (Multhoff
2019)
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d. The absolute state is outwardly identical to the construct state, but is only
attested in specific contexts, particularly with numerals used as determiners
(e.g., rb't slmm, ‘four statues’) or with adverbial nouns (e.g., [-’hr, ‘forever’)
(Stein 2003:86)

Table 4: Sabaic state based on the noun slm, “statue” (adapted from (Multhoff 2019:329))

indeterminate determinate construct/absolute
SG. M. slm-m slm-n slm
F. slm-tm slm-tn slm-t
DL. M. slm-n slm-nhn slm(y) (NOM)
slm-y (OBL)
F. sim-tn slm-tnhn sim-[t], slm-ty
PL. M. slm-n slm-nhn slm-w (NOM)
‘slm-m ’slm-n slm-y (OBL)
F. slm-tm slm-tn slm-t
sim

2.2.4.5. Verbal morphology

The verb is marked for both gender and number and can occur with either a suffix-
or prefix-conjugation. The former predominantly expresses anteriority whereas
the latter expresses events occurring simultaneously with or posterior to a relative
moment.

Table 5: The Sabaic G-stem suffix conjugation
(adapted from Stein 2011:1060)

SG. DL PL.
3M.|fi Sfl-y Sl-w

F. fl-t |\ fltyl-tw | fil-[n]y fl-tw
2 M. fl-k fl-kmy Sl-kmw

F. fil-k —
1 fl-k Sfl-n

The pattern of the prefix-conjugation appears to have been *yagqtulu. Nebes
(1994:60—1) was able to determine this by investigating the pattern of weak second
radical verbs, such as the verb kwn, “to be”). In the G-stem, such verbs consistently
follow the pattern y-kn(-n). This would preclude a pattern *yagattal, found in
Ethiopic and Modern South Arabian, as in such cases the expected form would
be *y-kwn(n). Instead, the form y-kn(-n) points towards a pattern *yakiinu(nna(?)),
as in the Central Semitic languages.
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Table 6: The Sabaic G-stem prefix conjugation, short and long forms (adapted from Stein
2011:1060)

SG DL PL
3M. £ y-fil-n y-fil-y y-fil-nn y-fil-w |\ y-fil-nn
F. t-f'l t-f*l-n y-fil-n; t-fil-n | t-f'l-nn y-fil-n [y-fil-nn]; t-f'l-nn
2.M. | t-ffl t-f'l-n [?7] t-f*l-nn [7] t-f'l-nn
F. [7] t-f'l-n [?] t-f'l-nn [7] [7]
L. (1) [[*fln]  |[?] [n-f1]  [[7]

The Sabaic prefix conjugation is further characterized by the distinction between
a short and a long indicative, marked by a suffixed -n. It is not entirely clear whether
there is a semantic difference between the long and short indicative. Furthermore,
Sabaic possesses several derived verbal stems that carry a range of semantic
meanings (see table 7) (Stein 2011:1058-59).

Table 7: Sabaic derived stems

Form |Meaning Example Translation

G |- Basic meaning qtl (*qatala) -

D |[-'"® |Factitive; causative ml? (*malla’a) “to fill”

C |A-'""Y | Causative hqny (*hagniya) | “to dedicate”

Gt |- Reflexive-reciprocal or htmy (*(i)htamaya) | “to protect oneself”
passive of the G-stem qtbr (*(i)qtabara) |“to be buried”

T |t Reflexive-reciprocal of the | tsry (*tasarraya) | “to ask for protection”
D-stem

St | st- Reflexive-reciprocal of the | stdr (*(i)stadra‘a) | “to humble oneself”
C-stem

It must be noted that the semantics of the different derived stems do not always
fall clearly in the categories described in the table above. In some cases, the
G-stem and the H-stem are semantically indistinguishable e.g., ml” ~ hml’ “to be
full; to be filled” (Stein 2003:157)

The internal passive *qutila ~ *yugtal is also reconstructed for Sabaic, although
it is not orthographically indicated (Multhoff 2019:334) and must be determined
by syntactical context Compare the following examples (Stein 2003:164-65):

18 Although orthographically not represented, it is assumed that the second root radical is
geminated, e.g., ml” (¥*mali’a[?]) “to be full” and ml’ (*malla’a), “to fill”.

19 In the other Epigraphic South Arabian languages, the characteristic consonant is s'-, as
with the personal pronouns.
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CIH 19:7 (Central Middle Sabaic):

-wfy glm wldt-hw mgdlt  dt s'my'm
to-protection.CST ~ boy.CST  birthed.ACT-3.F.SG-3.M.SG Mgdlt  of Smy‘m
“For the protection of the boy to whom Mgdlt of Smy‘m gave birth (...)”

Ja 669:8-10 (Central Middle Sabaic):

l-gbly d-wld l-hmw bnm dkrm
because  CONJ-to.be.born.3.M.SG to-them  child.INDET = male.INDET
“Because a male child was born to them (...)”

2.2.5. Syntax
2.2.5.1. Word order

The most common word order in Sabaic is verb-subject-object. However, in the
highly formulaic dedicatory inscriptions usually the subject is mentioned first.'*’
A typically Sabaic features, also attested in the other Epigraphic South Arabian
languages, is the usage of the so-called infinitive chain. In this case, a finite verb
(i.e., one occurring in the suffix conjugation) can be followed by any number of
infinites that are coordinated with the conjunction w- (Multhoff 2019:335-36).

2.2.5.2. Agreement

Sabaic pronouns, adjectives, verbs tend to require full agreement with the noun
in gender, number, state, and case. A special case is that of collective nouns, which,
although morphologically unmarked, tend to take plural agreement (Multhoff
2019:336).

In Late Sabaic, the relative pronoun loses case and gender distinction. Evidence
for the synchronic usage of both the inflected and uninflected relative pronoun goes
back as far as the Middle Sabaic period (c. 300 BC —300 AD), with the uninflected
form d- becoming much more common in Late Sabaic (Multhoff 2019:328).

Furthermore, some Late Sabaic inscriptions show the usage of the ‘royal plural.’
In such cases, the singular subject (i.e., the king) takes third person plural agreement.
The earliest example of such a grammatical construction occurs in the inscription
Gar Sharahbil A, which dates to 462 AD (Stein 2003:167):

Gar Sharahbil A:1,3

[SF b’ Yo mik s'b? (...) briw (...)
S’rhb?l Y¢fr king.coN  Saba’ (..)  builtmM3.PL (...
“Surahbi’il Yufir, king of Saba? built and laid the foundations (...)

29

120 For example, CIAS 39.11/0 9 n° 1: Rtdm bn [H]dwm mqtwy bn Yh'n hqny “Imghw bl ? wm
slmn, “Rtdm, son of Hdwm magtawr of [the tribe] Yh'n dedicated to *Ilmiiquh, Lord of
Awwam, the statue”.
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2.2.5.3. Nominal modification

In Sabaic, the relative pronoun d- can be used as a genitive exponent, which is
used to modify both nouns as well as relative clauses. A relatively common
construction to state “a bronze statue” is, as follows:

slmn-n d-dhb-n
statue-DEF GEN-bronze-DEF.

2.2.5.4. Negation

The most common negator in Sabaic is the particle “/, which is used for both
nominal and verbal negations. In the case of verbal negation, it is used with both
the suffix- and prefix-conjugations. In Late Sabaic, a distinct negator d” is also
attested (Stein 2011:1063).

2.2.6. Lexicon

Although this is not the place for in-depth discussion of the Sabaic lexicon, a brief
overview is given here.

Firstly, much of the Late Sabaic lexicon consists of inherited lexemes from
Proto- and Central Semitic. Within Epigraphic South Arabian, considerable varia-
tion can be found between the languages themselves, with Hadramitic (despite its
poor attestation) standing out due to the relatively high number of hapax legomena
(Prioletta 2014). A number of these can be plausibly attributed to contact with
(proto-)Modern South Arabian speakers (Huehnergard 2002:127). Similarly, the
Sabaic inscriptions from the northern parts of the South Arabian cultural area
generally contain terminology not found in the other Epigraphic South Arabian
languages, but with parallels in Safaitic and (Classical) Arabic (Stein 2007:26-7).

From the Middle Sabaic period onwards, concurrent with the intensification
of relations with the eastern Mediterranean Greek and Aramaic loanwords be-
come more common. From the 3™ century onwards, both Go%oz (through contact
with Aksum) and Hebrew loanwords, especially following the Himyarites’ con-
version to Judaism, are also attested (Beeston 1994). The position of loanwords
in Sabaic is discussed in more detail in the section on language contact below (3.4.).

That Sabaic and other pre-Islamic South Arabian languages influenced dia-
lects of Yemeni Arabic is attested both through modern dialectological research
as well as by comments from medieval Arabic lexicographers and travelers.''

12 For an overview of the thematic range of Sabaic loanwords in contemporary Yemeni
Arabic dialects, see (Miiller 2014). The presence of South Arabian words (both attested in the
pre-Islamic epigraphy and in modern Yemeni Arabic) in the works of the medieval scholars
al-Hamdan1 and Naswan al-Himyar1 was the subject of a thorough study by Al-Selwi (1987).
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2.2.7. Epigraphic South Arabian: internal relations

The internal genetic affiliation of the different Epigraphic South Arabian lan-
guages is not yet entirely solved. The general consensus has gradually shifted from
considering the Epigraphic South Arabian varieties as dialects towards a more
complex view, in which Sabaic is regarded as comparatively more innovative and
the non-Sabaic languages as more conservative (Avanzini 2015).'?? The relation-
ship between Sabaic and the other South Arabian languages is relatively complex,
however.

On linguistic grounds it seems that the non-Sabaic South Arabian languages
represent a more conservative Semitic stratum. A common example provided for
this is the form of the personal pronouns and the causative stem: in Sabaic, these
are marked with h-, whereas in the non-Sabaic South Arabian languages retain
the proto-Semitic sibilant s-' (Stein 2011:1056) (Multhoff 2019:327-28):'%

Demonstrative Causative

Sabaic hw? hgny

Qatabanic si(w) sqny

Based on the relatively more innovative phonology of Sabaic, it seems plausible
that before its first attestation, the other Epigraphic South Arabian languages were
already spoken in the region. Archaeological evidence may support this assump-
tion. There is evidence that sites in eastern South Arabia were continuously
settled during throughout Bronze and Iron Ages and into the early historic period
without signs of social upheaval (Edens and Wilkinson 1998:93-102). Further
complicating our understanding of the earliest historical period in South Arabia
is the presence of pottery sherds with South Arabian letters attested in the same
area before the foundation of the Sabaean state (see also 1.1.2).'**

However, whereas the South Arabian script had seemingly been introduced to
the region before the advent of the Sabaean state, there is no evidence of its usage
in political contexts. The Sabaean rulers were apparently the first in the region to
use the South Arabian script to legitimize their dominance. This political and
cultural dominance is likely what led the other South Arabian states to adopt the
South Arabian script for political purposes as well, taking over from the Sabaeans
the tradition of erecting monuments and writing inscriptions on them. The lin-
guistic evidence, too, points towards Sabaean cultural dominance in the region,

122 As the vast majority of epigraphic material available is attested in Sabaic, its overrepresen-
tation is what led to its perception of being the “standard” South Arabian language. See for
example Beeston’s original Descriptive Grammar of Epigraphic South Arabian (1962) and
the revised version, his Sabaic Grammar (1984), as well as the author’s comments in the latter.
123 For example, compare the Sabaic form Agny, “he dedicated” versus non-Sabaic s'qny.

124 Pottery sherds with painted letters have been discovered at the site of Hajar bin Humeid.
Although dating the age of these sherds is difficult, this pottery was almost certainly produced
in the pre-historic period (Beek 1969:16, 98-99).
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as the presence of “Sabaicisms” in non-Sabaic South Arabian languages indicates
(Avanzini 2015).

The Epigraphic South Arabian languages also display some lexical variations.
In Early Sabaic the conjunction “when” occurs as ywm (Early Sabaic), which is
replaced with (b-)kn-/k- in the post-Early Sabaic period. Although ywm is also
attested in non-Sabaic ESA, the more common conjunction is m#y in Minaic and
Qatabanic, and mt in Hadramitic. The form ywm reflects a grammaticalization of
the noun (i.e., “day”), whereas the particle m¢[y] found in the other Epigraphic
South Arabian languages appears to be a proto-Semitic retention (Lipinski 1997:
458-59).
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2.3. Modern South Arabian

This section briefly introduces the Modern South Arabian languages, a group of
related, languages spoken in western Oman, eastern Yemen and on the island of
Socotra. Modern South Arabian is generally divided into six varieties: Mehri,
Shehret,'* Soqotri, Hobyot, Harsusi, and Bathari. Without the exception of Mehri
and Soqotri, which have between 100 000 to 150 000 and around 50 000 speakers,
respectively, the Modern South Arabian languages are endangered.'*°

Despite their name, Modern South Arabian is no longer considered to descend
directly from any of the Epigraphic South Arabian languages. The term instead
refers to the fact that an awareness of these languages’ existence only emerged in
the 19™ century. The first tentative descriptions of Modern South Arabian lan-
guages appeared in the first half of the 19 century (Wellsted 1835) More thorough
studies of various Modern South Arabian languages, particularly Mehri, Shehret
and Soqotri followed in the 20" century (Johnstone 1977, 1981; Johnstone and
Smith 1987; Wagner 1953). More recently, the Modern South Arabian languages
have received renewed scholarly attention (Nakano and Ratcliffe 2013; Rubin
2018; Simeone-Senelle 2011; Watson 2014).

As Kogan notes, there are relatively few features shared by all Modern South
Arabian languages that can be confidently reconstructed for Proto-MSA (Kogan
2015:467). The difficulty of finding pan-MSA isoglosses was already pointed out
by Steiner (Steiner 1977:13), who only noted a single phonological feature. More
recently, the work of Simeone-Senelle (Simeone-Senelle 2015), Bendjaballah
and Ségéral (2017) and particularly Dufour (Al Kathiri and Dufour 2020; Dufour
2017, 2021) have done much to improve our understanding of the internal rela-
tions and linguistic history of Modern South Arabian.

2.3.1. Pre-modern evidence for Modern South Arabian

Apart from the linguistic features mentioned above, there are some (in)direct indi-
cations of speakers of Modern South Arabian predating systematic study of the
languages themselves. The Hadramitic inscriptions, for example, contain some
features that are not found in any of the other Epigraphic South Arabian lan-
guages, but which have parallels in Modern South Arabian. This includes the
preposition ‘d, “up to” (compare Shehret “éd/ed, “up to”; Harsusi wede, “to;
towards”) as well as the preposition /-, “to” (Mehri ke-, “to; towards”; Shehret
her) (Huehnergard 2002:; Kogan 2015:556)

125 The terms Shehret and Jibbali are both used, with the latter being less preferred by most
native speakers (Watson and al-Mabhri: personal communication).

126 As a result, Mehri and Soqotri are generally the best-described Modern South Arabian
languages (Simeone-Senelle and Lonnet 1997), (Simeone-Senelle 2011) (Janet C. E. Watson
2014), (Rubin 2018).
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Furthermore, some epigraphic texts refer to speakers of Modern South
Arabian.'?” a short Hadramitic inscription (Ja 954/RES 4877) mentions S%r, chief
of the Mahra (S%hr kbr “mhrn). Furthermore, two Sabaic inscriptions (Mafray-al-
Mi‘sal 4; MAFYS-Dura® 3) postdating the Himyarites’ conquest of Hadramawt
mention the Mahra (Mhrt), as allies against the Hadramawt (Hatke 2019:30-32).'%
The presence of pre-Islamic inscriptions from regions mostly inhabited by speakers
of Modern South Arabian languages suggest a long-standing presence, although
these inscriptions have thus far not been deciphered (Le Quellec et al. 2018).

Medieval Muslim scholars were aware of the differences between Modern
South Arabian and Arabic. The 10™ century scholar al-Hamdani says about the
Mabhra that “they are incomprehensible, resembling foreigners” (mahratu gutmun
yusakilina [-*agam) (al-Hamdani 1974:299). Two centuries later, the scholar Ibn
al-Mugawir corroborated this, stating that ‘the Mahra have a language to them-
selves nobody else understand’ (la-hum lugatun min-hum wa-fi-him wa-lam
yafham-ha ‘illa hum). Lack of mutual intelligibility likely also led to negative
stereotyping, as Ibn al-Mugawir calls the Mahra “sorcerers, known for their un-
belief, intelligence, and a bit of madness” (1996:299).' However, beyond these
brief comments medieval Arabic scholars did not seem to pay the Modern South
Arabian languages particular attention.

2.3.2. Phonology

Because the Modern South Arabian languages as they are spoken today display a
good degree of variety and internal divergence, it is difficult to make assertions
that would apply for all languages. It can be stated that in terms of phonology,
Modern South Arabian represents certain very conservative features while also
displaying a strong degree of innovation in other features.

Dufour (2021:65) reconstructs five phonemic vowels for proto-MSA: *i, *e, *g,
*o, and *e, with different realizations in the Modern South Arabian languages.

127" Recently Hatke made a thorough study of the references to Modern South Arabian speakers
in the South Arabian epigraphic corpora (Hatke 2019). Hatke notes that while contact between
the pre-Islamic South Arabian kingdoms and Modern South Arabian speakers was relatively
uncommon in the earliest period, from the turn of the millennium onwards, references increase
with the conquest of South Arabia by the Himyarites (Hatke 2019:50)

128 Respectively w-d-hnsr-hmw d-bn s*bn Mhrt, “and those who had helped them, those from
the tribe of Mhrt” (MAFRAY -al-Mi‘sal 4:4); MAFY S-Dura?; ‘gwl s*b-hmw Dyfitn w-Rthm w-
Mhrt, “the princes of their tribes: Dyftn, Dyftn and Rthm and Mhrt”

12 wa-hadatani ahmadu bnu ‘ali bni ‘abdallGhi l-wasitiyyu qala ‘inna ‘asla I-mahrati min

bagiyyati qawmi ‘adin fa-lamma ‘ahlaka llahu tilka -’umama naga ha’ula’i l-qawmu fa-
sakanu gibala zafari wa-gazirata suqutra wa-gazirati l-masirati wa-hum gawmun tuwalun
husanun la-hum lugatun min-hum wa-fi-him wa-lam yafham-ha “illa hum wa-yusammiina-
hum [-sihrata wa-ma Staqqa ismu I-sihrati “illa mina [-sihri li-’annd fi-him [-gahlu wa-1-‘aqlu
wa-mina I-magnini ya’kulitna ni‘ma llahi Mbila hamda wa-la Sukvin wa-ya‘budiina gayra-ha
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This is a notable expansion from the Proto-Semitic system, which only possessed
three vowels.'*

In terms of consonants, MSA displays a great deal of internal divergence. For
example, Mehri and Harsusi display the elision of the voiced pharyngeal fricative ¢,
where it is retained in the other MSA languages (Castagna 2018:70-72; Simeone-
Senelle 2011).

At the same time, the distinction of the three Proto-Semitic sibilants s!, s? and s*
is retained, although their realization too differs in the different MSA languages.
Of these, proto-Semitic s' has undergone the most significant changes, with two
major outcomes, i.e., s and h. The realization of s* and s? is generally uniform
throughout the Modern South Arabian languages, with s? retaining its pronuncia-
tion as a lateralized sibilant and s* being realized as a hissed sibilant s, assuming
deaffrication of the s* (*/ts/ > /s/) as a proto-MSA development (Suchard 2017).

Another example of a relatively conservative feature in Modern South Arabian
is the realization of the so-called emphatic consonants as ejectives, attested in
both Mehri and Sheri, at least (Watson and Heselwood 2016:29).

An innovation present in Soqotri is the appearance of an unetymological h in
lieu of historically long vowels, which were reduced in non-stressed positions,
leading to forms such as katmehom (cf., Mehri katmim) “butter”. This charac-
teristic phonological innovation is particularly important for the reconstruction of
proto-MSA (Kogan 2015:475).

2.3.3. Morphology
2.3.3.1. Gender

Like the other Semitic languages, the Modern South Arabian languages have a
bipartite sex-based grammatical gender, i.e.: masculine and feminine (Simeone-
Senelle 2011:1084). Gender is marked on pronouns, nouns, verbs, and adjectives.

2.3.3.2. Number

There are three numbers in Modern South Arabian: singular, dual, and plural.
Number is marked on nouns, pronouns, adjectives and verbs. Unique amongst the
Semitic languages is the fact that a first-person dual pronoun is attested for Mehri
(Rubin 2018:51)."!

130 In the case of Mehri, Simeone Senelle (2011:1081) states that Mehri has two or three short
vowels: /a/, /o/ (and /e/); Watson (2012) notes three short vowels in Yemeni Mehri (Mahriyot):
/a/, i and /u/; and two vowels in Omani Mehri, i.e., /a/ and i. Rubin, (2018:38) on the other hand,
gives five short vowels, i.e., /a/, /e/, /o/, 1 and /u/. However, Bendjaballah and Ségeral (2017:186)
argue that there are no phonologically long vowels in Omani Mehri. Instead, all long vowels
are allophonic realizations of five short vowels (also mentioned by Rubin) occurring either as
a result of stressed open syllables, or compensatory lengthening.

13 Kogan considers the dual pronouns *k7, * V17, and *$7 as a proto-MSA innovation, noting the
marked differences from Arabic ‘antuma and huma and Sabaic “fmy and imy (Kogan 2015:478)
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2.2.3.3. Pronouns

The pronominal system found in the Modern South Arabian languages reflects
one of the largest inventories in Semitic. Personal pronouns can occur both in
both independent and enclitic forms. They are inflected for two genders (mascu-
line and feminine) and three numbers: singular, dual, and plural. The dual inde-
pendent personal pronoun, which is otherwise unknown in other Semitic lan-
guages, goes back to a Proto-MSA form, in which the dual suffix -i was marked
on the basic pronominal form (Kogan 2015:478).

There are up to three sets of demonstrative pronouns in the MSA languages.
Mehri distinguishes two demonstrative pronouns, in the proximal and distal deixis
(Rubin 2018:66). Soqotri uses demonstrative pronouns to express proximal and
medial deixis, but deictic adverbs to express the distal. Furthermore, depending on
the language, the demonstrative pronouns are inflected for two (singular and plural)
or three (singular, dual, and plural) numbers. Gender marking of the demonstra-
tive pronoun is only retained in the singular (Rubin 2018:66). A smaller set of
diminutive demonstrative pronouns exists in Mehri, which is formed with the infix
-iy- after the first consonant (e.g., domah > diyomah, “this”) (Watson 2014:80)

The relative pronouns in the Modern South Arabian languages likely go back
to a common Proto-MSA singular *d(¥V)- and plural *i/-. This is reflected in (Omani)
Mehri and Hobyot d(2)-; ad-, Shehret e-; d-. (Simeone-Senelle 2011:1101)

2.2.3.4. Nominal morphology

The noun in Modern South Arabian languages is marked for gender and number.
No evidence for a case system exists in any Modern South Arabian language.

As in most other Semitic languages, masculine nouns and adjectives are ge-
nerally unmarked, whereas singular feminine nouns generally take the ending
-Vt, which in Soqotri has weakened to -4 (Simeone-Senelle 2011:1084). A small
number of feminine nouns are unmarked. These either have female referents (e.g.,
Mehri hamé, Shehret em, “mother”; Mehri woz, Shehret oz “female goat”), refer
to body parts occurring in pairs (e.g., Mehri ayn, “eye”; agréz, “testicle”) or
feminine loanwords from Arabic (e.g., Mehri dunya, “world”). An even smaller
number of nouns are of variable gender, such as Mehri mawsé “rain” and kalon,
“bride; groom” (Rubin 2018:86-87).

Both an external and internal plural are attested, although internal plurals are
much more commonly used (Simeone-Senelle 2011:1085).

The masculine external plural is characterized by a nasal following a (histori-
cal) long consonant (Mehri denob > danabin; Shehret dunub > denbin; Socotri
denob > denb-ahan, “tails”) (Kogan 2015:474), whereas the feminine is marked
by a (historical) long vowel and a suffixed dental and nasal, e.g., Mehri kawbit >
kalab-tan, “wolves (f.)”. The origin of this nasal is unclear.'*? Broadly speaking,

132 Kogan states that “[t]his ending does not lend itself to a straightforward diachronic
analysis”, but notes the similarities with the the Ge‘ez plural ending -an and the Arabic (oblique)
plural -in are possible (Kogan 2015:474)
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the MSA internal plural is characterized by both internal vowel alternation and
the usage of affixes. Because of the large degree of variation, it is difficult to
establish a strict set of internal plurals, as the number of possible patterns differs
between languages.'*

The definite article exists in most MSA languages but is not productive across
the board."** Outside Hobyot and Soqotri, the definite article appears as a prefixed
vowel, whose quality depends on the phonological environment (i.e., OMeh. &
Jib. /a/ or /¢/-; Har. & Bat /’a/-.)."*> An allophonic variant of the definite article
occurs as hV-,"*° which is comparatively more common in Harsusi (Johnstone
1977). The origins of this definite article are unclear. Since the definite article is
attested, either productively or in fossilized forms in all the Modern South Arabian
languages, it seems likely that it developed in proto-MSA. However, whether it
is related to the definite article of Central Semitic remains to be determined. Voigt
(1998:249-50) suggests that the same demonstrative pronoun that developed into
a definite article in Central Semitic (i.e., *han-), was borrowed into (proto-)MSA,
leading to two different outcomes, namely *ha- > ha/ho and *ha- > a-/a-.

Finally, the diminutive patterns *C'aweC2aC? ((e.g., Mehri gaweéléd, Shehret
géléd, Soqotri gouled, “little skin”) and *C'oC2eC3én (e.g., donében, little tail’;
Shehret hériyén, ‘little tree’, Soqotri ‘ourebhen, ‘little crow’) likely represent
Proto-MSA forms (Kogan 2015:477-78).

2.2.3.5. Verbal morphology

In terms of verbal morphology, there are a few generalities that apply to all
Modern South Arabian languages. The verbal system is generally similar to that
of other Semitic languages: the suffix-conjugation mostly expresses perfective
aspect; the prefix-conjugations express imperfect aspect. The prefix conjugation
can is divided into indicative, subjunctive, and conditional moods, respectively.'?’
Furthermore, Mehri displays the presence of a future marker (Kogan 2015:468)
Modern South Arabian verbs are conjugated for three persons and numbers,
first-, second-, and third person, and singular, dual, and plural, respectively.138
The following table is based on data from Omani Mehri, Shehret, and Soqotri:

133 Rubin (Rubin 2014; 2018) identifies five and four different types in Mehri and Shehret
respectively. For Soqotri, Kogan and Bulach list ten of the most common broken plural
patterns (Kogan and Bulakh 2019:202).

134 For example, in Soq. the definite article is retained only in its fossilized form.

135 In essence, OMeh. & Jib. /a/ or /e/- Har. & Bat /a/-.

136 For example, OMeh. hayd, “hand”; ham, “mother”; Har. hayb, “father”, hawgér, “slave”.
137 The terminology differs here from author to author. Simeone-Senelle uses the term imper-
fect and divides that into indicative, subjunctive and conditional categories. In their discussion
of Soqotri, Kogan and Bulach speaks of an imperfective and a jussive (2019:294), which
corresponds to Simeone-Senelle’s indicative and subjunctive, respectively.

138 According to Simeone-Senelle (2011:1092), there is no dual conjugation in Omani Mehri,
but this is inaccurate. The 1% person and 2" person duals have merged in the suffix conjugation
but are kept distinct in the suffix conjugation.
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Table 8: Verbal suffixes in various Modern South Arabian languages

0.Meh She. Soq.

SG. DL PL. SG. DL. PL. SG. DL. PL.
M |- -oh/-ah -om - -0 - - -0 —*
F -Vt -toh/-toh | — -ot -1 - -0 -eto
2.M |-k -ki -kam | -(2)k -asi -okum |-k -ki -ken
F -§ -kan | -(3)s -okon |-§ -ki -ken
1c -k -ki -on -(2)k -asi -on -k -ki -en

The Modern South Arabian prefix conjugation goes back to the proto-Semitic
present *yigattal, which developed into the indicative, whereas the proto-Semitic
preterit *yigtul developed into the subjunctive (Weninger 2011b:159) It shares
these features with the Ethio-Semitic languages and distinguishes it from Central
Semitic. Furthermore, Proto-Modern South Arabian prefix conjugation is further
by the sound change *u to *a of the first vowel, the presence of an apophonic vowel
*a in the thematic vowel, and finally, the presence of a suffixed -n in certain verbs
(Dufour 2016:411-12). This pattern is attested in most MSA languages (Kogan
2015:472; Simeone-Senelle 2015:15). Kogan argues that the presence of this
nasal is either connected to the long form of the Central Semitic prefix conju-
gation'” or the energetic mood (Kogan 2015:473).

As Dufour notes, any verb that is marked by the suffixed -# is characterized
by a change of the thematic vowel (V) into *i (e.g., Mehri yerokab ~yardakben)
(Dufour 2016:416). Noting the potential connection with the Akkadian present
uparras, Dufour furthermore suggests that the presence of the etymological vowel
*i in Modern South Arabian may in fact reflect the proto-Semitic form, con-
sidering the presence of the vowel *a in Akkadian a possible innovation (Dufour
2016:416). In any case, the Modern South Arabian verbal morphology points
towards a highly archaic stratum of Semitic.

The Modern South Arabian prefix conjugation can express the following mo-
dalities: indicative, subjunctive, and conditional. Continuous aspect is usually
expressed by the usage of the relative pronoun d- (e.g., Mehri d-asyir, “1 am
going”). An unusual feature of the first-person subjunctive is the appearance of a
prefixed l-based particle (Kogan and Bulakh 2019; Simeone-Senelle 2011; Watson
2014). This is probably connected to a proto-Semitic asseverate particle /a-/i
(Testen 2017:113—14; Weninger 2011b:170).

Table 9: First person indicative and subjunctive forms in MSA

Indicative Subjunctive.
Omani Mehri a-sobat la-sbat
Shehri a-kodor l-kodor
Hobyot e-gorab l-goreb
Soqotri ‘e-fored le-fred

139 See also the discussion on Sabaic above, 2.24.
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Like most other Semitic languages, there are several derived verbal stems in
Modern South Arabian. The internal mechanisms surrounding the usage of the
verbal stems are complex and vary between the languages, although generally six
different stems can be identified: the basic or G-stem; the causative or H-stem;
the D/L-stem (reflecting a collapse of the West Semitic geminate and long stems);
two S-stems and two T-stems (Simeone-Senelle 2011:1090).

Furthermore, the Modern South Arabian languages possess an internal pas-
sive. The internal passive is characterized by a(n etymological) vowel i in the
second syllable (table 10) (Naumkin and Kogan 2015:547; Rubin 2014:148, 155,
2018:119):

Table 10: Active and passive forms of the G-stem

Shehri

Omani Mehri Soqotri
(Naumkin and

Kogan 2015:557)
gésol, “to break”

Perfect active ktab, “to write” létag, “to kill”

Perfect passive kteb ltig gisel
Imperfect active yakiitab yesfak, “to allow” | yagasal
Imperfect passive yoktob yosfak yegousol

The development of the causative-reflexive stem in Modern South Arabian is
unusual: it frequently denotes the reflexive of the H-stem (e.g., Mehri, hao-wgiis,
‘to take out the beasts in the afternoon; §a-wgiis, ‘to go out in the afternoon; Hobyot,
kari, ‘to hide something’; sa-kru, ‘to hide oneself’) (Kogan 2015:474; Nakano
and Ratcliffe 2013:154-55). The MSA form is semantically identical to the St-
stem found in other Semitic languages (e.g., Classical Arabic ‘aslama, ‘to surrender
(someone, something); istaslama, ‘to surrender oneself”) (Wright 2005:44). How-
ever, the historical relation between the S-stem and the St-stem is unclear.

2.3.4. Syntax

2.3.4.1. Word order

Word order in the Modern South Arabian languages is either subject followed by
predicate in nominal clauses or VSO in verbal clauses. This generally corresponds
with the other Semitic languages.

2.3.4.2. Agreement

Rules regarding agreement are rather strict. Verbs, adjectives, demonstratives,
and other related function words must agree with the subject in person, gender, and
number.

Dual nouns tend to take deflected agreement, both with regards to verbs and
adjectives (Simeone-Senelle 2015:22). In Omani Mehri, there is no dual declen-
sion for adjectives, which means that dual subjects take plural adjectives. Similarly,
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dual nouns do not occur with possessive suffixes. If a noun with a possessive suffix
is followed by the number “two”, the noun stands in the plural (Rubin 2018:89).
The same process has occurred in Shehret (Rubin 2014:90). In the Shehret spoken
on the Kuria Muria islands, there are some indications that demonstrative pronouns
do not necessarily agree in number or gender with the noun (Castagna 2018:144).

Unusually for a Semitic language, pronominal suffixes can only occur with
definite nouns in Omani Mehri (Watson 2014:67).'%

2.3.4.3. Direct object marker *tV-

The Modern South Arabian languages also possess a direct object marker *¢/-
(e.g., Omani Mehri #, Shehret 7; Soqotri tho). The usage of the direct object
marker varies from language to language, with Shehret generally being the stric-
test (Rubin 2014:55).

Although the usage of the direct object marker is attested in all Modern South
Arabian languages, it does not normally appear among the features reconstructed
for proto-MSA.'"*" The direct object marker is likely related to Biblical Hebrew
‘at, which can similarly take a pronominal suffix, in which case it has an allo-
morphic form ‘o¢-; ‘et- (Waltke and O’Connor 1990:177-78). Both the Modern
South Arabian and Hebrew direct object markers plausibly go back to a Proto-
Semitic oblique *-¢, which is attested in Akkadian su’ati/u, Ugaritic and Sabaic
hwt (Weninger 2011b:168). The same object marker was retained in the 3™ person
independent pronouns of Go'oz wa’atu and ya’ati.

It is possible that direct object marker in (Biblical) Hebrew and Modern South
Arabian represents a West or Proto-Semitic retention. Alternatively, its absence
in the other Semitic languages could indicate that they represent independent
developments.

2.3.4.4. Negation

There is no single strategy for negation shared by all Modern South Arabian
languages (Kogan 2015:471). The development of negation in the Modern South
Arabian languages differs from the other Semitic languages in different ways.
Based on the principles of Jaspersen’s Cycle, Lucas (2013:409—410) argues that
the original strategy for negation in the Modern South Arabian languages was
that of phrase-initial monopartite negation. This system is retained only in Socotri,
although frozen negated phrases and coordinated phrases in Mehri and Harsts1
exhibit the same principle (Watson 2014:311). Omani Mehri, Shehret, and Hobyot
exhibit bipartite negation, characterized by a pre-verbal negator and a clause-final

140 Contrast bayt, ‘house’ vs a-bdyt-i, ‘my house’, with the latter being analyzed as DEF-‘house’-
1.5G. (Rubin 2018:56)

141" For example, neither Kogan nor Dufour mention the direct object marker as a shared proto-
MSA feature.
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negator. Finally, western Yemeni Mehri and Harsiist usually only exhibit use of
a clause-final negator (Sjors 2018:301)

Prohibitive clauses are generally formed using the subjunctive, which, de-
pending on the language, is either preceded or followed by its respective negator.
In Soqotri, a different negator is used to form the prohibitive, namely the particle
‘al’an/ha- (Simeone-Senelle 2011:1102-1103).

2.3.5. Lexicon

The Modern South Arabian lexicon was extensively studied by Kogan (Kogan
2015), who divides it into four distinct categories: 1) proto-Semitic retentions,
2) Pan-MSA vocabulary, 3) Soqotri-Shehret isoglosses and 4) Soqotri isoglosses
(Kogan 2015:15-17).

In his summary of the Proto-Semitic words in the Modern South Arabian lan-
guages, Kogan distinguishes trivial and non-trivial retention. The former consist
of exact phonological and semantic descendants of the Proto-Semitic lexeme,
whereas the latter comprise Proto-Semitic lexemes whose basic meaning cannot
be reliably reconstructed. Kogan lists twenty-three trivial retentions, to which he
adds eleven lexemes which are retained in at least one Modern South Arabian
language (2015:533-36). This analysis of the Proto-Semitic retentions in Modern
South Arabian indicates a comparatively high degree of loss of basic vocabulary.

In his doctoral thesis, Castagna suggests that some of the Modern South Arabian
languages’ basic vocabulary may have been borrowed from an Austronesian lan-
guage. Based on documentary and archaeological evidence, Castagna argues that
Austronesian speakers might have been in contact with (proto-)Modern South
Arabian speakers during between the 7" and 14™ centuries AD. Specifically, Cas-
tagna mentions seven nouns and the personal pronoun “I”, as well as the inter-
rogatives “what; where” (Castagna 2018). The loss of proto-Semitic inherited
lexemes and their replacement with new forms could therefor possibly be attri-
buted to Austronesian substrate influence.

Apart from the few lexical items found in both the Epigraphic South Arabian
languages, there has been comparatively little systematic research on possible
shared vocabulary between the Epigraphic South Arabian and Modern South
Arabian languages (Prioletta 2014:107).
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2.4, Gotoz

Linguistic and cultural relations between East Africa and the Arabian Peninsula
go back to the prehistoric period. Phylogenetic analysis shows that speakers of a
Semitic language likely entered the Horn of Africa by crossing the Red Sea from
South Arabia around the 2" millennium BC (Kitchen et al. 2009). Furthermore,
as was previously discussed, the South Arabian script was introduced to Ethiopia
by way mercantile relations with the Sabaeans the Red Sea coast around the 8"
century BC (1.1.2.) (Dugast and Gajda 2012:15-16) (Dillmann 2005:15).

The Go'oz language likely originated in what are now Eritrea and the high-
lands of Ethiopia, although it came to be used over a much broader area. The first
Go'az texts have survived in the form of epigraphy, attested from around 400 BC
to the 6 century AD (Anfray 1991:31-36). The Goaz epigraphic material ranges
to around 200 inscription, most of which are relatively short.

Following the spread of Christianity in the 4" century AD, a distinct Ethiopian
manuscript tradition developed. During this period, Ga‘az literary works primarily
consisted of religious material, such apocrypha, liturgical texts, hagiographies,
and so on. Between the 3™ and 6" centuries AD, Go‘az was also occasionally used
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in South Arabia, a result of the Aksumites’ political activity in the region. Go'oz
diminished as a spoken language following the collapse of the Aksumite state in
the 7" century AD (Butts 2019:118).

This period of decline coincided with climatic change, the rise of Islam and a
decrease in Red Sea mercantile activity (Kelly 2020). Following the ascent to
power of the Solomonic dynasty in the 13" century, Go'az had died out as a spoken
language, but was maintained for literary and religious purposes and was widely
used until at least the 17" century (Hetzron 1998:243). Go'oz remains the liturgi-
cal language of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, whose clergy is instructed in the
reading and recitation of the language (Weninger 2011a:1125)

Several hundreds of Gafaz inscriptions from the pre- and early Aksumite
periods represent the oldest stage of the language (Weninger 2011a:1124). Most
of the Go'az corpus consists of manuscripts, dating to both the Aksumite and
Solomonid periods. The majority of these manuscripts represent translations from
other languages, predominantly Greek and Arabic, which exerted their own in-
fluence on the Ga‘az language (Kropp 1986). Furthermore, as Amharic became
the main spoken language of Ethiopia from the 11™ century onwards, most Go‘oz
texts were written by Amharic native speakers, which also influenced Gofoz
(Dillmann 2005:11; Sima and Waltisberg 2010).

2.4.1. Orthography

The Ethiopian script (Gz. fidal) is a so-called is an alpha-syllabary, meaning that
every symbol represents both consonant and a vowel. The Ga'az phonological in-
ventory (see more below) consists of 26 consonants, of which four can be labialized,
and 7 vowels, resulting in a total of 182 different symbols (Butts 2019:119-20).

The Ethiopian script is directly derived from the South Arabian alphabet,
which was introduced to the region during the period of Sabaean colonization,
c. 700 BC. In its earliest incarnation, the Ethiopic script was unvocalized. How-
ever, from around the 4™ century AD onwards, both the alpha-syllabic system and
the distinct way of marking the labio-velar consonants was developed. Around
the same time, Go%az came to be exclusively written from left-to-right.'**

2.4.2. Phonology

Descriptions of Ga‘az phonology are predominantly informed by the traditional
pronunciation practiced by members of the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, as well
as by comparison with other Semitic languages. Although the traditional pronun-
ciation is influenced above all by Amharic and thus does not represent the full
inventory of Gofoz phonemes, it remains the only source for understanding

42 This is a relatively uncommon development for languages written in a Semitic script,
although it must be noted that the first Sabaic inscriptions could be written from both from
left-to-right, right-to-left, as well as boustrophedon. From a relatively early moment onwards
Sabaic came to be written exclusively from right-to-left, however (Hatke 2019).
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phenomena such as stress, gemination, and the distinction between vowelless
syllables and syllables with schwa (Gragg 1998:244; Weninger 2011c¢:83).

Go'az possesses seven distinct vowels: /&/ (transcribed as a), /u/, /i/, /al, /e/,
/o/ and /o/. Phonemic vowel length was lost in Ga%az. The earlier diphthongs /aw/
and /ay/ have monophthongized to /e/ and /o/, respectively (Butts 2019:122). A
typical sound law affecting Ga‘az is the reduction of the vowels u and i to 2
(Lipinski 1997:379).

There are twenty-five consonants in Go‘oz, with several consonants having
merged with others (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:39-41):

a. The proto-Semitic interdentals /t/, /d/ and /z/ lenited to /s/, /z/ and /t/.
b. The sibilants s' and s* merged, leading to a single sibilant /s/.

c. The uvular fricative /g/ generally merged with /%/, but there are occasional
attestations of etymological /g/ merging with /h/.

The four labialized consonants are all velar stops: /k™/, /g"/, /h"/ and /k*/. Labiali-
zation is conditioned by the presence of a following rounded vowel and can be
seen in both inherited lexemes (such as *kullu > k*all “all”; *ahii > 25", “brother™)
and loanwords (Aramaic targium > targ"ama, “to translate”) (Gragg 1998; Wenin-
ger 2011a). The presence of labialized consonants can be ascribed to influence
from neighboring Cushitic languages (Tosco 2000:338).

Although no longer reflected in the traditional pronunciation, the Ethiopic script
distinguishes between s (representing the merger proto-Semitic of s' and s*) and
S (s?), known as sat and sawt respectively (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:24). The
latter is assumed to have been pronounced as a lateral fricative [1], corresponding
to its pronunciation in the Modern South Arabian languages.

A particularity of Go%az is the presence of four different labial consonants, p,
p, b and f. Of these, only b and f are inherited from proto-Semitic, the two un-
voiced labial stops occur almost entirely in Greek loanwords (Gragg 1998:244).

2.4.3. Morphology
2.4.3.1. Gender

There are two grammatical genders in Go‘oz, masculine and feminine. Like in the
other languages treated so far, masculine nouns are unmarked, whereas feminine
nouns are usually marked with the feminine ending -(a)t. The ending -at is used
when the preceding nominal base ends on two consonants, -¢ is used in nearly all
other cases, for example dahn-at, ‘salvation’ but negust, ‘queen’. Furthermore, the
feminine form of ga(?)til-type adjectives are formed through an internal vocalic
change (apophony), in which case the pattern changes to gattal (e.g., ‘azziz (m.) >
‘azzaz (f.) ‘mighty) (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:105).

As Hasselbach (2014:34) notes, grammatical gender in Gaaz is strictest when
the referent of a noun is an animate, particularly with regards to human beings.
Many inanimate nouns tend to fluctuate in terms of grammatical gender, with
many unmarked nouns taking either masculine or feminine agreement.
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2.4.3.2. Number

Go'az only distinguishes between a singular and a plural, which is marked on
nouns, pronouns, verbs, and adjectives. The dual has functionally disappeared, only
being retained in a very small number of nouns (e.g., kal’e, “two; both”; hag"e,
“hip”, and “ade (construct), “hand” (Heide 2006)). No traces of dual marking exist
on either verbs or adjectives.

2.4.3.3. Pronouns

Personal pronouns can occur independently or as clitics. There are two numbers,
singular and plural. As with the noun, the accusative vs non-accusative distinction
is maintained for the independent third-person singular pronouns, which are
marked with -a (Butts 2019:123).

Go'az distinguishes two deices: proximal (nearer) and distal (further). Both
forms can be expressed using two different sets of pronouns, which are identical
in meaning (appendices, table 4).

The relative pronoun is derived from the demonstrative pronouns and is identi-
cal in form and meaning. Although the relative pronoun is declined for number
and gender (in the singular), the masculine relative pronoun za- can be used in-
variably.

2.4.3.4. Nominal morphology

The regular sound change that affected the change /u/, i to /a/ also affected the
Go'az case system. This resulted in explicit case marking only being retained for
the accusative, while the nominative and genitive are unmarked. However, the
construct state is also marked by -a. Compare nominative/genitive hazb, vs
accusative/construct hazba, “people” (Weninger 2011a:1132).

Both an external and internal plural are used. The internal plural is marked by
the suffixes -at and -an. The suffix -at, derived from the feminine ending *-at, can
be used for both masculine and feminine nouns (e.g., nagast, “queen” > nagestat,
“queens”; nabiy, “prophet” > nabiyat, “prophets”). A relatively small number of
adjectives is marked by the suffix -an, e.g., lik, “elder” > likan, “elders” (Tropper
and Hasselbach 2021:107-9)

Most nouns take their plural through internal modification, such as dabr,
“mountain” > “adbar, “mountains”’; wald, “son” > walud, “sons”. Some nouns can
have more than one broken plural, such as hazb, “nation; people”, whose plurals
are hozab and ‘ahzab. There are also attestations of double plurals, such as
‘ahgurat, “cities” < ‘ahgur, itself a plural of hagar (Butts 2019:127-28).

2.4.3.5. Verbal morphology

The verbal system of Ga‘az is relatively conservative and regular. Verbs are con-
jugated for three persons, 1% 2™, and 3"; two genders, masculine and feminine;
and two numbers, singular and plural. (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:131).
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As with the other Semitic languages discussed so far, there are two systems of
conjugation: a prefix- and a suffix-conjugation. The suffix-conjugation, also re-
ferred to as the perfect, primarily expresses completed actions that occurred in
the past (perfective aspect). The prefix-conjugation is further divided into two
different categories, namely the imperfect and the jussive or subjunctive. The
imperfect primarily expresses actions in the present or future, while the jussive
expresses volition in main clauses and purpose or result in subordinate clauses
(Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:130-38).

There is no evidence of an internal passive in Go'az (Huehnergard 2019:65).
Instead, passive voice is expressed through the use of participles or adjectives and
periphrastic constructions (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:145, 320).

Transitivity is usually marked through by way of two distinct verbal types,
referred to respectively as nagara- and gabra-type verbs. Nagara-type verbs are
predominantly transitive, whereas gabra-type verbs are predominantly intransi-
tive. The two verb types historically derive from a vocalic distinction *nagara
versus *gabu/ira, reflecting an older Semitic system.'*’

There are twelve derived stems in Go‘az, which are fairly productive. The
derived stems are created through the combination of various infixes and/or by the
lengthening of consonants and/or vowels. Eight of the twelve derived stems have
parallel forms in the Semitic languages, so four of the derived stems represent
Gofoz innovations (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:150-52).

2.4.4. Syntax
2.4.4.1. Word order

The early Go'az inscriptions show that normally, objects tend to follow the verb
rather than vice versa. The same tends to go for verb-subject type clauses, although
there is a generally higher distribution of subject-verb clauses than object-verb
clauses. This distinction likely arose through explicit focalization (Bulakh 2012).

Because much of the Gofaz literary corpus consists of Greek and Arabic trans-
lations, predominantly prepared by scribes who spoke Amharic as their native
language, these languages came to exert significant influence on the syntax of
medieval Gaofaz (Sima and Waltisberg 2010:90-92).

2.4.4.2. Agreement

Strict agreement tends to only occur in the case of animates, while inanimate nouns
tend to be much more fluid (Hasselbach 2014:34). Inanimate plural nouns can
take either singular or plural agreement or masculine or feminine agreement,
for example bazuh ‘ahzab, “many peoples”; ‘albas sannayt, “beautiful clothes”
(Weninger 2011a:1134).

143 Etymologically, gabra-type verbs likely developed from the patterns *fa‘ula; *fafila,
which are attested in Classical Arabic mostly with intransitive verbs, for example Go'oz mal’a ~
Ar. mali’a, “to be full” (Wright 2005:30)
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Some Go'az inscriptions from the Aksumite period display the usage of a ‘royal
plural’. In these inscriptions, the king regularly refers to himself in the plural (Litt-
mann 1913:28):

DAE 10:1,8

‘Ezana walad 2lla *Amida ba-"asya  haléen nagus ‘aksum
‘Ezand son.CON  Ella ‘Amida of-tribe ~ Halen  king.CON  Aksum
sobé  (...) gafu‘-na (...

when  (...) attacked.3.SG.-1.PL (...)
“Ezana, son of Ella Amida, of the tribe of Halen, king of Aksum (...) when they
attacked us(...)”

2.4.4.3. Negation

Like most other Semitic languages, Go‘oz distinguishes between verbal and nomi-
nal negation. Most verbal clauses are negated with the particle i-, which is pre-
fixed to the verb (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:354). The same verbal negators
are attested in Tigre as i- and in Tigrinye as “ay, This is eventually derived from
an older negative particle “ay, which is attested in older Aksumite and older Gao%az
documents manuscripts also show a negator “ay. All of these eventually go back
to Proto-Ethio-Semitic negator *al-, through the palatalization of /I/ (Gragg
1998:257; Sjors 2018:91-94).'*

Gofoz nominal clauses are negated with the particle “albo, “akko and *i-. The
particle ‘albo consists of the negator * al- with the preposition ba-, “in, by, with”.
If necessary, pronominal suffixes can also be added to the negator, e.g., ‘albaya,
“albaka, and so on (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:342).

The particle ‘akko derives from *al- plus the copula kona, “to be”. This particle
is predominantly used in the negation of single words, such as wa-’akko ‘amldaka
moawutan, “[he is] not the Lord of the Dead”). Furthermore, the particle ‘akko is
often used in conjunction with the interrogative particle -nu, mainly in declarative
sentences (Tropper and Hasselbach 2021:342-43).'%

2.4.5. Lexicon

The Gafaz lexicon is characterized by various strata. The earliest stratum reflects
a basic Proto-(West-)Semitic vocabulary. However, certain Proto-Ethiosemitic
terms derive from neighboring Cushitic languages, which appears to have re-
placed some basic Semitic vocabulary (Kogan 2015:448). Furthermore, Kogan
(2015:445-46) draws attention to the replacement of certain Proto-Semitic

144 The negation of the Old Assyrian vetitive & (<*ay) is commonly thought be derived from
the interrogative particle *’ayy(u) (Lipinski 1997:515). Sj6rs argues against this and proposes
a similar development to that of Ethio-Semitic (Sjors 2018:91-94)

145 In Tigrinya, the interrogative -n developed further into the obligatory second part of bi-
partite negation, e.g., nahna anem hada nagar *ay-gabarna-n, “we didn’t do anything” (Lucas
2013:420).
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lexemes with other terms, specifically *’ard- > mVdr, “earth”; *%I > bl* “to eat”,
s%ams?- > *dahay, “sun”; and *tin-a > *kl’, “two”. Although all of these terms have
Semitic etymologies, the disappearance of otherwise well-retained Semitic basic
lexemes is notable.

Greek terms had already become part of the Ga®az lexicon by the 1* century
AD, following the intensification of contact with North Africa and the eastern
Mediterranean. As Weninger (2005:469—70) notes, the Aksumite scribes’ insuffi-
cient understanding of Greek (and later Hebrew) often led to such words being
left untranslated. In the case of the former, with case endings left intact, e.g., gipos,
derived from Greek gipos, genitive of gip, “greedy”.

Following Aksum’s conversion to Christianity in the 4" century AD, the num-
ber of Greek loanwords grew exponentially, together with words of Aramaic and
Hebrew origins. During this period, the Greek loanwords were more coherently
integrated in to the Goaz lexicon and given Ga%oz loan translations.'*® In many
cases, the Greek nominative ending was retained, such as manakos, “monk” <
Greek monakos, although these nouns were subsequently morphologically adap-
ted to the structure of Ga'az, such as manakosawrt, “monastic”. This also shows
that by this time, the Go'oz scribal class had become much more familiar with
Greek.

Following the Aksumite period, post-600 AD, the Go‘az lexicon was signifi-
cantly influenced by Amharic, which had gained ground as the main spoken lan-
guage in Ethiopia. In the centuries following, scholarly contact with the Coptic
Church in Egypt also led to the adoption of both Coptic and Arabic loanwords,
as much of the theological literature in Egypt was written in Greek (Weninger
2005:473-75).
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2.5. Arabic

Although Arabic represents both the main spoken and written language of the
Arabian Peninsula in the 21 century, its arrival in South Arabia post-dates that
of Sabaic and the Modern South Arabian languages, and possibly Ga‘az as well.

Before moving on to the following section, it is necessary to clarify a few
things. Firstly, descriptive overviews of Arabic tend to focus predominantly or
exclusively on a single variety of Arabic, usually Classical Arabic. As this disser-
tation predominantly deals with Arabic in the pre-Classical period, and specifi-
cally in the South Arabian context, the following overview will present material
from pre-Classical and South Arabian varieties of Arabic. At the same time, it
must be acknowledged that Classical Arabic is indispensable for any description
of Arabic, if only due to the vast size of its corpus. Wherever relevant, references
to Classical Arabic will be made.

Secondly, in the contemporary Arabic-speaking world two varieties of Arabic
are used simultaneously, depending on the speakers’ social context. This simul-
taneous usage of two varieties or registers of the same language is referred to as
diglossia (Ferguson 1959a)."*” The ‘low’ register is represented by the various
Arabic vernaculars while the ‘high’ register is Classical or Modern Standard Arabic
(Ferguson 1959b:616)."** Although the origins of the modern Arabic vernaculars
remains a controversial issue, it is generally accepted that they do not descend
from Classical Arabic (Versteegh 2014:138-50).

Thirdly, the study of the historical development of Arabic has certain termino-
logical issues. For example, it is not always clear how scholars use terms like

47 This term was first introduced by Ferguson in the eponymous article, and, although gene-
rally lauded, also received some criticism. Sometimes diglossia is used more broadly simply
to refer to any two languages being used for different purposes in the same linguistic community.
148 Tt is worth noting that in the Arabic-speaking world, the term fisshd is applied for both Classi-
cal and Modern Standard Arabic, although the term al-‘arabiyya al-fusha al-hadita is occasio-
nally used to refer to the latter.

94



“0Old”, “Pre-Classical” and “Classical Arabic” and how they distinguish between
them. Furthermore, the term “Ancient North Arabian”, which in essence refers to
a group of scripts, is occasionally used conflated with pre-Islamic Arabic. For the
purposes of clarity, these terms are defined as follows:

1) Proto-Arabic refers to the reconstructed ancestor language of Arabic and from
which all attested forms of Arabic descend. By its nature, proto-Arabic is un-
attested.

2) Old Arabic refers to varieties of Arabic attested in the pre-Islamic period, often
in a variety of scripts. These include North Arabian, South Arabian, Nabataean,
Greek, and so on.

3) Quranic Arabic refers to the spoken form of 6™ century Hijazi Arabic, repre-
sented by the Quranic consonantal text.

4) Classical Arabic refers to the varieties of Arabic described and endorsed by
the medieval grammarian tradition, starting from the 8" to 9™ century AD.

For a long time, the scholarly consensus held that the written history of Arabic
began with the Quran.'* This assumption is partially the result of an uncritical
acceptance of Islamic-period accounts of Arabic’s early history. According to
such accounts, the Arabs of the pre-Islamic period spoke and composed oral
poetry in a register functionally identical to Classical Arabic but rarely, if ever,
wrote this language down (Fischer 1998:187-88). A notable exception to this rule
were the so-called mu‘allagat, which received their name (“hanging; suspended”)
due to the fact that they were written down and draped down from the Ka‘ba
(Larcher 2010:201)

In more recent years, the decipherment of a vast amount of pre-Islamic epi-
graphic material has led to a critical re-evaluation of this view (Al-Jallad 2017b)."*
The inscriptions from northern and central Arabia have led to new understandings
of the history of Arabic before the codification of the Quran and the foundations
of the medieval grammatical tradition. At the same time, the epigraphic material
presents its own difficulties. Relatively few of these inscriptions are dated or give
sufficient contextual clues to determine at what time they were written (Al-Jallad
2015a:17-18)."%!

149 See, for example, Nicholson (“very few among the Pre-islamic Arabs were able to read or
write” (1995:xxi—ii)), Noldeke (“the art of writing among the Meccans and Medinans in the
age of Muhammad was anything but common” (2013:8)), Rabin (“West-Arabian was a non-
literary language. Its speakers have left us no written monuments (...) (1951:2-3))

150" Although much of the epigraphic material has been known since at least the middle of the
19" century, it was not until the beginning of the 20" century that the first Safaitic inscriptions
were deciphered. Their linguistic and historical value was not realized until very recently
(Al-Jallad 2015a; Macdonald 2000)

151" An example of a North Arabian (Safaitic) inscription that gives a contextual clue is HAUI 72,
which mentions “the year of Caesar and the Persians” (s’nt gsr w-h-mdy), which could theo-
retically refer to any moment between the middle of the 1** century BC until the beginning of
the 7 century AD (Al-Jallad 2015a:68)
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The pre-Islamic scripts'*” attested in the west and north of Arabian Peninsula

are usually referred to as “Ancient North Arabian” (Macdonald 2000). Individually,
these scripts are named after the region(s) in which they were discovered.'>
Whereas South Arabian represents a genealogically closely related group of scripts,
the internal relation of the different North Arabian script forms is much more
poorly understood (Al-Jallad 2018). Furthermore, although all these scripts are
attested on the Arabian Peninsula, not all of them were used to write Arabic
(Macdonald 2009:313-16).

One of these script forms, Safaitic, shows that speakers of Old Arabic in-
habited the area known as the Harrah, located in what is now southern Syria, eastern
Jordan, and northwestern Saudi-Arabia (Al-Jallad 2017b). It is difficult to assess
when speakers of Arabic were first active in this region, and although most scholars
estimate that many inscriptions were written starting from the 1% century BC, it
is possible that the writing tradition in the region goes back as far as the 7" century
BC (Al-Jallad 2019).

In the 4™ century BC, the rulers of the Nabataean kingdom (4™ century BC —
106 AD) adopted a form of Aramaic in an official capacity, referred to as Late
Imperial Aramaic. The Nabataeans also took on and modified the Aramaic script,
which would later develop into the Arabic script. Although Aramaic became the
Nabataeans’ administrative language, the Nabataeans’ spoken language was likely
a form of Old Arabic. An important indication of this is that many of the Late
Imperial Aramaic from Nabataea inscriptions are characterized by a strong
Arabic substrate influence (Gzella 2011a).

Some speakers of Arabic adopted the Nabatacan Aramaic script wholesale and
used it to write texts in Arabic. The votive En Avdat inscription (pre-150 AD),
otherwise written in Aramaic, contains two lines in Arabic. The Namarah inscrip-
tion (328 AD) is almost entirely composed in Arabic, with just a few borrowings
from Aramaic (Kropp 2006).

In the following centuries, Arabic spread southwards over the Arabian Penin-
sula. This process seems to have accelerated around the 4™ century AD, leading
to the gradual disappearance of the various North Arabian script forms and the
widespread adoption of the paleo-Arabic script (Al-Azmeh 2014:151-52).
Several of such inscriptions have been found at near the South Arabian cultural
area, at the site of Bi’r Hima, near Najran. The language of these inscriptions seems

152" In fact, this division starts almost immediately north of the South Arabian cultural area, as
inscriptions in North Arabian script forms have been attested in what is now southwest Saudi
Arabia.

153 These script forms are referred to respectively as Safaitic, Thamudic, Hismaic, Taymanitic,
Dadanitic and Hasaitic, however, not all of the languages found in these inscriptions are well-
understood. The Safaitic, Taymanitic and Dadanitic corpora are probably the best understood,
whereas Hismaic (originally categorized as a form of Thamudic) and Hasaitic represent smaller
corpora. As Macdonald points out, the term Thamudic is completely artificial and serves as
something as ‘wastebin’ for all inscriptions that do not fit into a better category (Macdonald
2000:33)
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to predominantly be of Old Arabic with some Aramaicisms (Robin, Al-Ghabban,
and Fayiz Al-Sa’id 2014:1036-1040).

2.5.1. Orthography

As just noted, the first speakers of Arabic did not use the Arabic script. Instead,
Old Arabic speakers wrote their language in a many different scripts, including
North Arabian, South Arabian and Greek (Gruendler 2011:148-49). The first
evidence of the Arabic script dates to the 4™ century AD, having evolved from
the Nabatean script, which itself developed from the earlier Aramaic abjad and
was developed for use of the chancellery in the Nabatean kingdom (Gruendler
2011:149).

An early version of the Arabic script was eventually adopted by the Arabic-
speaking community of the Hijaz (Versteegh 2014:61-62). With the codification
of the Quran, the Arabic script became the standard for writing Arabic in the cen-
turies following. The Quranic consonantal text already indicates the usage of the
letters “alif, waw and ya’ to mark the long vowels a, i and i/ respectively. The
Quran is also the first written Arabic text to indicate a shift in the pronunciation
of the feminine ending from -at to -ah, although it had not yet been fully comp-
leted by the time to Quran was written down (Van Putten 2019:275-78).

Diacritical signs to distinguish similar letters, indicate the gemination of conso-
nants, or the hiatus of vowels had been in use before, albeit inconsistently
(Déroche 2014:20-21). From the late 7™ century onwards, however, the Arabic
script went through a process of standardization. Eventually, the caliph ‘Abd al-
Malik b. Marwan (d. 705) further standardized orthographic practices during his
bureaucratic reforms, which marked widespread implementation of the Arabic
script as it is known today (Versteegh 2014:65).

2.5.2. Phonology

This section discusses the phonology of Arabic and mostly follows the description
found in modern grammars of Classical Arabic. The phonological system of
Proto-Arabic was likely rather similar to that of Classical Arabic, consisting of 28
consonants and three vowels, /a/, /i/, and /u/, and thus represents a rather conser-
vative Semitic language. The main phonological innovation of Proto-Arabic is
the merger of the sibilants /s'/ and /s*/.

2.5.2.1. Consonants

Both dialectological research and recent philological investigations have compli-
cated the view of Arabic’s historical phonology. In particular, the phonetic rea-
lization of some Proto-Semitic consonants has shifted in Classical Arabic pro-
nunciation but is preserved in certain dialects of Arabic (see table 11, below).
For example, the Proto-Semitic voiced velar stop [g] shifted to a palatal in
Classical Arabic, but its velar pronunciation is still attested in both Egyptian and
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Yemeni varieties of Arabic. Similarly, certain dialects spoken near the Yemeni-
Saudi border reflect the realization of Old Arabic /ts/ as a sequence /st/, whereas
Classical Arabic sad is usually pronounced as a velarized sibilant (i.e., /s/).

Table 11: Reconstructed pronunciation of several consonants in Central Semitic, Old,
and Classical Arabic

Central Semitic | Old Arabic Classical Arabic
/d/ [Kf] /d/ [Kf] /d/ [8°]

/g/ [g] /g/ [g] (Cairene Arabic, Southwest Yemen) /8/ 3]

/s/ [ts'] /s/ [ts'] (Yemen [st]) /s [s]

fa/ [k fa/ [k /q/ [4]

Furthermore, the historical evidence suggests that the proto-(Central-)Semitic
pronunciation of *p as [p] was maintained in Proto-Arabic, and perhaps in some
varieties of Old Arabic as well. There are several Middle Iranian loans in the
Quranic text containing a p that are spelled with Arabic f, for example firdaws,
“heaven”, which is derived from an Iranian noun (compare Avestan pairi-daéza),
possibly entering Arabic through Greek parddeisos, eventually (Cheung 2017:
330). Arabic names written in Greek letters too, suggest that Central Semitic p
was probably still pronounced as a stop [p] or [p"] during the late pre-Islamic
period. The sound change /p/ to /f/ probably occurred at a later stage in the
development in Arabic (Al-Jallad 2015a).

__The pronunciation of the consonant g (gim) as voiced palato-alveolar affricate
[d3] likely postdates the early Islamic period and was probably originally
pronounced as a palatal stop [g]. Latin and Greek transcriptions of Arabic words
containing a g are similarly transcribed with Latin g and Greek gamma, sug-
gesting that g continued to be a stop throughout the late pre-Islamic period
(Al-Jallad 2015b:20-21). This pronunciation is also attested in several South
Arabian Arabic dialects (Behnstedt 2016:6-7).

The proto-Semitic consonant ¢ was originally pronounced as a lateralized
fricative'** and likely retained this pronunciation in many varieties of Arabic up
until at least the 10™ century AD.'*® The lateral pronunciation of d is also found
in some dialects spoken in South Arabia. This includes several dialects spoken
between Aden, Dathina and Hadramawt, where the pronunciation of ¢ shifts
between two allophones: the ‘dark 1’ [I¥] and the pharyngealized voiced inter-
dental fricative [0°]. Evidence for the lateral pronunciation of the d exists in some
dialects of the Asir region in southwestern Saudi-Arabia (Behnstedt 2016:16—18).

154" Akkadian cuneiform texts, dating between 2500 to 500 BC, confirm this, as they spell the
name of the Arabian deity Rudaw as ru-ul-da-a-a-u (Versteegh 2014:24)

155 Evidence for the lateral pronunciation in medieval Arabic can be seen in loanwords from
a variety of languages with which Arabic was in contact. Examples include Spanish alcalde
“mayor” (< al-qadr, “the judge”), Tamil parulu, “duty” (< fard) and Indonesian hadlir,
“present” (< hadir) (Versteegh 2014:23-24)
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Proto-Semitic s is usually reconstructed as a glottalized affricate [ts'], and
represents the glottalized counterpart of s* (Kogan 2011:61-62). The pronuncia-
tion of s as an affricate was retained in Hebrew and Gofaz but came to be pro-
nounced as a glottalized sibilant in Classical Arabic [s]. The deaffrication of
Arabic s may not have occurred in Proto-Arabic, as several Persian and Coptic
loanwords with ¢ are represented in Arabic with s (Steiner 1982:75-81). Further-
more, several dialects in northwestern Yemen and southwestern Saudi Arabia
reflect a pronunciation of s as [st] (Behnstedt 2016:14; Watson et al. 2006:37).

2.5.2.2. Vowels

Proto-Arabic likely possessed three vowels: a, i, and u, which have corresponding
long forms, @, 7 and . The raising of the vowel a to é (occasionally diphthon-
gizing into /ie/) is attested in many Arabic vernaculars,'® is used in various Quranic
recitations (gira’at) and was also described by many Classical grammarians, who
refer to this process as imala, “raising” (Owens 2009:197-210). Generally, this
process is seen as allophonic, but Van Putten established that the language of the
Quran phonemically distinguished & and a: the Proto-Arabic triphthongs aya and
ayu collapsed into &, whereas awa and awu collapsed into @ (Van Putten 2017).

Although this triphthong collapsed in Quranic and Classical Arabic, it was
preserved in some varieties of Old Arabic, specifically in the language of the
Safaitic inscriptions.'>” For example, the verb *’atawa (cf. Classical Arabic “ata)
is attested in Safaitic as “tw, suggesting that word-final triphthongs were fully
retained (Al-Jallad 2017a). At the same time, there is some evidence both for the
retention and occasional collapse of triphthongs occurring in the case of the
second root, e.g., both %d and ‘d, “he returned”, suggesting that this process may
have begun in an early stage of Arabic (Al-Jallad 2015a:47).

2.5.3. Morphology
2.5.3.1. Gender

Like the other Semitic languages, Arabic has two genders: masculine and feminine.
Feminine gender is generally marked by the suffixed -az.'*® And like the other
Semitic languages, there are many feminine nouns that are unmarked. These
usually fall into one of the following categories: nouns whose biological referent
is naturally feminine; parts of the body (especially occurring in pairs); inanimate
objects and abstract concepts; plurals of non-humans and collectives of humans
(Retsd 2011:799).

156" As well as common pronunciations of Classical and Modern Standard Arabic.
157 Triphthongs are attested for Ge'ez (see 2.4.4.).

158 The Proto-Semitic ending -t is retained in a very small number of nouns, e.g., bintun,
“girl”; “uhtun, “sister”.
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The Classical Arabic pausal pronunciation of the feminine ending is -a(h),
while the pronunciation -a#(V) is retained in construct state and when case endings
are pronounced. Quranic orthograph, which mostly writes the feminine ending
with the same glyph that represents % indicates that this shift had begun in a pre-
Classical stage of Arabic. At the same time, the spelling of certain grammatically
feminine words with ¢ indicates that during this shift had not yet been completed
at the time of the Quran’s recension (Van Putten 2017).'%

There is some evidence that the sound change -at to -ak did not occur in all
varieties of Old Arabic, however. For example, the feminine ending is always
spelled with ¢ in the Safaitic inscriptions, and the early grammarians note that that
in at least several pre-Islamic dialects, the feminine ending was pronounced as
-at. This is also apparently confirmed by the Graeco-Arabic inscriptions (Al-
Jallad 2015a:349, 2017b:325; Rabin 1951:205-6). However, by the early Islamic
period, the pronunciation of the feminine ending had shifted to -a/ in (almost) all
forms of Arabic, with the likely exception of some variants spoken in South Arabia.

Nowadays, the only area where the pronunciation of the feminine ending -Vt
in both the determinate and construct state still occurs, lies directly to the south-
east of Gabal Fayfa’, between the Saudi Arabian border and the city of Sa‘dah
(Behnstedt 2016:50-51; Watson et al. 2006:37-38).

2.5.3.2. Number

There are three numbers in Arabic: singular, dual, and plural. Due to its limitations,
not all numbers attested in Classical Arabic are also attested in the epigraphic
corpora. The dual in particular is poorly attested in the epigraphic material.

2.5.3.3. Pronouns

Personal pronouns are inflected for three numbers (singular, dual, and plural) and
two genders (masculine and feminine). For reference, table 12 shows the inde-
pendent and clitic personal pronouns as found in modern Classical Arabic.

In Proto-Arabic, the independent personal pronouns lost the original demonst-
rative function attested in other Semitic languages (Al-Jallad 2017b:319).'° They
are only rarely attested in the pre-Islamic Arabic epigraphy (Al-Jallad 2019); clitic
personal pronouns appear more frequently. Due to orthographic limitations, it is
difficult to establish the quality or quantity of the vowel of this clitic pronouns.'®!

159" See also the discussion on Arabic orthography (2.5.1).

160 The dual function of the third person independent pronouns as demonstratives was retained,
for example, in Akkadian (Gelb 1961:132) as well in Sabaic (2.2.4.3) and Gaaz (2.4.3.3).

161 Arabic texts in Greek letters imply that the vowel of the 3rd person masculine clitic pro-
noun was short, either -VA (in the Levant) or -Au (in the Damascus papyrus fragment) (Al-
Jallad 2015:53; Al-Jallad and Vollandt 2020:25-26). According to the Arabic grammarians, a
similar process of shortening the 3rd person masculine clitic pronoun occurred several pre-
Islamic Arabic dialects. This apocopated form was possibly retained in Quranic Arabic (Van
Putten 2022:196-198).
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Table 12: Independent pronouns and pronominal suffixes in Classical Arabic

SG. DL. PL.
3M.  |huwa | -hi/-hi'®? huma -huma | hum -hum/-him
3.F. hiya -ha - hunna -hunna/-hinna
2.M. |‘anta -ka ‘antum -kuma ‘antum -kum
2.F. ‘anti -ki - ‘antunna -kunna
1.c ‘and -i/nit63 - nahnu -na

In some varieties of Classical Arabic, the 3™ person singular, dual and plural
masculine singular pronominal endings are affected by vowel harmony. When
these pronominal endings are preceded by the vowel i, the vowel of these clitics
becomes i as well, resulting in the forms -hum/-him; -hunna/-hinna; huma/-hima;
-hu/-hi. The Arab grammarians describe this kind of vowel harmony as a feature
typical to eastern dialects. Some of these dialects are described to have had vowel
harmony in the conjunctions fa- and wa-, which are pronounced as fi- and wi-
when followed by a syllable containing an i (Rabin 1951:99).

2.5.3.4. The definite article

In Classical Arabic and most contemporary Arabic dialects the definite article is
al-."* This definite article exhibits assimilation when the noun it determines starts
with a coronal consonant. In the Arabic grammatical tradition, the consonants that
display this kind of assimilation are referred to as hurif Samsiyya (“sun letters”).
The pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions display a greater degree of variety of the
definite article. Apart from the aforementioned ‘al-, the definite articles *-, A-, hin-
and Z- are also attested (Al-Jallad 2019:343). The early Muslim lexicographers
recognized the existence of a nasal definite article “am- and saw it as a typically
South Arabian feature. The definite article ‘am- remains in use South Arabia to
this day (Heselwood and Watson 2013; Rabin 1951). The dominance of the
definite article “a/- can likely be attributed to its presence in Hijazi Arabic.

12 The long vowel of the 3™ person masculine is shortened when preceded by a heavy
syllable, e.g., baytu-hii, “his house”; but min-hu, “from him”.

163 The clitic pronoun of the 1% person singular is -1 when preceded by a noun, but -nI when
preceded by a verb.

164 The realization of the definite article varies from dialect to dialect, ranging from al- to il- to
al-. In Maghrebi Arabic dialects, the allomorphic variant /i/l is also attested if a noun starts with
two consonants (e.g., Tunis Arabic ir-razil, ‘the man’ vs li-rzal, ‘the men’ (Gibson 2011:566)).
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2.5.3.5. Case and state

There are three cases and states in Classical Arabic. Although case is a salient
feature in Classical Arabic, there is no evidence of (productive) case in any of the
Arabic dialects. However, there is little doubt that case existed in Proto-Arabic.'®

In the singular, Classical Arabic productively distinguishes three cases: nomi-
native, genitive and accusative. In the plural, the genitive and accusative coa-
lesced, leading to a nominative-oblique distinction. The Proto-Semitic locative
-u is retained in a few expressions, e.g., gablu, ‘before’; ba‘du, ‘afterward’.

Broadly speaking, the nominative is used to express both subject and predicate
in non-verbal clauses (e.g., al-maliku kabirun, “the king is great”); the subject in
active verbal clauses (daraba [-maliku, “the king struck”™) or the direct object in
passive verbal clauses (kutiba kitabun, “a book was written”). The genitive is used
primarily to mark the second member in the construct state (kitabu [-maliki, “the
book of the king”’) and nouns occurring after (nearly) all prepositions. Finally, the
accusative is primarily used to mark the direct objection in verbal clauses (daraba
I-maliku I-*abda, “the king struck the servant”) and all adverbs (dahaba sari*an,
“he went quickly™).

Classical Arabic possess three states: indeterminate, determinate, and construct
states. A noun in the indeterminate state is marked by a case vowel and a suffixed
nasal consonant. This phenomenon is commonly referred to as nunation (e.g.,
malik-u-n, king-NOM-INDEF., “a king”). Nunation is also attested in a variety
of contemporary Arabic dialects, although its relation to the system of the
marking of the indeterminate state in Classical Arabic remains unclear (Stokes
2017:227-32).'%¢

A noun in the determinate state is marked by the loss of nunation and occurs
most often with the definite article (e.g., al-maliku, “the king”), but also with the
vocative particle ya (e.g., ya maliku, “o, king”) or following the absolute negation
la, ‘there is no’ (e.g., la ‘ilaha, “there is no God”).

In the construct state, the head noun is marked by the loss of nunation. Most
frequently, the second member of a construct state is a noun, in which case it
takes the genitive case, e.g., maliku baytin, “the king of a house”; sahibu [-dari,
“master of the house”. Less frequently, the second member of the construct state
can also be a verbal clause (e.g., ‘amru ma tahduru, “the case which you avoid”)
(Retsd 2011:802).

165 The existence of case in Proto-Arabic (and Proto-Semitic) was cast into doubted by
Owens, who suggested that the development of case in Akkadian and Classical Arabic reflect
parallel innovations (2009:83—-86). However, Al-Jallad and Van Putten (2017) responded to
most of Owens’ claims.

166 In his excellent dissertation, Stokes argues against a ‘monogenetic’ interpretation of
dialectal nunation to explain its occurrence in all of the Arabic dialects. In several dialects,
Stokes notes that dialectal nunation may go back to the demonstrative han, occurring in post-
nominal suffixes in some early Arabic dialects (Stokes 2017:224)

102



2.5.3.6. Nominal morphology

The nominal system of Arabic represents one of the more extensive and con-
servative systems of Semitic. Nouns are declined for two genders (masculine and
feminine); three numbers (singular, dual, and plural). The high number of nomi-
nal derivational patterns in Classical Arabic is likely the result of the later in-
corporation of material from many different pre-Islamic Arabic dialects, particu-
larly from Central and East Arabia (Rabin 1951:22)

There are two ways of forming nominal plurals in Arabic. The external plural
is characterized by a suffix, whose form further depends on gender and case; the
masculine external plural is either -itna or -ina, representing the nominative and
oblique respectively. If a masculine external plural is the first member of the con-
struct state, the nasal element is lost, i.e., -it ~ -7. The feminine external plural is
characterized by the suffix -at, which similarly distinguishes a nominative form
-atu(n) and an oblique form -ati(n). Generally, the use of external plurals is limited
a set number of nominal forms. %

The use of internal (broken) plurals is very common in Arabic. There is a
relatively large number of possible internal plurals, not all internal plural patterns
are attested with any singular noun. Furthermore, certain nouns may have more
than one internal plural, which is not always clearly semantically motivated
(Ratcliffe 1998; Wright 2005).

2.5.3.7. Verbal morphology

The verbal system of Classical Arabic is similarly conservative. Similar to the
noun, verbs are conjugated for two genders (masculine and feminine) and three
numbers (singular, dual, and plural).

There are two systems of verbal conjugation: a prefix- and suffix conjugation.
The suffix conjugation primarily expresses past tense, although it can also express
the optative mood. The prefix conjugation can express both the present and future
tense as well as the indicative, subjunctive and jussive moods, which are marked
with various vowel endings or lack thereof. Several varieties of Arabic also express
the energic mood, which is characterized by a nasal suffix i.e., -an(na).'*®

Classical Arabic distinguishes an active and passive voice.'® The passive voice
is formed through internal modification of the verbal pattern (apophony), for
example kataba (active) VS kutiba (passive). In most Arabic dialects the passive

167 Obligatory use of the external plural in (Classical) Arabic is mostly restricted to di-
minutives, the adjectival form (nisba), participles and nominal forms of derived verb stems
and agent nouns with the pattern CaCCaC (Birnstiel 2019:380).

1688 The energic mood is attested in pre-Islamic poetry, Quranic and Classical Arabic and has
parallels in Biblical Hebrew (Edzard 2011:498). It is possible that the n-morphemes attested
in Ugaritic and the so-called ‘long prefix-conjugation’ in Epigraphic South Arabian are related
to the energetic, but this remains unclear (Pardee 2019:466).

169 Middle voice is also attested and are typically marked by the vocalic pattern fa‘ila or fa‘ula,
e.g., sa‘uda, ‘to be blessed’; fariha, ‘to be glad’ (Ajer 2015:8-9).
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voice is expressed adjectivally or through the use of periphrasis (Rets¢ 1983:21—
30), although the internal passive is attested in several dialects of the Arabian
Peninsula (Davey 2016:152).

Furthermore, Classical Arabic possesses one of the largest systems of verbal
stems in the Semitic languages. In total there are fifteen such stems, although only
the first ten are regularly attested. Traditionally these are referred to with the Latin
numerals I to X(V). Most of these verbal stems can be linked to the verbal stems
of other Semitic languages, with the Arabic stems I to IV corresponding to the G-,
D-, L- and C-stems found in other Semitic languages and stems VIII, V, VI, and
X generally expressing the reflexive or passive of the first four. Other stems are
innovations; for example, stems IX (if*alla) and XI (if*alla) are derived from the
nominal pattern aCCaC and are used only to describe colors, defects, and other
visual characteristics (Birnstiel 2019). It is worth noting that many of these verbs
have been completely lexicalized and in most cases the derived stems are no
longer productive (Kasz 2015:347)'7°

2.5.4. Syntax
2.5.4.1. Agreement

Syntactical agreement in Classical Arabic has been the subject of many studies,
and was treated by Reckendorf (1895), Wright (1896). Seeing how an in-depth
study dedicated to this subject was only recently published (Bettega and D’ Anna
2023), this section will present a brief summary of agreement in Arabic.

The main factors influencing agreement in Arabic are animacy and word order.
Associated words, including demonstrative, relative and personal pronouns, adjec-
tives, and verbs must agree with the noun in number and gender (and in Classical
Arabic case).

Like in the other Semitic languages, in Classical Arabic associated words must
agree with the noun in number, gender and case in nominal phrases, and number
and gender in verbal phrases. In nominal phrases, the degree of agreement depends
on animacy; in verbal phrases, agreement depends on animacy and word order
(Bettega and D’ Anna 2023:166—67)

Animate and inanimate nouns tend to function differently in terms of syntax.
Animate nouns tend to take full agreement in number, gender, and case, for
example, rigalun kibarun, “big men”; nisa’u karimatun, “generous women”. On
the other hand, non-human plural nouns tend to take feminine singular agreement.
Examples include regardless of the noun’s grammatical gender e.g., kalbun
‘amin, “a loyal dog”; kilabun ‘aminatun, “loyal dogs” (Retso 2011:800).

However, this system is far from stable, and appears to not have fully crys-
tallized in pre-Classical Arabic. Van Putten (forthcoming) recently showed that,
in both the pre-Islamic mu‘allagat poems as well as in the Quran, partial agreement

170 For example, for many verbs the G-stem (1), the causative (IV) and reflexive (VIII) stems
have coalesced.
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is mostly limited to pronouns, whereas verbs and adjectives display full agree-
ment. Interestingly, the contemporary dialects of Arabic which retain masculine
and feminine distinctions in the plural follow the same system. This indicates that
as a syntactic phenomenon, asymmetric agreement is restricted to Classical Arabic.

2.5.4.2. Negation

The negation strategies of Classical Arabic reflect some of its most innovative
features. Existential negation is usually expressed with the negator /a or with the
negative verb laysa, which is conjugated for number and gender. It is possible that
the negator /a derives, through metathesis, from the West-Semitic negator ‘al-,
initially resulting in /a”, with the loss of the glottal stop leading to compensatory
lengthening. The presence of the negator /a” in many spoken varieties of Arabic
has been interpreted as a possible archaism (Kaye 2007).'”!

The past tense in Classical Arabic is negated either through usage of the par-
ticle ma together with the suffix conjugation (e.g., md kataba, “he did not write”)' ">
or the particle /am with the apocopate (e.g., lam yaktub). The negator ma most
likely arose from an original interrogative used as a rhetorical device,'” but was
grammaticalized in Arabic to a strict negator (Sjors 2018:232-240).

2.5.5. Particles

Arabic is further characterized by several particles that do not appear in any other
Semitic language. These include the subordinating conjunction hattd, “up to”,'”*
the locative ‘inda, “by; around” and the ablative ‘an, “(away) from; about” (Al-
Jallad 2018:7, 18-20)

The preverbal particle gad is likely derived from a grammaticalization of the
verb gadama, “to proceed” (Huehnergard 2017:21). In Classical Arabic, it may
mark either the pluperfect (with the suffix-conjugation, e.g., gad wasala, “he has
arrived”) or potential modality (with the prefix conjugation, e.g., gad yaktubu “he
may write”’). Both usages of this particle are attested in early Arabic varieties,
including Quranic and Classical Arabic, and are retained in several Yemeni
Arabic dialects (Behnstedt and Woidich 2021:388—89; Vanhove 1996:244-248;
Watson 1993:52).

17! But see contra Pat-El (2017:443), who argues that while Kaye is correct in his assessment
that ‘Classical Arabic is not the ancestor of the modern dialects’, disagrees that the negator /@’
with the glottal stop is an example of a proto-Arabic archaism retained in the dialects.

172" Less commonly, the negative particle /@ can also be used with the suffix conjugation, appa-
rently in the same meaning. The attestations and possible semantic motivations of /@ with the
suffix conjugation is discussed in more detail by Sjors (Sjors 2018:237, £.28)

173" A similar rhetorical device is attested, for example, in the Hebrew Bible; however, as Al-
Jallad points out, only Arabic further grammaticalized this into a negator (Al-Jallad 2017b:319).
174 This most likely reflects a grammaticalization of the noun hadd, “border; limit” and the
conjunction -fay (Al-Jallad 2018). A similar process occurred in the case of Minaic 5%, which
also means ‘border’ (compare Arabic sanna, “to prescribe”).

105



2.5.6. Lexicon

The Arabic lexicon is both the largest extant and best described of all the Semitic
languages. The earliest evidence of Arabic lexemes date from the pre-Islamic
period and are attested primarily in the epigraphical corpora. The Safaitic corpus
in particular, contains many items that are also found in the later Classical Arabic
dictionaries, but nevertheless displays lexical isoglosses shared with either North-
west Semitic or contemporary Levantine Arabic dialects (Al-Jallad 2019:363).

Old Arabic is also attested in the form of pre-Islamic poetry, which was
recorded in the early Abbasid period. Although the degree to which the pre-
Islamic poems were subject to later redaction is controversial,'” the lexical items
found therein represent an archaic, pre-Classical stage of Arabic.'’®

Naturally the Quran became a source of lexical information and philological
study for later scholars. Much Quranic religious vocabulary was derived from
Syriac and Aramaic, either directly or through intermediaries such as (late) Sabaic
and Gaofaz. Other terms also found in the Quran, pertaining to notions of social
organization and religion were derived from Middle Persian.'”’

Arabic lexicography as a systematic field of study arose in the 2"Y/8™ century.
The Arabic scholars of this period were predominantly interested in collecting as
much linguistic data as possible. This usually involved gathering information
from desert dwelling Bedouin (*a‘rab;), who were considered to speak the best
kind of Arabic (al-fushd) (Versteegh 2014:71-72).'7 The lexemes collected from
their informants were then classified on the basis of subject/topic or arranged
based on their root consonants.'”

175 The most radical thesis as presented in Margoliouth’s “The Origins of Arabic Poetry”
(1925) and Taha Husayn’s fi [-§i'r al-gahili (1926) claims that pre-Islamic poetry consists of
later fabrications has been rejected. Although doubts about the authenticity of the pre-Islamic
poetic corpus have persisted afterwards, the scholarly consensus has rejected the notion that
they were Abbasid period forgeries (Bauer 2010:701).

176 One particular feature of the pre-Islamic poetic corpora is the creation of neologisms based
on affixes no longer productive in Classical Arabic. Citing Ullmann, Versteegh (2014:71)
gives the examples ‘adlamu, ‘very black’ to form idlahamma, ‘to be/become very black’;
islantaha, ‘to be wide’ from sataha, ‘to expand’.

177 The idea that Quranic vocabulary was (heavily) influenced by Syriac and Aramaic
terminology has occasionally been used to suggest that the Prophet Muhammad took these
concepts wholesale from Aramaic and Syriac sources (Jeffery 2007:38-9).

178 From the Umayyad period onwards, the notion developed that the best Arabic was spoken
by nomadic Arabic-speakers that never became sedentary. The early Islamic grammarians
often stressed that their statements were confirmed by Bedouin informants. The degree to
which this reflects the actual situation on the ground is impossible to determine. Some
anecdotes suggest that at least some Bedouin informants were susceptible to both bribery and
political interference, which further casts into doubt the veracity of their statements.

179 As Baalbeki points out, several scholars between the 2"/8" to 5"/11" centuries produced
lexicographical works both on a topic-subject basis (referred to as mubawwab) and on a root-
arrangement basis (referred to as mugannas). Although the mugannas-type dictionaries would
eventually become the dominant type of lexicographical work, the last scholar that Baalbeki
mentions to produce both mubawwab and mugannas type works was Ibn Sida (d. 458/1066).
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The activity of the lexicographers resulted in the massive collection of Arabic
lexemes, some of which were associated with the speech (luga) of particular pre-
Islamic Arabic tribes.'*® In the centuries following, Arabic dictionaries would be-
come ever more expansive, culminating with Zabidi’s 7ag al-‘ariis, which was
completed in 1188/1774 (Baalbaki 2014:397-98).'%!
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2.6. Discussion

The chapter has given a general outline of the most relevant grammatical and
syntactical features of the languages of South Arabia. It is clear that many of the
features found in these languages are very similar to one another. In some cases,
these similarities can be attributed to shared retentions going back to an earlier
stage of Semitic.'™ In other cases, similarities may have arisen through parallel
analogic developments.'®

For example, when comparing the forms of the suffix conjugation of the 1%
and 2™ person singular, it is clear that most South Arabian languages have a
suffixed -k. The notable exception here is Classical Arabic. This would suggest that
the suffix conjugation was originally marked with a -k[V] and that the Classical
Arabic form represents a proto-Arabic innovation.

Table 13: The 1 and 2" suffix conjugation in the languages of South Arabia

Sabaic MSA (Mehri) Gofoz (Classical) Arabic
2M  |qtl-k kis-k nagara-ka qatal-ta
2.F qtl-k kis-§ nagar-ki qatal-ti
1.c qtl-k kis-k nagar-ku qatal-tu

However, considering the presence of South Arabian Arabic dialects that similarly
possess a -k in the suffix conjugation, this would imply that these Arabic dialects
are more conservative, and that the k-based suffix conjugation was also present
in proto-Arabic.

This example is purely rhetorical. Comparative evidence from other Semitic
languages, such as Akkadian and Ugaritic, both of which are attested much earlier
than any of the South Arabian languages, demonstrates that the Proto-Semitic suf-
fix conjugation was marked by a -k in the 2™ person and a -7 in the 1* person. This
distribution was likely retained in Proto-West Semitic but came to be levelled to
either -k or -¢ in various West Semitic languages. This resulted in the following
distribution:

182 As discussed under the header of typological similarities (2.1.)

183 A possible example of is this is the presence of the k-based 1% and 2™ person suffix
conjugation, attested in Sabaic (and the other Epigraphic South Arabian languages), Modern
South Arabian, and Ethio-Semitic. This is discussed in more detail in 3.2.1.
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Table 14: The 1 and 2" suffix conjugation in the Semitic languages

Proto- Akkadian | Ugaritic Classical Go'oz Sabaic
Semitic Arabic
2M | *-ta zikara-ta | mlk-t (*malak-ta) qatal-ta katalka | qtl-k
2F | *ti zikara-ti mlk-t (*malak-ti) qatal-ti katalki | qtl-k
1c | *ku zikara-k mlk-t (¥*malak-tu) qatal-tu katalki | qtl-k

However, such comparative linguistic information is not always present. When
no such comparative material exists, it is much more difficult to determine if
similar features between languages arose because they belong to the same branch
of a linguistic family (shared innovations), whether they arose independently
(coincidence) or whether they spread through contact. This can be particularly
challenging when languages are genetically closely related (Epps, Huehnergard,
and Pat-E1 2013:213).

A case in point is the merger of the sibilants s' and s*. This merger occurred
in Gofoz (2.4.2) as well as in Arabic (2.5.1). Although earlier forms of Sabaic
maintained a distinction between s' and s°, the Late Sabaic linguistic evidence
indicates that this process also occurred in Late Sabaic. As a shared innovation
can be ruled out, the question should be whether the merger of the two sibilants
can be ascribed to an independent development or whether it was the result of
contact with either Gofaz or Arabic.'®

The issue of which features were spread through contact rather than shared
retentions or the result of independent innovations will be addressed in the fol-
lowing chapter, which addresses the most important aspects of language contact
in late antique South Arabia.

184 The merging of different sibilants is attested throughout all Semitic languages, often
resulting in different outcomes. For example, in opposition to the aforementioned cases,
Akkadian and Ugaritic merged s' and s2. The same process also occurred in Hebrew, where
the original distinction between sin and sin is only marked orthographically.
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CHAPTER 3:
Language contact in late antique South Arabia

The previous chapter gave an outline of the various languages of South Arabia
during the late antique period, together with their most relevant features. Several
of these features are shared between all or some of these languages, although it is
not always self-evident whether or not similarities exist due to shared retention
or whether they arose due to contact.

Several questions regarding language contact in South Arabia remain unans-
wered. Firstly, although it is apparent that Sabaic did not disappear overnight, up
until which point did it remain a spoken language in the region? Secondly, at what
moment did Arabic become the main vehicle for communication? Thirdly, how
significant was the role of speakers of Ethiopic languages in South Arabia during
the same period?

The current chapter seeks to answer such questions by focusing on linguistic
contact in South Arabia during the late antique period, c¢. 400 — 800 AD. It seeks
to pinpoint which shared linguistic features arose due to contact between the
various languages of South Arabia.

This chapter is structured as follows: it consists of analyses relating to phono-
logy (3.1.), morphology (3.2.) and syntax (3.3.). This is followed by a brief dis-
cussion of lexicon (3.4.), followed by a general summary of the chapter and its
implication for our understanding of language contact in late antique South Arabia.

3.1. Phonology
3.1.1. The sound change *p > f

Proto-Semitic *p is traditionally considered to have been pronounced as a voice-
less bilabial stop [p]. This pronunciation was retained in East Semitic as well as
in Northwest Semitic represented by Ugaritic, Canaanite, and Aramaic. In
Hebrew and Aramaic, p has an allophonic secondary articulation fin post-vocalic
position (Huehnergard and Rubin 2011:272).

The sound change *p > f'was traditionally seen as a “South Semitic” isogloss
(Rubin 2008:83, 86). As the notion of a South Semitic genetic subbranch was
abandoned, the shift of /p/ > /f/ came to be seen as an areal feature (Huehnergard
and Rubin 2011:272).

Establishing when this sound change occurred is not self-evident. As Al-Jallad
has pointed out, the introduction of new glyphs to in Syriac and Go'az represent
Greek pi [p"] indicates that the reflex of Proto-Semitic *p in these languages was
not considered equivalent to Greek pi (2015:19). This would suggest that by the
4™ century AD, at the latest, the sound change *p > f had been completed comp-
lete in Go%az.
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Establishing an exact date for when this sound change occurred is not straight-
forward. Some epigraphic and documentary evidence exists that suggest /p/ was
still pronounced as /p/ in the BC period, but had shifted to [f] by the 1% century
AD:

a. Inthe 3" century BC, a member of the Minacan community in Egypt inscribed
a sarcophagus containing a reference to the Egyptian deity Userhapi
(< Sarapis), which is represented as trf (Sayed 1984:93).'%

b. The Himyarite capital of Zafar (Zf) is mentioned in two different Greek
sources.
a. Periplus Maris Erythraia (1 century AD) represents the name as Safar
(Zagap) (Casson 1989:62).
b. The Historia Ecclesiastica (5 century AD) represents the name as
Tafar|on] (Tagpap[ov]) (Philostorgius 1972:34, 2007:41).

c. The Periplus Maris Erythraia also mentions the South Arabian tribal group
and eponymous region Ma‘afir (Sabaic m'fr[m]), represented therein as Mafa-
ritis (Magapitig).

d. A local Latin inscription from the 2™ century AD refers to the “port of Fa-
rasan” (Ferresani portus) (Phillips, Villeneuve, and Facey 2004).

Assuming that the situation in Minaic can be taken as representative for the South
Arabian languages as a whole, the original pronunciation of Proto-Semitic */p/
as a bilabial stop was retained in pre-BC period.

By the first century AD, this situation began to change. The aspirated stops
[p"], [t"], and [K"] of Attic Greek had become fricatives [f], [0], and [x] in Koine
Greek (Colvin 2007:67). The material found in the Periplus Maris Erythraia and
Philostorgius’ Historia Ecclesiastica seemingly confirms that the sound change
p to f had been completed in Sabaic by the 1% century AD. This argument is
further strengthened by the Latin inscription from the Farasan islands, especially
considering that Latin f consistently represented a fricative [f].

Early Arabic evidence further suggests that the shift p to fwas an areal pheno-
menon. Several words borrowed from Persian containing an p were borrowed

185 The inscription M 338 reads (translation adapted from Sayed 1984:93): nfgn k-Zyd’l bn
Zyd d-Zyrn d-wb((dwb)) d-s"rb mrrn w-qlymtn k-"bytt ’I’lt Msr b-ywmhy Tlmyt bn Tlmyt
w-yfqr Zyd’l b-wrhh Hthr w-yfnnw kb bn ki °bytth ’I’lt Msr tmhh-s'm ks’w bws k-syh-s’
w-yslyn-s'b’h-s' ‘d mn byt lhn “trhf b-wrhh Kyhk hrf tny w-‘s%ry k-Tlmyt mlkn w-rtd Zydl
gmn-s'((Imn-s')) w-nfg-s* trbf w-"I’lt ‘m-s* b-mhrmh-s’ (|), “This is the sarcophagus of Zaydl,
son of Zayd of the clan Zyrn, the purified one, who imported myrrh and calamus for the
temples of the gods of Egypt in the days of Ptolemy son of Ptolemy and Zaydl died in the
month Hathur and was sent kouphi from all the temples of the gods of Egypt and was presented
with linen coverings for his (funerary) boat, and he was raised up by his mourners to the port
of the temple of the god Osiris-Apis in the month Kayhak of the 22™ year of the Ptolemy the
king; and Zayd™l consecrated his mummy (?) and his sarcophagus to Osiris-Apis and his
associated gods in his sanctuary”.
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into Arabic with /f/ (e.g., firdaws < paradéisos; fars < pars (Al-Jallad 2015b:19).
However, by the time of the composition of the Damascus Psalm fragment in the
9™ century AD, the shift of p to fhad been completed in Arabic as well (Al-Jallad
and Vollandt 2020:55-56).

To summarize, the epigraphic and documentary evidence shows that proto-
(Central-)Semitic p continued to be pronounced as a stop in the BC period. The
first evidence for a change into a fricative fin South Arabia dates to the 1* century
AD, after which this pronunciation spread further northwards in the following
centuries.

3.1.2. Assimilation of the nasal n

The progressive assimilation of n is a feature that is attested in many different
Semitic languages. It is found in Northwest Semitic languages, as well as in some
varieties of Ancient North Arabian (Gzella 2011b:426; Udine 2011).

From the Middle Sabaic period onwards, the nasal consonant n consistently
displays assimilation to a following consonant (2.2.3.). This can be seen both in
the case of inherited lexemes (for example, s’ < nfs’, “souls”; bt < bnt, “daugh-
ter”; tt < ‘ntt, “female; feminine” (Stein 2003:19), as well as in the representation
of foreign names and borrowings. Examples include Mdrn < al-Mundir'*®; Mdbn,
“al-Mandab”.'*’

As Stein points out, this phenomenon is typical for the inscriptions of the
central Sabaean cultural area, meaning the region around Marib and the central
South Arabian highlands. At the same time, it is almost unattested in the south-
western Radmanite and northern Haramic inscriptions (Stein 2003:20-21). From
the Late Sabaic period onwards, nasal assimilation is attested throughout the
entire South Arabian linguistic area.

Earlier and contemporaneous epigraphic evidence suggests nasal assimilation
may have been a broader phenomenon present across the Arabian Peninsula, with
evidence for systematic assimilation becoming stronger further south. For example,
whereas the Safaitic corpus attests to the inconsistent assimilation of nasal conso-
nants, it is apparently fully consistent in Dadanitic (Al-Jallad 2015a:51; Kootstra
2019:71). A possible example of inconsistent full anticipatory nasal assimilation
in Quranic Arabic is attested in the form nuggi < nungi (Van Putten 2022:268).
Furthermore, Al-Jallad (forthcoming) interprets the phrase mfdlk attested in the
Gabal Dabib inscription as reflecting assimilation of the preposition min with the
noun fad! (followed by the pronominal suffix -k), e.g., mif-fadli-ka (*min fadli-
ka)."®® If this were the case, this would suggest that anticipatory nasal assimilation
remained productive in South Arabia around the beginning of the Islamic period.

186 Also note the representation of the Arabic prefixed definite article with the Sabaic suffixed
definite article, which is also discussed below (4.2.3.1.).

187 Ja 1028-4: [...] w-tsn® s's'ltn Mdbn, ‘and he strengthened the chain of Mandab’.

188 This would be more-or-less identical to the behavior of the definite article in Hebrew,
which displays a similar form of assimilation (e.g., hay-yod, “the hand”) (Pat-El 2009:20).
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Medieval authors note the existence of the form mi/ as a contraction of *min
al-, “from the...”. As Rabin points out, this system was attested particularly in
the extreme points of the Arabian Peninsula, such as Aleppo, Oman, northern
Yemen (Rabin 1951:72-73). In this light, it is possible that the process of nasal
assimilation, once widely attested and common across the Arabian Peninsula,
gradually died out and was retained only in more remote linguistic varieties.

Strengthening this notion is the fact that nasal assimilation is still attested in
several contemporary varieties of Arabic spoken in South Arabia. In the dialect
of Jabal Razih, spoken in southwestern Saudi Arabia, the nasal consonant n is
completely assimilated to any following consonant, for example, perf. nagal >
imperf. yiggul, “to extract” (Watson et al. 2006:37). A similar phenomenon is
attested in the dialects of Jibal Faifa, spoken in the eastern parts of the Jazan
province of Saudi-Arabia (Alfaife 2018:5657; Behnstedt 1987:189). Further areal
evidence for the assimilation of nasal consonants is the behavior of some nouns
in Omani Mehri and Sheri, as in the words kannitt < *kannant “small” (F.SQ); tet
< *intét “woman”.

3.1.3. The merger of the sibilants s” and s3

Proto-Semitic originally possessed three different non-emphatic sibilants. De-
pending on the academic tradition, these sibilants may be represented in various
ways. For reasons of clarity, I will maintain the most neutral system of transcrip-

tion by referring to these sibilants as s7, s2 and s® respectively.'®’
Table 15: The sibilants in various Semitic languages
Proto-Semitic Traditional Sabaic | Arabic | Mehri (MSA) Hebrew
pronunciation | transcription
[J] (or [s]) $ s! o [s] s/h '
1 $ s? U [8] i 17
[ts] s §? os] s o

189 The phonetic realization of the sibilants in Sabaic and the other Epigraphic South Arabian
languages is uncertain. The debate mostly revolves around the question whether s’ was
pronounced as a hushed or a hissed sibilant (i.e, [s] or [f], with arguments both in favor and
against either suggestion. On the one hand, early Sabaic inscriptions from Ethiopia indicate a
merger of the interdentals t and d with s' and z, respectively. Crosslinguistic evidence suggests
that the merger of [0] with a hissed [s] is more common than with a hushed [[]. However, two
Middle Sabaic inscriptions represent the Greek name Seleukos as /s'lky/. At the same time,
certain foreign onomastics with a plain sibilant [s] are represented in several Epigraphic South
Arabian languages, particularly Minaic, with /t/; e.g., dlt (< Delos); timyt (<Ptolemaios); “trhf
(< ?Userhapi). This would suggest that the /t/ may have been phonetically closest to the Greek
sibilant [s].
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In South Arabia, the distinction between all three sibilants was retained in Sabaic,
at least up until the late period, as well as in Modern South Arabian, although
they have undergone certain sound changes in the latter. The merger of s' and s*
is posited for proto-Ethiopic'*® as well as Arabic (see table 15).

In Sabaic, all three sibilants are distinguished up until the Late Sabaic period
(2.2.3.). A shared innovation between proto-Arabic and proto-Go‘oz is the merger
of s’ and s°(2.4.2; 2.5.2). Only certain Modern South Arabian languages retain a
distinction between the three sibilants, although their original pronunciation has
undergone certain sound changes (2.3.2.).

Although evidence is not plentiful, there are multiple examples of the merger
of s’ with 5% in Late Sabaic exist (Stein 2003:26—7): forms with an etymological
s* are occasionally spelled with s’ and vice versa (e.g., ms’nd instead of ms’nd,
“inscription”; s’s°/t instead of s//]s’lt, “chain”) (Sima 2001:257). Similarly, some
loanwords containing a sibilant are represented with either s' or s%: For example,
the name Joseph, derived from Hebrew Yosefis spelled as Yws!fin one inscription
Ja 1028, but as Yws’fin the inscription SR-Na‘d 9 (Robin and Rijziger 2018:273).

It is not clear if the merger of s/ and s° represented a late Sabaic independent
development. The merger of consonants is attested in various Semitic languages,
both inside and outside South Arabia: in both Akkadian and Ugaritic, s’ and s?
merged, whereas in Old Aramaic, s' and s*> merged (Kogan 2011:55; Udine 2011:
566). Moreover, a similar merger can already be seen in the so-called Amiritic
inscriptions from the northern edges of the South Arabian cultural area, written
between the 1 century BC and the 2™ century AD.

The discussion of whether or not the merger of the sibilants in Late Sabaic is
best seen as an independent development or as evidence for substrate influence
will be discussed again below (4.2.2.1.).

3.1.4. Loss of the glottal stop /?/

The South Arabian glyph for ‘alif is generally taken to have represented a glottal
stop /?/, although there is no direct evidence pertaining to its pronunciation in the
Epigraphic South Arabian languages (Stein 2003:19). Although the spelling of
words with an etymological glottal stop is generally consistent throughout the
entire period in which Sabaic was attested, South Arabian loanwords and ono-
mastics in the Arabic corpus suggest that the glottal stop was elided. The question
remains whether this was the result of language-internal developments in Sabaic,
or whether the glottal stop was lost after the borrowing of Sabaic terms into Arabic.

The evidence is as follows: in the widely attested South Arabian personal
names Surahbil (< s%hb’l) and Sarahil (S%h’) the ya’ represents a long vowel
instead of acting as a carrier for the hamza. Furthermore, the early grammarian
Stbuwayhi (d. 180/796) lists the name Sarahil in his discussion of the patterns

190 In proto-Ethio-Semitic, the interdental ¢ also merged with s. Evidence of the merger of the
interdental t and s! can also be seen in the early Sabaic inscriptions from Ethiopia, for example
hhds’ < hhdt, “to found”; “ws’n < *win, “idols”, as well as in Hadramitic.
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mafa‘il and mafa‘il, suggesting that the name was pronounced as such by the 8™
century AD at the latest (Sibuwayh 1988:229). Late pre-Islamic and early Islamic
papyrological and epigraphical evidence further suggests that these South Arabian
names were transmitted into Arabic without the retention of the glottal stop:

The earliest piece of evidence is the Harran inscription, which dates to the year
568 AD."! The other is an early Islamic epigraph from the peninsula of Knidos,
now part of southwestern Turkey.'*? The first inscription reads as follows (Larcher
and Cassuto 2020):

Figure 2: Sarahil b. Talemd inscription, adapted from Schroeder (1884)

n? srhyl bn tlmw
‘and Sarahil bin Talemo
“I am Sarahil, son of Talem”

The second inscription, from Cnydos (the current Dat¢a Peninsula in Southwest
Turkey), reads as follows (Imbert 2013:738):

Graffito C3

Uhm *gfr 1-srhyl bn vfy* I[*k]y mn "hl flstyn

‘allahumma igfir li-Sarahil bin rafi* I-‘akkt min “ahli filastin

“Oh Lord, forgive Sarahil, son of RafT* al-‘AkkT of the people of Palestine”.

191 This inscription has already received attention for being one of the earliest inscriptions
written in the Arabic script (Hoyland 2008)

192 The cultural background of these inscriptions is discussed in more detail below in the
section “South Arabians in early Islam” (5.3.)

115



Figure 3: Fascimile of graffito C3 (adapted from Imbert (2013))

Both names Sarahil and Surahbil are also attested in early Islamic papyri from
Egypt. In these papyri, the name Surahbil occurs twice (P.I1.Vogl.5; P.Hamb.
Arab.I), while Sarahil occurs five times. Although most early papyri are undotted,
a papyrus from the 3"/9™ century vocalizes the name entirely as §7?hy/ (P.Cair.
Arab 282):!%

P.Cair.Arab. 282

Iy ydy simwn bn sr’hil

‘ald yaday salmin bin Sarahil
“Through Salmiin, son of Sarahil”

Further onomastic evidence for the loss of the glottal stop includes the trans-
mission of the tribal name Du Yaz’an. The earliest attestation of the name dates
to the middle of the 4™ century AD, following the Himyarite conquest of Hadra-
mawt. The Yaz’anides, being a tribe of considerable political influence, would go
on to play an important role in South Arabia’s history during the 5" and 6™
centuries. Furthermore, the Islamic tradition describes the South Arabian prince
who sought to gain independence from Aksumite Ethiopia as Yazanite, calling him
Sayf. b. D1 Yazan.

In the South Arabian epigraphy, the name Dii Yaz’an is consistently spelled
with a glottal stop: d-yz’n. However, the Arabic tradition consistently transmits this
name with two short vowels: Dii Yazan, as the following early (9" century) manu-
script of the Ibn Hisam’s (d. 217/833) sirat al-nabt indicates:

193 T was unfortunately unable to access an image of this papyrus.

116



AP AT T
IS
il

Figure 4: The name Sayfb. D1 Yazan in an early
manuscript of Ibn Hisam’s Sirat al-Nabi (Vollers)

Toponymical evidence also shows the elision of the glottal stop, leading to forms
such as Biisan < B’s'n, al-Bar < B'rn; Yakld < Ykl’, to name a few examples. In
some cases, the loss of the glottal stop resulted in a triphthong: examples include
Qaniya < On’tm; Lagiyya < Lg’t. The most likely reason for this is that, in the
South Arabian language from which these toponyms were borrowed, the glottal
stop was followed and preceded by two different short vowels, for example
*Qani‘a and Lagi‘a. The loss of the glottal stop led to an insertion of the semi-
vowel y, resulting in the forms attested in Arabic.

To summarize, the epigraphic and manuscript evidence shows that the Late
Sabaic glottal stop is no longer represented in the Arabic sources. This leads to
the question whether the elision of the glottal stop occurred before or after these
words were borrowed into Arabic. Although the highly stylistic nature of the South
Arabian inscriptions rules out an easy answer, it seems more likely that this hap-
pened in Arabic. A typical feature of Hijazi Arabic was the elision of the hamza
(glottal stop) in all positions, which is also reflected in the orthography of the
Quranic consonantal text (Rabin 1951:130; Van Putten 2022:120-21).

However, as Rabin notes, the loss of the glottal stop in Hijazi Arabic usually
leads to compensatory lengthening (e.g., giina < gu’na, “leather bag”). At the same
time, Islamic lexicographers transmit the pre-Islamic South Arabian name Du
Yaz’an'* as Yazan (i.e., without the glottal stop), specifically commenting on the
form of the name. For example, Ibn Manziir, quoting Ibn Ginni, states the fol-
lowing (1890:4956):

“Di Yazan: a king amongst the kings of Himyar, the Yazani spear (rimmah) is

attributed to him. Ibn Ginn stated: Yazan does not inflect (gayr masriif), its root

being yaz’anu”.'%

194 Well-attested in this form in the pre-Islamic period, see also Robin (Robin and Schiette-
catte 2013:209-14).

195 Ibn Manziir di yazan malikun min mulitki himyara tunabbu ilay-hi I-rimmahu l-yazaniyyatu
[...] qala ibn [-ginniyyi dii yazan gayru masrif wa-"aslu-hii yaz’anu bi-dalili gawl-i-him
rumhun yaz'aniyyun wa-az’aniyyun wa-qalii aydan ‘ayzaniyyun wa-waznu-hii ‘ayfalt
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Therefore, while it seems likely that the glottal stop was elided following the
transmission of these words from Sabaic to Arabic, some unsolved issues remain.
Tentatively, this could be indicative of different linguistic strata or different mo-
ments of transfer.

3.1.5. Sporadic sound changes

3.1.5.1. *Datinat > Datina

Lastly, there are some examples of sporadic sound changes whose underlying
mechanics are not well understood.

In the Arabic sources, the name of the city of al-Datina, located between Aden
and al-Jadan, appears with a ta’, that is to say, a voiceless fricative (Yagqiit al-Riim1
1977:440). Notably, Yaqiit also states that the city used to be called Dafinat in the
pre-Islamic period (wa-yuqalu kanat tusammiyu fi I-gahiliyya dafina).

However, neither Dtnt nor Dfnt are attested in the South Arabian epigraphy.
The name Dint first appears in the early Sabaic inscription RES 3945 and is sub-
sequently mentioned in the South Sabaic inscription Abadan 1, before appearing
again in the inscription Ag 3.'°° The toponym is also attested in the Qatabanic
inscription RES 3688.

The lenition of ¢ to ¢ is unusual for both Epigraphic South Arabian and Arabic.
It is made all the more puzzling due to the fact that Datina is located in an area
that was originally under the control of Qataban and was later integrated into
Himyar. This is noteworthy, as the southern dialect of Sabaic that was used by the
Himyarites before their conquest of Saba’ occasionally points to the opposite
merger, ¢ > t (Stein 2003:8).

In lieu of additional comparative material, it is perhaps most likely that the
form Datina arose as a result of hypercorrection.

3.1.5.2. *Sumhuyata® > al-Hamaysa®

Another example of a sporadic sound change is that of s’ > /. A notable example
is that of the personal name (al-)Hamaysa’.

In the Islamic tradition, several semi-historical characters bearing this name are
mentioned, the most prominent being these is al-Hamaysa® b. Himyar (al-Huza‘1
1997:36; Ibn al-Kalbi 1988:500, 533, Ibn Durayd 1987:1187). His name also
appears in a poem attributed to one of his sons:

‘abt I-mulku %illd "an yakiina waliyyu-hit wa-maliku-hii ba‘da I-hamaysa‘i ‘aymanu

This name likely derives from the pre-Islamic South Arabian theophoric name
S'm(h)yt’, which is a compound of the noun s’m, i.e., “name”, attested in the epi-

196 Although at least the latter Dtnt is likely to have been located in a different area because
the inscription was written in northern Yemen.

118



graphic corpora both with and without the pronominal suffix -4 and the verb ytf,
“to aid; protect” (Hayajneh 1998:271). The name itself does not occur very
frequently in the South Arabian inscriptions: S‘mhyt* occurs once in an either
Sabaic or Minaic inscription (Inabba’ 1)'”7 as a patronymic. S’myt’ is further
attested in a Middle Sabaic inscription in the name of a lineage (Gr 34)"® and
once again as a personal name in a Late Sabaic inscription (Ry 520).'

The sound change ¢ [0] to s’ [s (?)] is cross-linguistically common and is attested
language-internally in Sabaic. Sima (2001:260) points out the spelling of the
personal name S%-n-s’hw, being derived from an earlier form *S%-n-thw. This
would lend some slight, but tangible, evidence of this sound change having oc-
curred within Sabaic itself.

The presence of the fricative h is much more problematic, however. Like ¢ [0]
to s, the sound change s (either [s] or [J])** to % is cross-linguistically common
and is also attested internally in Semitic. However, there is no internal evidence
for a sound change s’ > / in the recorded history of Sabaic.?”! Furthermore, other
South Arabian theonyms containing the noun s’m, “name” were borrowed in
Arabic without evidence of the sound change s > & (e.g., samayda®, samayfa’)
(Ibn Durayd 1411:1187-88).2%

It is possible that this name entered Arabic through a local South Arabian
vernacular, possibly spoken towards the east of Southwest Arabia, essentially in
what is now Hadramawt. A possible indication of this is the fact that one of the
isoglosses of the Hadramitic inscriptions is the merger of s and . Reflexes of the
root wt* can be found in the Hadramitic deific “bys*" (< *’byt’). Furthermore, al-
though the sound change s’ to 4 is not attested in Hadramitic, 4 is one of the out-
comes of proto-Semitic s’ in both Mehri and Soqotri (2.3.2).>”* Although there is
no direct evidence of the same sound change occurring in Hadramitic, there are

197 Inabba® 1: Wqh’l Yfs? bn S'mhyt* mlk 'nb? bny YgI, “Waqgh-1l Yafu$g, son of Sumhiiyata’, king
of Inabba’, built Yagull”.

198 Gr 34-2: w-S?bmm w-R%s’ wa-S'myt* briw, “Sabamum and Ra’yas and Sumayta’ constructed...”
199 Ry 520-2: Hrm *ws*k w-d-Kbs'yn w-d-Wdnm w-d-Bnnr w-S'myt® w-d-S'dn “qwl s*bn
Tn‘mm, “Haram *Awsak and du-Kabsayyan and du-Wadanim and dii-Bananir and Sumyata®
and du-Suddan, princes of the people Tun‘imim...”

200 The exact realization of the sibilant is not immediately relevant either: the outcome of the
Proto-Finnic postalveolar sibilant § [[] is 4 [h] in Balto-Finnic but was retained as § in Finno-
Permic, compare Finnish vaahtera, Mari vastar, “maple”) (Bradley 2022: personal commu-
nication).

201 There is a possibility that the preposition hd-, attested in some Arabic dialects in South
Arabia, is eventually relate (see also below, 3.2.5).

202 These names are derived from the South Arabian personal names s‘m(h)yd* (*sum(h)ii-

yada’, “(his) name knows”) and s’m(h)yf* (sum(h)i-yafa’, “(his) name protects”) respectively.
The Arabic forms likely reflect a form of phonotactical adaptation, as Ibn Durayd lists all three
names under the form fa‘aylal.

203 See the discussion on Modern South Arabian phonology (2.3.2).

119



some indications of language contact between Pre-MSA and Hadramitic (Suchard
2017).2%

There is some additional evidence suggesting that the shift s’ to # may have
occurred in some unwritten varieties of South Arabian. For example, the form
hdagah, “plough tail” is attested in the dialect of Hugariyyah, spoken in the south-
ern Yemeni Tihama. Although this is far from Hadramawt, it may lend some cre-
dence to the notion that this sound change was in effect in some places (Behnstedt
2016:186)

To summarize, it is possible that this name was borrowed into Arabic at a
relatively early stage. An important indication of this is that the root ~ms*is given
a definition by Arabic lexicographers like Ibn Manzir. This, together with the fact
that the name occurs both with and without the definite article suggests that it was
firmly integrated into the Arabic lexicon.

Therefore, while not directly attested, it is not implausible that the South
Arabian name Sumayfa‘ entered Arabic after having undergone certain sound
changes particular to the extreme east of South Arabia, resulting in the following
development:

Sabaic > Spoken Hadramitic (?) >  Eastern Yemeni Arabic
*sum[hJuyita® *humays’a* hamaysa*®

3.2. Morphology

3.2.1. The 1%t and 2" person suffix conjugation

The proto-Semitic suffix conjugation of the 1 and 2™ person reflected a hetero-
geneous system in which the former was marked with -k(}') and the latter person
with -#(V). This distribution was retained in the Akkadian static verb, but analogi-
cally levelled in other Semitic languages, with the 1% person suffix being replaced
with - or the second-person suffix with -k (Testen 2000:81).

In the South Arabian languages, this led to the following situation. The suffix
conjugation of Epigraphic South Arabian, Modern South Arabian and Ethio-
Semitic is markedly different from that of Arabic’”> and Northwest Semitic. The
1 and 2™ person suffix conjugation of these languages is based on the suffix
-t[V] (Lipinski 1997:379).

This uneven distribution led to some Semitic languages analogically replacing
the first-person suffix with a -t, or, alternatively, the second person with a -k (see
table 16):

204 See also the discussion about the directional particle /-, attested in both Hadramitic and
several Modern South Arabian languages.

205 Excluding the Yemeni Arabic dialects discussed above.
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Table 16: The suffix conjugation in various Semitic languages

Proto-Semitic Akkadian Classical Arabic Go'oz Sabaic
2M *_ta zikara-ta qatal-ta katalka qtl-k
2F *ti zikara-ti qatal-ti katalki qtl-k
1c *~ku zikara-k qatal-tu katalki qtl-k

The South Arabian epigraphic evidence shows some degree of variation. In
Standard Sabaic, both the 1** and 2™ person perfect is formed with a suffix -k.
In the Amiritic or Haramic inscriptions, attested between 1* century BC and the
2™ century AD (1.1.2.), the 1% person pronominal suffix is attested with -t, as in
Arabic.?*

Medieval Arabic lexicographers considered the k-based 1% person suffix a typi-
cal Himyaritic feature (Rabin 1951:51). A well-known example of this occurs in
a sentence attributed to the mother of the South Arabian antiquarian Wahb b.
Munabbih, who is supposed to have said the following. Apart from the pronominal
suffix, there are several typically South Arabian features that will be discussed in
more detail:

ra’ay-ku  bi-n-hulm ka-walad-ku ibnan min b7
see-1.SG.  PREP-DEF-dream  CONJ-birth.1.8G.  child.AcCc  from gold
“I saw in a/the dream that I gave birth to a son of gold”

Further examples of the k-based suffix conjugation are found in al-HamdanT’s
Kitab al-Iklil, which mentions the verbs bahalku, “1 said” and i‘tafadku, “1 en-
closed myself” (al-Hamdani 1979:135).2%

Several lines of poetry attributed to soldiers of the Umayyad caliph Yazid I,
who sung these lines during the siege of Mecca.

206 Huehnergard (Huehnergard 2017) notes that the Proto-Arabic system may have retained
the heterogenous system on the basis of the South Arabian Arabic dialects, but in light of the
suffix conjugation attested in the Amiritic inscriptions this seems unlikely.

207 This sentence contains certain typical South Arabian features which will be discussed in
more detail later.

208 The 1940 edition by Nabth Amin Faris mangles the text, but the modern manuscript (Leiden
Or. produced in 1850/1931) gives a relatively accurate reading. The text should probably read
as follows (but see also Belova’s reconstructions (1996:151-52) and Robin’s counter-argu-
ment (2011b:260)): “and Daybaga bint Nawf di-Saqar bni di-Muratid. fa-bahalku li-’adami
yas‘am mandad tihn bi-mandad bahri fa-daw “asiya-hi [i fa-‘tafadku bi-qabri. fa-man sami‘a
fa-l-yahzananna It wa-"ayyu ma unta labasat halyan li-yakunanna mawtu-ha hing mawtt, “I am
Daybaga bt. Nawf dii Saqar b. Dii Muratid. I told my servant to buy a measure of flour for a
measure of pearls, but he did not find any, so I enclosed myself in my tomb. May whoever
hear this grieve for me and may no woman be dressed in a robe like mine so that her death
would be like my death.”
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va bna zubayri tala ma ‘asay-ka wa-tala ma ‘annayta-na ‘ilayka
la-tugzayyanna bi-lladr *atay-ka*® la-nadribna bi-sayfind qafayka

“0, son of Zubayr, long have you been disloyal; long have you troubled us to come
to you,

You will be recompensed for what you have done; when we strike your neck with
our sword.”

Rabin (1951:48) notes that these lines were transmitted by two independent
sources. The first of these is al-Baladurt’s (d. 279/892) Ansab al-"asraf (volume
7:122), the latter al-Ansari’s Nawadir (357) (d. 215/830). Where al-Baladurt pre-
faces this line of poetry by saying it was recited by the “people of Syria” (‘ahlu
[-sam), al-’AnsarT states that it came from a Himyari poet (wa-gala ragiz min
himyar).

The same suffix also appears in many dialects of Arabic spoken in South
Arabia today. All of the dialects exhibiting this feature are spoken in the highlands
of northern and southwest Yemen. Dialects with suffix -#[ /], as found elsewhere
in Arabic, are generally restricted to three areas: the coastal plain (the Tihama),
the area around Zafar in Central Yemen, and the mountain villages of the southern
Asir and eastern Jazan provinces in Saudi-Arabia (Behnstedt 2016:192):

Table 17: 1% and 2" person suffix conjugation in Yemeni Arabic

‘Igz as-Sayyani al-Hadiyeh Gabal Fayfa? az-Zahir
2M | katabka katabk katabk katabta katabta
2F | katabs katabki katab¢ katabti katabtin
1s | katabku katabku katabk katabt katabtu

3.2.2. The internal plural aCCaC

The internal (or broken) plural is a common feature attested in several West
Semitic languages, including Arabic (2.5.3.6), Gofoz (2.4.3.4), Late Sabaic
(2.4.4.4), and Modern South Arabian (2.4.3.4).>'° Although the lack of vocaliza-
tion hinders a secure reconstruction of the broken plural’s pattern in Sabaic, there
is some evidence for the plural form ’aCCiC (Hayajneh 2011:137; Behnstedt
2016:85, Lipinski 1997:248-49). This pattern is notably absent in Classical Arabic:

Table 18: The broken plural forms *’aCCiC and *’aCCaC

Proto-CS [?] Sabaic Gofoz Arabic
*aCCaC s ‘af‘ul (e.g., ‘ahgur) —
*aCCaC 1l ‘af'al (e.g., ‘ahzab) ‘af'al

209 The first half of the second line is not quoted by Abii Zayd.
210 See also the discussion of the broken plural in their respective languages, above (pages
X, Y, 2).
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There is ample lexical and onomastic evidence from the medieval tradition and
contemporary Yemeni Arabic dialects to suggest that both types of broken plural
existed in Sabaic. In his Sifat gazirat al-‘arab, the 10™ century scholar al-Ham-
dant refers to several South Arabian tribal groups whose name appears to follow
the pattern ‘af%il.

Sabaic Sifat

*htbn al-’Ahtib
’bgrn al-’Abqir
*dd al-’A*diid
oddn al-’Agdid
“hrm al-"Ahriam
w | akayes

Adding to this, Hayajneh (2011:136) also notes the forms al-‘Abts, al-Agrum,
al-‘Adun, al-*Aras and al-?Afraf.

Furthermore, in one of his citations of a pre-Islamic South Arabian inscription,
al-HamdanT notes what seems to be an ‘aCCiiC-type broken plural. The various
readings of al-Hamdan1’s text are given in the table below:

Table 19: Various readings of al-Hamdan1’s ‘Himyaritic’

Manuscript Interpretation

Belova (1996) ‘gsmn ‘ngwm rb* dw tgyb lw yrwy sd bt*
Robin (2011b) ‘gsmn *(n)-njwm (r)-rb* dw tgyb tw yrwy sd bt*
al-Akwa® (1948) ‘gsmn ‘ngwm ’brb* dw tgyb Iw yrwy sd bt*
al-Hatib (1987) ‘gsmn ‘ngwm ‘brb* dw tgyb Iw yry sd bt*
Manuscript Or. 6357 ‘gsmn “Ingwm yrt* dw [7l]t'vb bwtr dy syf tb*

Al-Hamdani himself gives the corresponding Classical Arabic translation as
follows (leaving the initial verb ‘gsmn untranslated): ‘ugsiman [?] al-kawakibu
al-arba‘atu wa-hiya s-sawabu la tugibu saldta I-gadati hatta yusrab sadda
bata**'* ma bayna haz wa-bayt dafa* “the four stars — the constellation al-Sawab —
will not disappear before the morning prayers until the dam of Bata® has been
watered”.

21 Although this could theoretically also be read as an elative (*?ayfa‘u(?)), it is worth
pointing out that this occurs twice as tribal name in the inscriptions (Ir 37:5; Ja 658+659:3)
212 Tybba'’ in the Leiden manuscript.

123



‘Erﬂ)b\‘—x_fﬂe IO fguuu) feiﬁ,&- ,
/Bwbt‘w‘»))w’» /y r,ﬁv.r’ 9 }\)‘,_AU
‘jmur\_;» z;l)‘d,,—-*v)bbﬁbﬂu‘;: tfw;
i U’E/ .wl,ooh,,!\o;bﬂ -.-N‘J..),d J’d“-b/‘\“‘c’/"-"{\'_]_!

al-Hamdant’s citation from Iklil 10 (Leiden Or.6357, page 7).

As table 19 shows, Robin (2011b:260) suggests reading both ngwm and “rb* with
an unwritten assimilating definite article, i.e., an-nugum ar-rabi‘a. While this
reading is possible, one can also read am-‘angium am-’arba’, which is more in
line with al-Akwa®’s edition.?'* This would also explain the apparent lack of the
definite article, which is otherwise present in other citations of Himyaritic.

There is some evidence of the ‘aCCiuC-type broken plural having spread into
Classical Arabic. The 4"/10™ century tradition al-Tabarani (d. 971) recounts a
tradition (al-Tabarant 1983:169), attributed to the companion ‘Umama al-Bahil1
(d. 700), in which the Prophet is supposed to have asked for supplication to be
granted to several South Arabian tribes. One of these is mentioned as the “amliik,
with the Prophet specifying that “among the best of people are the ‘amliik, the
‘amlitk of Himyar” (Yinna min hiyari n-nasi l-’amlitku ‘amlitku himyar).*'*?"
Although the word “amliik is interpreted as referring to a specific tribe (Ibn Hazm
1962:478; Kahhala 1997:32), it is perhaps more likely that the prophetic tradition
refers to a South Arabian plural of a Sabaic form *malik. The word ‘mlk is fre-
quently attested in the pre-Islamic epigraphy as the plural of the word mlk, “king”
but not as a tribal name. The prophetic tradition possibly intended to state that “the
kings (“amliik) of Himyar” and used a South Arabian term that was interpreted to
refer to a tribe.”!

In his discussion of the term al-’uhdiid, Hayajneh mentions a similar prophetic
tradition found in al-‘Iryant’s al-mu‘gam al-yamani (Hayajneh 2011:136-37).

213 Neither interpretation would explain why ‘arbaf stands in the masculine rather than the
expected feminine.

214 This tradition is recounted with some slight variations by later traditionalists. These in-
clude Nir al-Din al-Haytami (d. 1404), whose account is essentially the same as al-Tabarani’s,
but a more divergent tradition is given by Ibn Hagar al-Haytam1 (d. 1565), who recounts that
the Prophet prayed for “the “amlik of Radman” (sala rasilu lillahi (s) ‘ald s-sakiina wa-s-
sakkdaka wa-*alda hawlana I-*aliyyati wa-‘ala I-’amliki *amlitki radman).

215 1t is no coincidence that prophetic traditions extolling the virtues of South Arabia and South
Arabians were recounted by companions who came to reside in Hims. During the middle
Umayyad caliphate, Hims became a powerhouse of predominantly South Arabian tribal fac-
tions who were in anticipation of gaining control over the caliphate (Madelung 1986).

216 Tt is also worth pointing out that as a tribal name, al-’amlitk is only rarely mentioned: the
only reference 1 located in a classical work of genealogy occurs in the Gamharat ’ansab al-
‘arab by Tbn Hazm, who lived in Cordoba in the 4%/11" century. The noun is further retained
in a Yemeni toponym, i.e., ‘izlat al-’amliik, located c. 60 kilometers east of Ibb.
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According to this tradition, the Prophet is supposed to have said fa-‘inni ista‘-
maltuka *ala gawmika ‘arabi-him wa-"ahmiri-him wa-mawali-him, “1 employed
you over your people, their ‘arab and their ‘ahmir and their associates”. This
would be an example of a similar pre-Islamic plural ‘ahmiir, ‘Himyarites’, also
attested in six pre-Islamic inscriptions, having survived into the Islamic period.

Lastly, several contemporary Yemeni Arabic attest to the usage of the ‘aCCiiC
plural. Its distribution is not limited to a specific area, rather, it is found in several
dialects around San‘@’, in the highlands between Jabal Raymah, further north
around Jabal Hufa$ and as far south as Ta‘izz (Behnstedt 2016:84-85). The
relatively wide distribution of the “a‘miim plural could suggest, in turn, that it was
relatively widespread in Sabaic, as Brockelmann already pointed out (Brockel-
mann 2018:432)

3.2.3. The nasal definite article an-/am-

As was previously discussed, the definite article developed differently in the
languages of South Arabia. Most scholars are of the opinion that the definite article
goes back to an original Proto-Semitic demonstrative *han- or *han- (Lipinski
1997:269). Due to the lack of the definite article in East Semitic and Ga'az, it is
normally assumed that this was a Central Semitic development (Rubin 2014:65).2"

Pat-El (2009:40) suggests that the definite article probably originated in a gram-
maticalized form of the proto-Semitic deictic *ha-, which developed into two
allomorphic forms: han- and hal-. According to Pat-El, this deictic was originally
used to disambiguate attributive phrases from predicate phrases. Because this
process did not occur with nouns in construct state, this led to a reanalysis of the
adnominal marker as a definite marker (Pat-El 2009:43). In (Old) Aramaic
and Epigraphic South Arabian, the sequence <N han-DEM> was reanalyzed as
<N-han DEM>.

One of the most ubiquitous features of the Arabic spoken in some regions of
South Arabia is the pre-nominal definite article am-/an-. Early Islamic authors
considered this phenomenon to be typically South Arabian. For example, the
sentence attributed to Wahb b. al-Munabbih’s mother contains the word an-hulm,
“the dream”. Al-HamdanT associates the am-article with four different tribes: the
?Asfar, the ‘Akk, the Hakam and the ‘Udar (al-Hamdant 1974:278).

The association between the definite article -am and South Arabia also found
its way to some Prophetic traditions. There is a famous kadit in which the Prophet
is supposed to have said “It is not necessary to fast when travelling”, which is

217 The origin of the definite article in the Modern South Arabian language is uncertain. Voigt
(1998:248-50) assumes predecessor of the Modern South Arabian article ha-/ha-/’aC- is an
archaism. Kogan (2015:478) is much more skeptical of this notion and notes that while an
article can plausibly be reconstructed to proto-MSA, its relation to the Central Semitic de-
terminer san/han remains unclear.
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given as (al-Safi'T and al-NasirT 2005:934)*'® The 11" century scholar al-Hatib al-
Bagdadr states in his al-Kifaya fi-I-riwdya that this phenomenon was common
amongst the *A%r and gives several more examples:*'’

“I220 heard the Prophet say: laysa min am-birr am-siyam fi-m-safar. 1 said: ‘that is
to say: ‘there is no necessity to fast when travelling (laysa min al-birr I-siyam fi
I-safar). This is Asfarite language (lugat al-‘asariyyin) who say a mim instead of
a lam, the say: ra’ayna ‘am-rigal when they mean al-rigal and marrarna bi-m-
gawm, which is to say bi-I-qawm. This speech is used in Yemen to this day”
(wa-hiya luga mustafida “ila l-yawmi bi-l-yaman).

As Rabin (Rabin 1951:35) already pointed out, there is no reason to suggest a
connection between the Epigraphic South Arabian suffixed definite article -[V]n
and the Yemeni Arabic definite article -am/-an. In fact, as al-Jallad has recently
shown, the epigraphic indicates that an-article was in use in the Central Arabian
Najd, probably already before the 4™ century AD (Al-Jallad 2021:) If true, this
would clearly preclude a South Arabian origin.?*!

There is no concrete evidence of the suffixed definite article -(4)n surviving
into the Islamic period. It has been suggested that a “Himyaritic” saying, quoted
in the second volume of al-Hamdani’s al-Ik/il contains this suffixed definite
article, but this seems unlikely. This line is cited as follows: daw hal qaylan di
garra gaylan, which al-HamdanT translates as “he is no king who is not able to
direct the flood waters” (laysa bi-malikin man la yaqdir ‘ald fatqi I-*uyin). Al-
though the suffixed -an on the nouns gay! and gay! can be interpreted as reflecting
the South Arabian definite article, it is more likely that this reflects an Arabic
hypercorrection, i.e., reading these nouns as if they were Arabic indefinites.

218 The earliest reference I found occurs in al-Safi'i’s (d. 204/820) Musnad. The tradition is
transmitted by al-Zubayr al-Humaydi (d. 219/834-5) and al-Tahawt (d. 321/933). Although
the editor of al-Safi'T’s Musnad “corrects” the am-article to al-, the am-article is maintained in
the edition here used (al-Zubayr 1996:113).

29 San ummi I-durdd’a ‘an ka‘bin ibnu ‘asimini 1-’as*ar? gala sami‘tu rasila llahi s yaqiilu laysa
min am-birr am-siyam fi am-safar qultu ‘arada laysa mina I-birri I-siyamu fi [-safari wa-hada
lugatu I-’as*ariyyina yaqilina I-lama miman fa-yaqilina ra’aynd ‘ula@’ika am-rigala yuridina
r-rigal.

220 The isnad goes back to Ka'b b. ‘Asim Abii Malik al-’A&‘ari, a companion of the Prophet
who died between 20/641 and 50/672 (Ibn Sa‘d 2001:418).

221 Rabin further suggests that archaic assimilating articles in Zafar next to the regular al-
based article may reflect an older article with am-/an-, although progressive assimilation of
the definite article is attested in other Arabic dialects as well (Rabin 1951:35; Testen 2011:204)
Consider for example the variation in Egyptian Arabic between il-gamal and ig-gamal (Abdel-
Massih et al. 2009:83).
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3.2.4. Nominalizer mVqtal

A common feature of the various languages of South Arabia is the usage of the
prefix mV- to form nouns. Historically, the most well-established form of this
prefix is that of the locative *magqtal, which is attested as far back as Akkadian
maskanum, ‘place’ and has etymological parallels in West Semitic, e.g., Arabic
maskan, ‘place’ (Weninger 2011b:164).

The system of this different m V-type nominalizers is most strictly formalized
in Classical Arabic, summarized as follows:

— ma-: locatives and passive participles of the G-stem (stem 1), e.g., makta-
ba(tun), “library” (kataba, “to write”); magtil, “killed” (< gatala, “to kill”)

— mu-: active and passive participles of non-G-stems, e.g., mugatil, “warrior”;
mubarak, “blessed” (< baraka, “to bless™).

— mi-: instrument nouns, e.g., miftah, “key” (< fataha, “to open”).

Outside Arabic, the system is less self-evident:

The same system appears to be productive in Sabaic, but the orthographic
limitations makes it impossible to know which vowel following the affix m-, for
example m’hrm, “one who removes” < h’%hr, “to remove” or ms*wrm, “one who
detaches” < *hsSwr, “to detach” (Stein 2003:201).

Most puzzling is the system in Go’az, where the form ma- is often found instead
of ma, the expected outcome of etymological *mu- or *mi- (Weninger 2011b:164).
Hence the forms matmaq, “baptizer” (<tamagqa, “to baptize”) and marho, “key”
(< “arhawa, “to open’), which exist next to forms of the type magtal (e.g., monbar,
“seat, throne, abode”’; maskab, “couch; bed” (Leslau 1941, 1987:468, 593; Tropper
and Hasselbach 2021:95-96). Interestingly, similar instrumental nouns with an
initial syllable ma- are attested in several Yemeni Arabic dialects, for example
mahrab, “plough tail” (Zafar); magrin, “yoke” (Aden), mahass, “sickle” (Tihama),
mal‘ab, id. (Hadramawt).

Several mV-type nouns found in the Classical Arabic lexica that do not exhibit
the expected vocalic pattern further complicates the historical reconstruction of this
nominalizer. However, these terms are usually considered to have been borrowed
from Gafoz or a South Arabian language. The most well-known examples are
minbar, “pulpit”’, miskah, “(lamp) niche” and mushaf, “volume; book” (Jeffery
2007:266; Khoury 1998:5—6; Noldeke 1910:49-50). Furthermore, according to
al-Selwi, the Arabic tradition preserves the following South Arabian lexemes that
similarly begin with a prefixed mi-:

— mihrab (maharib), “palace, castle; upper floor”

—  mihlaf (mahalif), “province”

— mi*gar (ma‘agir), “decorated scarf”

— mi'dar (ma‘adir), “veil; curtain”???

222 The Islamic tradition transmits the word i, “excuses” (e.g., Qur’an 75:15) as the plural of
either ma‘dira, or less commonly mi‘dar. The 7th/14th century theologian al-Samin al-Halab1
mentions mi‘dar as “curtain in the language of Yemen” (al-sutir bi-lugati I-yaman) (al-Halab1
2016:572)
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— mi'qab, “storage room”
— migrana, “measuring tape”
— migwal (magawil), “a South Arabian ruler”

To these forms one can also add the Yemeni Arabic form mitbir/matabir “a dam
that has been damaged by excessive rain” (Al-Selwi 1987). Although some of these
nouns can be interpreted as “instrument nouns”, the terms mihrab, mihlaf, mi‘qab
and migwal hardly fall into that semantic category.

This, in turn, raises the question as to why these forms are recorded with the
vowel i in the initial syllable. It is possible that, in their attempt to represent the
schwa (), the Arabic lexicographers considered the vowel i the closest available
equivalent. A similar kind of fluctuation can be seen in the mushaf ~ mishaf,
which may reflect competing notions of representing schwa, i.e., *mashaf. This
notion finds some additional support in al-Malik al-Afdal’s Arabic-Ethiopic glos-
sary, wherein initial ma- is normally represented with mi-, e.g., ming VI (< *mankal)
“basket”; mit‘ad (< matiad), “a type of pan” (Bulakh and Kogan 2014:161).

Assuming that these terms entered Arabic through South Arabia, it would also
offer an alternative explanation as to why the Ga'az forms with ma- were trans-
mitted in the Arabic tradition with mu- or mi-. A change of etymological *mu-
and *mi- to ma- would not necessarily preclude a Go'az origin for these words,
just that they entered Arabic through a South Arabian intermediary, wherein the
initial vowel was reduced to a.

Based on this material, it is plausible that the initial vowel in mV-type nouns
in Late Sabaic was reduced. In this case, such nouns could be tentatively vo-
calized on the pattern maqtal/maqtal.

3.2.5. The prepositions s3n- and s’wn-

Two semantically similar prepositions are attested in various stages of Sabaic:
s°n-, “to, up to; next to; by” s'wn, “to; towards”. Despite their similarities, these
two prepositions are etymologically unrelated (Stein 2003:213).

The former almost certainly reflects a grammaticalization of the noun s,
“boundary”, which is also attested as a noun in Minaic and Qatabanic (Avanzini
2017).>* The grammaticalization of a lexeme “boundary” into a locative preposi-
tion is attested in several other languages, including Swahili and Tamil (Kuteva,
Heine, and Hong 2018:259). Due to the coalescence of the sibilants s' and s* in
the Late Sabaic period, this preposition occasionally came to be spelled as s'n-
(Stein 2003:213).

The preposition s‘wn-, “to; towards”, on the other hand, possibly represents a
particular development of a proto-Semitic terminative *-(V)s (Lipinski 1997:260;

223 A similar process of the word “border” grammaticalizing is Arabic hattd (< hadd, “border”
and the feminine demonstrative tay (Al-Jallad 2017c). Compare also Swabhili mpaka, until <
m-paka, “border” (Kuteva, Heine, and Hong 2018:259)
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Weninger 2011b:165). This terminative is attested in Akkadian (e.g., Idiglat-es,
“into the Tigris”) and Northwest Semitic (e.g., Ugaritic Smm-h, “to the skies” and
Hebrew ‘arsa “into the earth”) (Bordreuil and Pardee 2009:59; Merwe and Naudé
2017:228).

The appearance of the enclitic -n should then be seen as a Sabaic innovation,
which had a similar function the -n found in prepositions such as b-n, “from”; hg-
n, “on the authority of”.*** The attestation of the form s’-m/kn in two Late Sabaic
inscriptions may indicate a further development of the same preposition; if this is
the case, the loss of the nasal could be attributed to its assimilation in Late Sabaic
(i.e., *s'n-mlkn (*sin-malikan) > s'-mlkn (*sim-malikan) (see also 3.1.2) (Stein
2003:214).

Modern dialectological research indicates that these prepositions survived in
several contemporary dialects. The preposition si-, “to” is attested in two distinct
Yemeni Arabic varieties, one spoken in al-al-Nazir, near Sa‘da, and the other in
Central Yemen (Sirwah, near Marib) (Behnstedt 1992:600).”* Another pre-
position, sand, “up to, in the direction of” is attested in the Tihama (specifically
in al-Hudayda and Zabid) (Behnstedt 1992:590).

On phonological and semantic grounds, the northern and central Yemeni form
s probably represents a direct continuation of Late Sabaic s’-, particularly if this
form is reconstructed with a long vowel. The form sana, predominantly attested
in the Tihama might rather descend from the form s%-.

3.2.6. The preposition hV-

A particular shared isogloss between Hadramitic and the Modern South Arabian
languages is the preposition /-,
In Hadramitic, this preposition is attested in a dative-benefactive sense:

‘Uqayba 3 (translation author):

Rbs’t bn ‘m’ns! fifl] h-mr?-s’. Ydi['b] Gyln bn [S'm]hyf*
Rb's’t son.CST ‘m’ns’made PREP-lord.his Yd‘/°h] Gyln son.CST S'mhyf*
“Ra’bi‘s’at son of ‘Ammi‘anas made for his lord Yada‘a’ab Gaylan son of
Sumbhiiyafa®

224 On the other hand, the function of the enclitic -n is normally understood as an ablative
(Prioletta 2014:103).

225 1t is worth noting that in the dialect of al-Nazir, the preposition min is realized as mg, with
full assimilation of the nasal. For example: safritna mes-Sa‘dah st Razih, “our trip from al-
Sa‘da to Razih” (Behnstedt 1987:167; 1992:600).
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Inscription ‘Uqayba 3 (CSAI)

In Modern South Arabian the preposition /- (and its various allophones, see
table 20) are used to mark the direct object of the verb “to speak™ or to indicate
benefaction. It is attested across Modern South Arabian (Johnstone 1977:49;
Kogan and Bulakh 2019:302-3; Nakano and Ratcliffe 2013:288; Rubin 2014:243,
2018:266):

Table 20: Locative h-based prepositions in Modern South Arabian

Mehri Shehret Harsusi Hobyot Socotri
ha- h-; her- h(e)- ha- %e- ; hV-2%6

Furthermore, the preposition ia is attested in at least two varieties of Arabic
spoken in Yemen today, but in varying meanings. In the dialect of Jabal Razih
(also Razihi or Razihit), the particle 4a is used before the active participle
(Watson et al. 20006).

However, in two dialects spoken south of Ta‘izz, the particle 4a has a purely
locative sense, e.g., ha m-gibal, “in the mountains”. Furthermore, in the dialect of
Umm Layla, which lies in the same environment as Gabal Razih, ha- is also used
in a locative sense, but only in domestic or mercantile situations, e.g., ha m-bét,
“at home”; ha m-dukkan, “in the store” (but: bayn im-hahi sukkarin, “there is
sugar in the tree”) (Prochazka 1993:98, 225).

Judging by its presence in the Modern South Arabian languages in basically
the same dative meaning, the preposition /- likely goes back to Proto-Modern-
South Arabian. Its presence in the Hadramitic inscriptions can be attributed to
linguistic contact between Hadramitic and an early form of Modern South Arabian.
The sound change s > /4 both cross-linguistically common (see also above, 3.1.5.2)
and the outcome of Proto-Semitic s/ is regularly 4 in Mehri and Soqotri.”*’ It is
unclear, however, whether this preposition can be reconstructed beyond Proto-
MSA.

Although it is possible that the prepositions s‘wn-/s’n- and the (proto-)Modern
South Arabian 4V- are related, it is not necessarily a given. Considering the

226 Note that the etymological h- is restored when the preposition ‘e- occurs when attached to
the personal pronoun suffixes, e.g., ’e, “you (M.SG)” but Aok, “for you” (Naumkin and Kogan
2015a:46,461)

227 The origin of the rhotic element in Shehret /er- is unclear.
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attestation of the Minaic lexeme s°1, “boundary; limit”, the development of *s3>
*s!> h requires at least one ad-hoc sound change. This is particularly problematic
as the Sabaic form s°n- is attested throughout its history, up until the Late Sabaic
period.?®® It is possible that this particle is eventually related to the Modern South
Arabian preposition 2V-.>* If this is the case, this would suggest possible pre-
historic contact between proto-Sabaic and proto-MSA.

3.2.7. Internal passive

The internal passive is a morphological phenomenon attested in several Semitic
languages. As the name implies, the internal passive shows passive voice by
modifying the verb’s internal vocalic pattern (apophony). It is attested particularly
in the Central Semitic languages, compare the following examples of the G-stem
(Fischer 1998:110, 120; Gzella 2015:34; Merwe and Naudé 2017:73, 81-82):

Table 21: The internal passive of the G-stem in various Central Semitic languages

Classical Arabic Hebrew Early Aramaic
Preterit active qatala qatal katab
Preterit passive qutila qutal katib
Imperfect active yaqtulu yigtal yaktob
Imperfect passive yuktabu yigital yoktab

Despite the orthographic limitations of the South Arabian script, it is also assumed
that an internal passive existed in Sabaic (see 2.2.4.5.).

Due to its attestations in many Central Semitic languages, the internal passive
is considered to have been a Central Semitic innovation (Huehnergard 2019:65;
Kogan 2015:54). Complicating its identification as a Central Semitic isogloss is
the attestation of the internal passive in Modern South Arabian (2.3.3.5), but its
absence in the Ethio-Semitic languages (2.4.3.5.). Consequently, Huehnergard
allows for the possibility that Proto-Ethio-Semitic either lost the internal passive
as a morphological category, or that it was innovated after it had split off from West
Semitic.

Alternatively, it has been suggested that the internal passive may have devel-
oped in Modern South Arabian as a result of linguistic contact. Dufour notes that
the passive of the G-stem in the Modern South Arabian languages corresponds to
the historical form of the forms attested in Classical Arabic (Dufour 2016:340):

228 The first dated attestation of the particle s’z occurs in the inscription Ma’sal 3 (w-rkbn s°n
wsh-hmw “hi-hmw, “and they.

229 Despite their semantic proximity, the sound change t > s' is not attested in Late Sabaic.
The spelling of etymological t with s is sporadically attested in the Amiritic inscriptions (e.g.,
Haram 35:7 [-ys’wbn-h instead of [-ytwbnh) while the spelling of etymological t with s' is
more common in the Late Sabaic inscriptions from Yanbug. As Sima (2001:260-61) points
out, this can probably be attributed to Hadramitic influence, as these inscriptions occur in what
used to be Hadramitic territory.
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Table 22: The internal passive in Classical Arabic and

Modern South Arabian
masculine feminine
Classical Arabic | qutila qutilat
Omani Mehri rkez rkazet
Shehret kisif kisifot
Soqotri figeg figigoh

The introduction of the internal passive into Proto-Modern South Arabian as a
result of linguistic contact is plausible. The internal passive was lost in most Arabic
dialects; the passive voice came to be expressed either through paraphrastic con-
structions or by the use of semantically passive derived stem forms (Holes 2018:
23-24) (Fischer 1995:81-82). Notably, internal passive constructions are predomi-
nantly retained in Arabic dialects spoken in South Arabia (Davey 2016:151-53).

Notably, the internal passive is attested in several dialects of Arabic spoken in
Northern Yemen today. Behnstedt (1987:191) notes its presence in the dialect of
Bani Munabbih, where the following forms are distinguished:

Table 23: Active and passive G-stem verbs in northern Yemeni Arabic

active passive translation
gatal yagtul gitil yigtal “to kill”
sarag yasrug sirig yisrag “to steal”
habat yahbut hibit yihbat “to thresh”
- - gi‘il yigtal “to become”
gassas | yigassis gissis yigassas “to shear”

The retention of the internal passive throughout South Arabia (while noting its
absence in the Ethio-Semitic languages) can be seen as an areal phenomenon.
While it is possibel that the internal passive was (re-)introduced into Modern South
Arabian through contact with Old Arabic, the fact that it continues to be produc-
tive throughout South Arabia indicates its presence across linguistic boundaries
is likely to be an areal feature.

3.3. Syntax
3.3.1. Negation d?; dw

A few Late Sabaic texts indicate the usage of a negative particle d’. The origin
and usage of this particle is discussed in Sjors’ monograph on negation in Semitic
languages (2019). In Late Sabaic, this negative particle occurs four times: three
times in monumental inscriptions (CIH 540, CIH 541 and Ry 507) and at least
once in a letter (X. BSB 145) (Al-Selwi 1987:89-90; Rabin 1951).
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In the inscriptions, this particle is used primarily to negate verbs in the suffix
conjugations, regardless of syntactic position (Sjors 2018:291-93). In the singu-
lar attestation in the miniscule inscription X.BSB 145, there might be evidence of
d’negating a verb in the prefix conjugation (Sjors 2018:291). As Miiller (1989:51)
notes, this negation probably originated in Radman (Southwest South Arabia),
where it occurs in compounded b-k-mw, in the sense of “without>*°.

Ry 507:7 (CSAI)

w-k-d’ whbt rhnn
CONJ-ADV-NEG surrender.CST hostages.DEF.

“and when there was no surrender of the hostages (...)”.
CIH 540:66 (CSAI)

b-"s*bm d-d? hr Sly-hmw
prep-tribes.INDEF REL-NEG  acquit. =~ PREP-3.M.PL
“with the tribes that had not acquitted themselves”.

X.BSB 145:3 (Stein 2016)

w-hmw f-hwd-hw dnrm®! w-d? yd* k=71t
CONJ-3.M.PL CONJ-give-3.SG. dinar.DEF and-NEG  know  CONJ-REL.
“And they gave him the dinar, but did he did not know that this (...)”

The same negator is attested in South Arabia into the early Islamic period.
Al-Hamdanf cites various lines of “Himyaritic” which contain the negation dw:

Iklil 10:36
daw tagib M law  ywrwa sadd bata**?
NEG 2.F.SG.change if 3.M.SG.water.PASS  dam.CST  Bata*

“It will not change unless the dam of Bata‘ is watered”.

IkI1l 8:135

Jfa-daw ‘asiya-hii i fa-‘tafad-ku bi-gabri**
CONJ-NEG  find-3.M.SG for.me CONJ-entomb-PAST.1.SG  PREP-tomb.1.SG
“He did not find it for me, so I entombed myself”.

The same negator is still found in several contemporary Arabic dialects spoken
in the southern Yemeni Tihama, specifically the area between Mokha, Taiz, and
al-Hujariyyah (Behnstedt and Woidich 2021:469). This negator is attested in
various allomorphic forms, i.e., da’, daw’ and duwayy.

20 Mafray al-Mifsal 2: (12) fk-"I ywm ‘tw hbym dkb-mw mhrgtm, “never did he return dis-
appointed, without spoils”.

B! For a discussion on the form and origin of the term <dnr£> in the epigraphic material, see
Stein’s discussion on monetary terminology (2010)

232 For the variation bata® ~ tubba® see also the discussion above 3.2.3.
233 For a full citation and discussion of this citation, see footnote 236.

133



In the Ethio-Semitic languages, the same negator developed in different direc-
tions. In Aksumite-period Go%az it is attested in the unvocalized royal inscription
RIE 192, where Christ is described as “he who is not defeated”:

RIE 192:7-8:

wld ’l ’sbh gbr krsts d-d’ vglb dr
son.CST Ella’Asbaha servant.GEN Christ rel-NEG IND.conquer enemy
“Son of Ella *Asbaha, servant of Christ, whom the enemy does not conquer”

In later Ga'az, this negative marker was further grammaticalized into declarative
da’amu, “verily, really, indeed” (Leslau 1987:119).

Outside Gafaz, it is also attested in Tigrinya, as part the interrogative particle
d- (e.g., dayyu, “is it him”) (Leslau 1941:74), which was later further combined
with a the negator “ay, leading to the form day (Sjors 2018:328-30). Furthermore,
in the Ennemor dialect of Gurage, the same negator is attested as a suffix -da,
similarly functioning as a negator (Leslau 1941:151).

The parallels between the dental negators attested in late Sabaic, the medieval
“Himyaritic” and several contemporary Yemeni Arabic dialects on the one hand,
and similar negators in several Ethio-Semitic languages has been pointed out
before (Al-Selwi 1987:90; Miiller 1989:52). Sjors already argued that Late Sabaic
d’ should be considered an Aksumite loanword (Sjors 2018:290).

3.3.2. Conjunction hng

From the southern Middle Sabaic period the conjunction sng is used, occasionally
with the clitic element -n. This conjunction probably derives from the early
Sabaic construction b-sg-n, “on the authority of” (2.2.4). This conjunction is also
used in the Late Sabaic inscriptions.

MQ al-Jifjif 1:7 (CSAI):

w-ms'rw hng wqh-hmw mr’-hmw S’mr
and-raised.3.PL  CONJ command-3.M.PL  lord-3.M.PL  S?mr

“They raised up [the dam] as had commanded them their lord Sammar (...)”

Ja 2354:4-6 (CSAI):

hng-n whq-hw ‘mr’-hw bny Hsbh
CONJ-CLT  commanded.3.PL-3.8G  lords-3.SG bny Hsbh
“As had commanded them their lords, the Banti Hasbah (...)”

References to the same conjunction occur in the Islamic tradition. Both al-
Hamdan1 and Naswan al-HimyarT mention it at different stages. NaSwan states
“al-hing is ‘example’ in the language of Himyar; they say ‘these are two hing-s
(hingan), meaning ‘two examples’ (mitlan) (wa-I-hingu I-mitlu bi-lugati himyara
yvaqilina huma hingan ‘ayyu mitlan). Similarly, al-Hamdan1’s translates /ing as
mitl, “as” in his citation of an alleged Himyaritic inscription also treated above
(al-Hamdani 1979:135):
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“Himyaritic” Classical Arabic English
la-yakiina mawtu-ha ‘an yakiina mawtu-ha “That her death may be
hing mawtt mitla mawtt like my death.”

Naswan’s comments suggests that he might have been able to read the words /ing
and hngn as they occurred in the pre-Islamic inscriptions, but interpreted them as
nouns, rather than as different forms of the same conjunction. Al-Hamdan1’s
interpretation, on the other hand, seems to be more in line with its meaning in the
Sabaic inscriptions.

Stein considers /ing to be a typically South Sabaic feature. Stein suggests that
the form sng may have arisen as the result of dissimilation, originally being derived
from an Early Sabaic noun /g, “law; authority”. The Middle Sabaic conjunction
hng would have subsequently arisen through grammaticalization, “on the authority
of” . (Stein 2003:221).

There is no evidence of /i/n/g surviving in any of the Arabic dialects spoken in
Yemen today.

3.3.3. The inflected relative pronoun

One of the salient features of Sabaic is the inflection of the relative pronoun for
gender and number. This system is attested from Old Sabaic onwards and con-
tinued to function up until the Late Sabaic period. A notable innovation of Late
Sabaic is the feminine relative pronoun #-, which replaced earlier Sabaic d- as
well as the introduction of the common gender plural “/Az, replacing earlier “/w/
’ly (masculine) and ‘It (feminine).

Table 24: The relative pronouns in Late Sabaic

SG. DL. PL.
M. d- dy

d-(cG) |- ’Iht (CG.)
F. t- ?

An inflected relative pronoun is reconstructed for Proto-Arabic.

The Safaitic corpus, for example, exhibits a masculine singular d-, feminine
singular d’t-, and masculine plural gw.*** The forms attested in Quranic and
Classical Arabic, marked by a pre-formative a/ (see the table below) are normally
assumed to be derived from a compound of the definite article a/- and the relative-
demonstrative forms di-/fi- (Van Putten 2022:280).

Noting the absence of an inflected relative pronoun in any of the Arabic verna-
culars, Watson (Watson 2018:33) suggests that the presence of inflecting relative
pronouns in the dialect of Rigal Alma’, spoken near the contemporary border

234 Apart from these forms, the variants df and d? are also attested for the feminine (Al-Jallad
and Jaworska 2019:65)
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between Yemen and Saudi Arabia reflects Sabaic influence in the language, e.g.
(Watson 2018:34):

1) antah rayta m-walad  da Sarad
you.M.SG.  see.2.M.SG. DEF-boy RELM run.away.3.SG.PAST
“did you see the boy who ran away?”

2) antah rayta m-brat ta Sarad
you.M.SG  see.2.M.SG. def-girl REL.F. run.away.3.SG.PAST
“did you see the girl who ran away?”

3) gabalt im-‘uwal  wula sarag(u) m-mahall
meet.1.SG.PAST  DEF-boys  REL.PL.CG  steal.(3.PL.PAST)  PREP-shop
“I met the boys who stole from the shop.”

The unusual presence of the inflected relative pronoun found in the dialect of
Rigal Alma’ may be a retention from Old Arabic. At the same time, it is not
implausible that one of the reasons for its retention was prolonged contact with a
pre-Islamic South Arabian language, possibly a regional variety of Sabaic.

3.3.4. Majestic plural

From the middle of the 5" century onwards, several late Sabaic inscriptions
indicate the usage of a majestic plural. The earliest attested usage of this form
dates to the rule of Surahbi’ll Yu‘fir and is marked by the usage of the 3™ person
masculine plural verb for a 3" person singular person:

Gar Sharahbil A (CSAI):1,4,10

[S?rhb7l Yifr [m](lk) Sh?(...) bri-w w-hwtr-n (...)
Srhb’l Yfr king.GEN  Saba’ build.3.M.PL.  and-found.INF.
w-'db-w (...)

and-repair.3.M.PL.
“S?rhb’l Y*fr, king of Saba’ (etc), built and constructed (...) and he repaired (...).”

The majestic plural was also used in inscriptions dating to the reign of Yusuf
As’ar Yat’ar (1.4.2):

Ry 507 3-4 (CSAI):

mlkn Ysif istr Yt'or  k-dhr-w qls'n w-hrg-w
king.DEF  Ys!f’s’’r Yt’r ~ CONJ-burn.3.M.PL. church-DEF  CONJ-kill.3.M.PL
’hbs’n b-Zfr

Ethiopians = PREP-Zfr
“The king Yusuf *As’ar Yat’ar, when he burned the church and killed the
Ethiopians in Zafar.”
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A parallel phenomenon is found Aksumite inscriptions from the reign of Ezana
(c. 350 AD). An important difference, however, is the fact that the majestic plural
is marked by the first-person plural:

RIE/DAE 10:1
[*E]zana  walada ("alla) ‘amida  ba’esya [ha]len

‘Ezana son.GEN Ella Amida man.GEN  Halén

nagusa ‘aksum (...) sobe gaffa-na (...) wa-kattal-na
king.GEN  Aksum when attack.1.PL and-siege-3.M.PL
sa‘ne wa-sawante

Sa‘ne and-Sawante

“Ezana, son of Ella Amida, of the tribe Halén, king of Aksum (...), when he
attacked us (...) and when we besieged Sa‘ne and Sawante (...).”

Furthermore, the majestic plural appears to have fallen out of use after Ezana’s
conversion to Christianity (Littmann 1913:30):

DAE 11:7

ba-hayla agzi’a k"all taba’-ku noba
by-power.GEN  lord.GEN everything  campaign-1.SG. Noba
“By the power of the Lord of All, I campaigned against Noba (...)”

The presence of the majestic plural in the Late Sabaic inscriptions and their con-
nection to Ethiopia have been recognized before (Stein 2003:168, Marrassini
2010:15-16). An Aksumite antecedent is not impossible, although the difference
between the 1 person and 3™ person plural has yet to be fully resolved.

It is worth pointing out that similar plurals of respect appear to have been
common in the broader region at the time. An interesting parallel with the Go%oz
form is the ‘divine plural’ as it occurs in the Quran, wherein God refers to himself
using the 1% person plural in several instances, for example 11:94 and 30:47:

wa-lamma  ga’a ‘amru-na naggay-na Su‘ayban
and-ADV came command-1.PL  saved-1.PL. Su‘ayb.ACC

“And when our command came, we saved Su‘ayb”

wa-lagad ‘arsal-na min qabli-ka rusulan
and-PART sent-1.PL PREP before-2.M.SG  prophets
“And we have sent prophets before you”

Furthermore, there is curious correspondence between the majestic plural found
in Sabaic and the so-called ‘plurals of respect’ in Amharic and Tigrinya. In these
languages, a distinct pronoun developed for the 2™ and 3™ person which takes 3™
person plural agreement. Compare Ambharic assu yomadttal, “he will come” versus
assaccaw yamdttalu, “he [HON] will come” (Leslau 1995:46-47) and Tigrinya
nassu (standard) vs nassamu (polite) (Melles 2001:32-33). Although it is ad-
mittedly unlikely that these forms arose due to contact with Sabaic, it is possible
that similar constructions of denoting respect existed in the Red Sea region during
the late antique period.
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3.4. Lexicon

Loanwords are ostensibly the most visible evidence of language contact. Broadly
speaking, words are borrowed between languages for one of two reasons: neces-
sity or prestige (Campbell 2013:59). When new items or concepts are introduced
into a linguistic community, foreign terminology is often borrowed as well. De-
pending on the situation, certain terms can be borrowed because they are con-
sidered to be more prestigious. A notable example from English is the wholesale
borrowing of terminology related to cuisine from Norman French, which was the
language spoken by the elite of Britain following the conquest of 1066 (Hock
2021:412-14).

Determining which terms are borrowed and which are shared retentions is not
always self-evident, particularly in the case of the ‘South Semitic’ scripts, as their
lack of the (consistent) representation of vowels hampers cross-linguistic com-
parison (Beeston 1994:39). Nevertheless, some factors allow us to establish
which terms are borrowed (Pat-El 2013:314):

a. Orthography.
Fluctuations in the representation of a word are often an indication that they
were borrowed, particularly at an early stage when no orthographic standards
have been established. Uncertainty or different opinions amongst scribes can
lead to varying representations of the same loanword (Onysko 2007:62)

b. (Morpho-)phonology.
The phonological shape of a word can also indicate whether or not a term was
borrowed, particularly if its etymological counterpart is also attested in the
recipient language. This can also extend to the morphophonological level,
where loans containing certain morphological elements can indicate borrowing.

c. Semantics.
In some cases, the borrowed term carries a specialized meaning, usually re-
presenting a new idea or concept. This can either lead to the introduction of new
terminology, or the ‘recycling’ of their etymological counterpart in the recipient

language.

These factors may, and often do, co-occur. For example, the Arabic term al-
muhaymin, ‘the guardian’ derives from an Aramaic verb haymana. Although
eventually etymologically related to the root ‘amana, ‘to be safe’ (retained in
Arabic (Al-Jallad and Jaworska 2019:45)), the presence of the causative 4- points
towards an Aramaic origin. Furthermore, its usage in the Qur’an (59:24) as a
deific points to a particular, specialized kind of religious terminology.>*

35 wa-huwa “alladr ld ilaha “illa huwa I-maliku I-quddiisu [-sallamu I-mu 'minu l-muhayminu

I-Sazizu [-gabbaru I-mutakkabiru subhana llahi ‘amma yusrikiina.
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The South Arabian material provides multiple examples of these factors as
well:

a. The Hebrew name Yosefis found in the South Arabian inscriptions written in
three distinct ways: 1) Ys'f(e.g., Ry 507, 508); 2) Yw’sf(Ja 1028); and 3) Yws’f
(SR-Na‘d 9). The orthographic variations indicate a lack of consensus amongst
South Arabian scribes on how to best represent a foreign name.

b. In several Sabaic inscriptions from Radman, an area that had previously been
under Qatabanian control, the causative is marked with s’. Although these in-
scriptions are otherwise written in Sabaic, the s’-causative is a clear indication
of Qatabanic influence (Stein 2003:8)

c. Much of the religious terminology in the inscriptions from the monotheist
period are borrowed directly from Aramaic, Syriac, and Go’az. Examples
include Aramaic moasg(a)da > ms'gd(n), “place of worship”; Syriac roha
goddesa > rh qds'*® and Greek ekklésia > qls'n, “church”.

Many earlier studies have already focused on lexical borrowing in South Arabia,
either from or into Sabaic and other pre-Islamic South Arabian languages. Rather
than repeating the findings of these studies, it is perhaps more useful to categorize
their findings. For example, the lexical items listed in al-Selwi’s Jemenitische
Worter can be categorized as follows:

a. Agriculture (50), botany (43) and geology (12)
b. Geographical features (41)

c. Material culture (30) and architecture (21)

d. Water management (18)

e. Social organization (13)

The distribution of these terms is not surprising. Agriculture and water manage-
ment were highly developed in South Arabia, so it is entirely expected that such
terms would be borrowed into local Arabic dialects. The same principle applies
to lexemes related to botany, geological features. As Miiller (2014:92) points out,
South Arabia had also made significant advances in architecture during antiquity,
so terms related to construction techniques would also have been easily transmitted.

However, it is worth focusing on some of the less ‘trivial’ lexemes borrowed
both into and from Sabaic. Starting from the 2™ to 3™ century AD onwards, terms
of both Ethiopic and Old Arabic origin referring to social organization filter into
the Sabaic inscriptions. Apart from overt references to Ethiopians, referred to as
either Aksumites (%s‘mn) or Ethiopians (*hbs?n; hbs’n; hbs’t), the terms hzb, “war
band” and *sdn, “settlements” are thought to be derived from Go'oz /azb and
‘a’sad (sg. ‘asad), respectively (Beeston 1994:; Hatke 2020:293)

236 But note the lack of the definite article, as compared to ms’gdn, suggesting the word was
borrowed through Ga%az.
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Similarly, in lieu of Sabaic s?b and “hgr, the terms ‘st and “dwr/’dyr are
found in two Central Sabaic inscriptions to refer to social organization for tribal
groups originating to the north of the South Arabian cultural area.”®” These two
terms are likely derived from Old Arabic ‘asirat, “tribe” and “adyar, “settlements”,
more commonly found in North Arabian inscriptions (Al-Jallad and Jaworska
2019:55, 64; Beeston 1994:41).7%

Vice versa, the Sabaic terms referring to social organization preserved by the
Islamic tradition warrant some additional discussion. The retention of salient
political terms, such as gayl, “prince; king” and miklaf, “province” support the
notion that the basic political structures remained in place into the early Islamic
period. Although this may appear to be a relatively trivial observation, it is preci-
sely the presence of such lexical items that allow for a more accurate reconstruc-
tion of social change in late antique South Arabia.

3.5. Discussion

This chapter gave an overview of the linguistic features that are shared in the
languages in South Arabia. The most important conclusions are as follows:

Firstly, the commonalities between these languages extend far beyond the scope
of lexicon. There are numerous shared phonological, morphological, and syntac-
tical features, whose presence in the languages of South Arabia appear to have
been the result of language contact. Furthermore, these features are derived from
different Semitic strata, including Late Sabaic, varieties of Old Arabic, and not-
ably, at least one Ethio-Semitic language, possibly a spoken form of Gofoz.

The next question is how to interpret this material. To again take the example
of the merger of the sibilants s’ and s° in Late Sabaic. In this section it was dis-
cussed that this merger can be reasonably attributed to substrate influence from
Old Arabic. A logical conclusion is that the scribes who were actually writing the
Late Sabaic inscriptions no longer distinguished between the two sibilants in their
native language. This would then lead to uncertainty about which of the sounds
ought to be written, leading to the inconsistent appearance of both s/ and s? in the
Late Sabaic period.

The transfer of linguistic features was far from unilateral. As much as Late
Sabaic appears to have been influenced by the surrounding languages, it, too,
exerted linguistic pressure on the languages surrounding it. A good example is
that of the k-based suffix conjugation, attested in multiple South Arabian dialects
of Arabic. Seeing how this feature is attested only in the mountainous areas of

27 The Central Middle Sabaic inscription Ja 574 refers to the “settlements” (“dwr{m]) of the
Aksumites: “they came into conflict [...] with twenty-five patrols from the settlements of the
Aksumites, Gmdn and ‘km” (7-8: w-hrbw [...] b-hmyt hms’t w-"s’ry ‘dwrm bn “dwr *ks'mn w-
Gmdn w-km)

238 The Central South Sabaic inscription ‘Abadan 1 refers to the northern Arabian tribe of
‘Abd al-Qays as ‘st ‘bdqys'n (line 29).
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South Arabia, its presence there can be ascribed to linguistic influence from Late

Sabaic.

However, merely showing that such features spread as the result of linguistic
contact does not yet say anything about the social and historical circumstances
under which such contact occurred. This is to be the focus of the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 4:
Linguistic change in late antique South Arabia

The previous chapter has shown that many phonological, morphological, and syn-
tactical features spread between the South Arabian languages of the late antique
period. These were the following. Sabaic, the administrative language of the
Sabaean and Himyarite states, which functioned as prestige language in South
Arabia. Secondly, varieties of Old Arabic, spoken by tribal groups that originated
to the north of South Arabian cultural area. And thirdly, an Ethio-Semitic lan-
guage, most likely Aksumite Ga‘az, the earliest evidence of which goes back to
the first Aksumite military intervention in South Arabia.

The goal of this chapter is to contextualize the contact between these languages
by examining the historical and social settings under which it occurred. In the
introduction it was mentioned that in the field of contact linguistics, most scholars
have to come to agree there are no innate restrictions on transfer. At the same time,
the linguistic transfer of structural elements, such as morphology and syntax, tend
to occur only under situations of prolonged and intense contact. In such situations,
one language usually enjoys more social prestige than the other. This means that
structural change can reflect on the social environment under which different lan-
guages interacted with each other.

This chapter seeks to establish the social environment of late antique South
Arabia by analyzing the features enumerated in the previous chapter. In doing so,
it will also provide a tentative chronology during which this language contact take
place, roughly divided into a pre-Islamic and early Islamic period. Furthermore,
this chapter also discusses the role of writing during the aforementioned periods
and the shift between the South Arabian and Arabic scripts in South Arabia. It
will also contextualize the attestations of the South Arabian script during the early
Islamic period, both in the form of epigraphy as well as in medieval Islamic
scholarship.

4.1. Linguistic change in South Arabia: preludes

Before the 4™ century, South Arabia had already been a linguistically diverse
area. Apart from the non-Sabaic Epigraphic South Arabian languages, inscrip-
tions originating from the northern edges of the South Arabian cultural area point
to the existence of various Semitic languages. The linguistic features exhibited
by these varieties defy straightforward classification.
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4.1.1. The 15 to 4" century AD

An example of such an early linguistic variety that does not easily lend itself to
linguistic classification is Amiritic, attested from the 1* century BC to the 2™
century AD. The language of the Amiritic inscriptions exhibits features similar
to Sabaic, and on the other, shares isoglosses with what would later be considered
Classical Arabic. Amiritic first emerges following the disintegration of the state
of Ma‘n, which had been completed by the 1% century AD.**° From this moment
onwards local ethno-linguistic tribal groups in the Yemeni Gawf (an area on the
border of the South Arabian cultural area) appears to have asserted themselves
politically.

Apart from the linguistic features distinguishing them from the Minaeans that
had preceded them, these tribes also adhered to different social, political, and
religious traditions than had been common in South Arabia before then (Schiette-
catte and Arbach 2020:268). For example, they replaced the Minaean system of
monarchy with a tribal council and introduced the worship of several, likely
originally North Arabian deities to the region. The most influential of these was
Dt Samawi, whose worship would come to spread over South Arabia in the
centuries following.

At the same time, the inscriptions left by the members of these tribes are
characterized by features that, from a Sabaic perspective, are non-standard. The
most important of these features are summarized in table 25.

Apart from these various grammatical elements, the Amiritic inscriptions are
further characterized by other lexical items that are notably distinct from that of
standard Sabaic. These include the verbs drb, “to beat” (Sab. s’bf) and gs’l, “to
wash”; (Sab. rhd)**" as well as the noun Ayn, “time”, which is clearly related to the
Arabic hin (id.), but which does not appear in any other Sabaic inscriptions.**'-2#

23 Traditionally the Amiritic inscriptions are dated to between the 1°* century BC and 1%/2
century AD. However, because no inscriptions containing dating formulae have been attested,
this range is based entirely on paleographic grounds. It is possible that the span of the Amiritic
writing school is broader, although in light of extra-linguistic evidence (the re-assertion of
Sabaean political control over the Jawf) it seems likely that the Amiritic inscriptions ceased to
be written at this stage.

240 Note that outside of Arabic the root gs/ is not attested in the sense “to wash”; whereas rhd
is attested in Ge‘ez, Mehri, Shehret, as well as Safaitic (Leslau 1987:466).

241 There is of course also an Arabic noun hin, pl. “ahyan, although it is difficult to establish
whether this is a denominal form.

242 Also note the attestation of causative of the verb nwr (*nawwara [?]) “to light;” which is
otherwise only attested in the Sabaic inscriptions in the C-stem, i.e., hnr (¥hanara [?]), idem.
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Table 25: Comparison of specific features in Standard Middle Sabaic, Minaic, Amiritic
and Old Arabic (adapted from Stein 2007).

“Standard” Minaic Anmiritic Old Arabic
Middle Sabaic
preposition ,,from* bn bn mn min
conjunction ,,when“ (b-)ywm (b)-ywm d d
introductory particle dt hn hn n
negative particle 1 I[h]m Im lam
1%t & 2" person past tense | -k -k -t -t
Sibilants st 52§57 ’s’, A ’s’, s? s1/s3; 52
causative stem h- si- h- -
definite article -n -n -n h-; hn; hi-; 7l @
mimation yes occasionally | occasionally | no

The presence of non-standard features in the Amiritic inscriptions has led scho-
lars to debate the linguistic nature of these texts. For example, Robin has called
Anmiritic a pseudo-Sabaic (pseudo-sabéen), used by various North Arabian tribes
as a koiné for intertribal communication (Robin 1991c:75, 1992:977). Macdonald,
however, thinks that these features are the result of non-Sabaic speakers imper-
fectly attempting to reproduce Sabaic or, alternatively, was a form of spoken
Sabaic heavily influenced by a non-Sabaic language (Macdonald 2000:56-7).
Similarly, Stein (2007:30) states that Amiritic can be ‘seen as a branch of Ancient
South Arabian, primarily a Sabaic dialect, whose admittedly significant influences,
particularly in the syntactical and lexical realms, are the result of neighboring
North Arabian cultures. In a recent evaluation of the inscriptions, al-Jallad de-
scribes the language of the Amiritic inscriptions as representing an ‘areal hybrid’,
similar to both the ‘Himyaritic’ described by medieval scholars (Al-Jallad 2013:
228-29).

Whichever way one interprets the features of the Amiritic inscriptions, their
mixed character points towards a complex linguistic situation on the edges of the
South Arabian cultural area. Inscriptions found at the town of Nagran and the
oasis as Qaryat al-Faw, both important centers on the north-to-south trading route
attest to other linguistic varieties existing in the same region.

The language of the Rbb’l b. Hf'm inscription is another example of a variety
defying straightforward classification. Like the Amiritic inscriptions, the Rbbl
b. Hf'm inscription is written in the South Arabian script and was long understood
as one of the earliest examples of Old Arabic (Kropp 1990:13, Macdonald
2000:50). For example, the Rbbl b. Hf'm inscription is characterized by the pre-
sence of the definite article “/-/hal-, causative f*/ and the collapse of the triph-
thongs, which are features that are all attested in Arabic as well. At the same time,
the language of the inscription displays the occasional use of mimation (as in
Sabaic) as well as the particle ‘dky, attested in Dadanitic (Al-Jallad 2014).

144



4.1.2. The 4™ to 5" centuries AD

From the 4™ century AD, the linguistic situation in Central and North Arabia begins
to change. The various North Arabian scripts of these regions disappear in favor
of the Paleo-Arabic script (2.5.1.) (Robin et al. 2014:1037). Apart from the adop-
tion of a single system of writing, the inscriptions from this period are charac-
terized by the presence of certain shared cultural elements, most notably the wide-
spread usage of the Nabatacan annual calendar with its starting date of 106 AD
(Alzoubi 2016:306).

These processes co-occurred with the establishment of Himyarite political
control over the area. At this time, the Himyarites had established political control
over all of South Arabia and begun extending their dominance into the central
Arabian desert. Rather than assuming direct control over the region, the Him-
yarites instead promoted the rulers of the tribal confederation of Kinda (Kdf) with
their capital at Qaryat al-Faw to rule as their suzerains (Gajda 2009:180).** It is
likely that political pressure, which at this point came to be exerted from three
different directions (i.e., Himyarite South Arabia, Persian Mesopotamia, and
Roman Syria), laid the ground for the beginnings of a shared cultural central-
northern Arabian identity, which was to strengthen in the centuries following.***

This period also saw the increased settlement of Old Arabic speakers in South
Arabia. The previous chapter (3.2.3) discussed the presence of the nasal prefixed
definite article in both the medieval ‘Himyaritic’ as well as in several contemporary
Arabic dialects. Although there is no evidence for a prepositioned definite article
in Sabaic (or the other ESA languages), it has occasionally been suggested that
the nasal article was derived from one of these languages. Although this is not
impossible,** it would require at least one unattested ad-hoc sound change.

Instead, it is likelier that the nasal article spread to South Arabia in the pre-
Islamic period, representing a distinct outcome of Central Semitic demonstrative
hn (Al-Jallad 2021).2*° By the 7™ century, the al- article had become dominant in
most Arabic dialects, indicating that the *‘an-article must have spread to South
Arabia before then. This, in turn, suggests Old Arabic speakers must have been
present in South Arabia before this change took place.

28 1t is during the same time that the term ’rb (‘a ‘rab; “a‘rith [?]) begins to appear in the
South Arabian inscriptions. The meaning of this term has led to much speculation, although it
seems likely that at this time, it refers to mercenaries employed by the Himyarites after their
conquest of South Arabia (Webb 2016:34)

244 While the inhabitants of Central and North Arabia may not have yet begun to call them-
selves ‘Arabs’ yet, it does seem likely that the socio-political environment of the 5% to 6™
centuries allowed for the development of a shared cultural identity. Al-Jallad points at the
usage of 77b as an ethnic term in a Safaitic inscription, pushing back the notion of an endonym
based on a term derived from b to at least the 4™ century AD (Al-Jallad 2020:8).

245 Note, for example, the prepositioned definite article in Jutland Danish, which may have
arisen as the result of contact with speakers of English (Perridon 1997).

246 Al-Jallad notes the presence of the ’am-article in an unpublished inscription from the
Tabuk region.

145



Furthermore, the retention of the internal or apophonic passive (3.2.7) in several
South Arabian Arabic dialects, including those spoken in North Yemen, in the
Hadramawt and in Dhofar (Oman) points to a pre-Islamic migration of Arabic
speakers to these regions. In the case of the northern Yemeni dialects, its presumed
presence in Sabaic could have strengthened its usage there as well. It is possible
that during this time, Arabic speakers in Hadramawt and western Oman came into
contact with speakers of (proto-)Modern South Arabian, from where the internal
passive was (re-)introduced into these languages.

4.2. Linguistic change in late pre-Islamic South Arabia
(504 - 650 AD)

The collapse of the South Arabian political system and the cessation of the asso-
ciated monumental writing tradition means that analyzing linguistic change is one
of the few ways to study the history of late pre-Islamic and early Islamic South
Arabia. The linguistic material presented in chapter 3 indicates a high degree of
structural contact between various Semitic languages in late antique South Arabia.
The socio-political implications of this contact have not yet received sufficient
attention.

During the first half of this period, Late Sabaic was still maintained as South
Arabia’s prestige language, maintaining its role in official purposes. This period or
the period immediately preceding it saw the most significant amount of linguistic
pressure from Sabaic on neighboring languages, leading to the transfer of morpho-
logical and syntactic features. Examples of such features include the 1% and 2™
person k-based verbal suffix (3.2.1.), which is still in use in most of the Yemeni
highlands (Behnstedt 2016:192-93). A similar phenomenon is the ‘aCCiiC internal
plural (3.2.2), whose contemporary usage is now unevenly distributed (Behnstedt
2016:84).

Not all features seem to have survived into the contemporary period. The most
notable example of this is the conjunction hing, “as” (3.3.4). Although this con-
junction appears to have been relatively productive during the medieval period,
it does not seem to have survived into any contemporary South Arabian dialects.

The prestigious, possibly even artificial, position of Late Sabaic did not mean
it was impervious to outside influence. A notable example of such linguistic
influence is the introduction of the majestic plural (3.3.5), which may have arisen
under Aksumite cultural pressure. A clearer example of Ethiopic influence on
Sabaic is that of the negative adverb d” (3.3.1), which points towards a significant
Ethiopic substrate.

This, in turn, suggests that the presence of Ethiopic speakers in South Arabia
remained large enough to warrant such a strong effect on the form of Sabaic
adopted by the Himyarites. It is not impossible to imagine a situation in which
local Aksumite speakers of Go‘oz continued to reside in South Arabia, while
maintaining mercantile and diplomatic connections with Ethiopia. Furthermore,
the descendant of the negative particle daw and its allomorphs remain in use only
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in the Yemeni Tihama, coincidentally the region with the strongest cultural and
political ties to Aksumite Ethiopia.

This claim has some significant implications for the history of the socio-
political situation in late antique South Arabia. The Aksumite invasion is usually
framed within the context of a historical presence in the Tihama and Nagran
during the 2™ and 3™ century AD. Following the Aksumites’ military withdrawal
from South Arabia, their claim to the region was based on political fiction. The
invasion of South Arabia in the 6™ century was the result of an irredentist Aksumite
agenda fueled by religious ideology (Hatke 2011:53—59). The linguistic evidence
may lead to a partial re-evaluation of this notion.

The second half of this period saw the abandonment of Late Sabaic in its official
capacity. At this stage, determining the directionality of linguistic contact becomes
more difficult. For example, the nominalizer *moagqtal (3.2.4) has parallels in both
Sabaic and Go'oz. Its presence in Old and medieval Arabic texts as well as in con-
temporary Yemeni Arabic dialects can plausibly be attributed to either a South
Arabian or Ethio-Semitic antecedent language. A similar argument can be made
for the seemingly unusual forms (3.1.5.), whose etymological background defies
a simple path from Late Sabaic into Arabic.

4.3. Linguistic change in early Islamic South Arabia
(650 - 850 AD)

From the 7™ century onward, South Arabia became an integral part of the Islamic
polity. This period saw the participation of several South Arabian tribal groups
and individuals in the Islamic conquests and their settlement in the subjugated
provinces. The participation of South Arabians in the early Islamic conquests will
be expanded upon in chapter 5.

The political crystallization of Islam during the 8" century, however, solidified
the position of Classical Arabic as South Arabia’s new prestige language. This,
however, marginalized varieties of Arabic that had been spoken in the region
before the standardization of Classical Arabic (2.5.1). As a result, the medieval
scholars working within the Classical Arabic framework came to identify both
non-Classical local varieties of Arabic and the pre-Islamic South Arabian lan-
guage(s) under the umbrella term ‘Himyaritic’. For this reason, etymologically
unrelated features, such as the Old Arabic prefixed nasal article am-/an- and the
1°- and 2™ pronominal suffix -k¥ were both seen as ‘Himyaritic’.

Despite the cessation of the South Arabian monumental writing tradition,
some epigraphic material from the early Islamic period survives. These inscrip-
tions, written in both South Arabian monumental and cursive letters as well as in
the Arabic script, offer an invaluable insight into linguistic change during the early
Islamic period:

Firstly, these inscriptions show that the lateral article a/- had been steadily
making inroads into South Arabia by the 7%/8™ century. Around the 6™ to 7" century,
the nasal article had functionally disappeared from (nearly all) other varieties of
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carly Arabic, having been replaced with the lateral article al-. Two inscriptions
from Gabal Umm Layla, about 50 kilometers north of Sa‘da, serve as an example.
Written in the South Arabian script, these inscriptions (Robin Umm Layla 2
and 3) were written next to a Central Middle Sabaic inscription (Robin Umm
Layla 1/Ja 2877) (see also 4.5.2.) (Robin 1976):

Figure 5: Robin Umm Layla 2, DASI)

Robin Umm Layla 2: ktb mhmd ’bn ‘bd ’llh “bn ‘ly “bn “lhryn
“Muhammad b. ‘Al b. ‘Abdallah b. Al1 b. al-Hryn wrote
(this).”

Figure 6: Robin Umm Layla 3 (DASI)

Robin Umm Layla 3: kb ‘ly ’bn *bd “lrhm'n
““Al1b. ‘Abd al-Rahman wrote (this)”
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Although these inscriptions were written in the South Arabian script, their lan-
guage is Arabic. Clear indications of this are both the presence of the noun "bn
instead of Sabaic bn and the verb kb, “to write”, instead of Sabaic s’tr. The attes-
tation of the names ‘Abd al-Rahman (‘bd “lriim’n) and ‘Abd Allah (‘bd “lih), both
of which demonstrate the presence of the al-based personal names in South Arabia.

g . ¥ F £ i e

Figure 7: Tawq b. al-Haytam inscription, South Arabian portion
(adapted from al-Said 2004).247

The Tawq b. al-Haytam inscription, named after the texts’ author, are a case in
point: the first two inscriptions consist of the author’s name and patronymic. The
third is a brief invocation, which reads as follows:

fe
Bt
4 y L

R

Al-Said 2004: gfi “llh I-twq bn “lhytm
gafira llahu li-tawq bin al-haytam
“May God forgive Tawq, son of al-Haytam”

247 For purposes of clarity, I have manipulated the picture in an image processor by reversing
the colors and increasing both the highlights and shadows. Deep gratitude to Professor Al-
Said for allowing his picture to be re-used in this dissertation.
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These inscriptions are particularly interesting as they were written in both Arabic
and South Arabian. The South Arabian portion of the inscription, which only
contains the personal name and patronymic nevertheless indicates the presence
of the definite article a/- in the region.

Finally, the Gabal Dabiib inscription, which is one of the few longer texts
written in the South Arabian script from the early Islamic period may also point
towards a stratum of Arabic that contained an (assimilating) lateral definite article.
The inscription reads as follows:

J-D: (1) bsmlh rhmn rhmn rb s'mwt (2) r(zq)n mfdlk wtrn mhh s*kmt *ymn

Based on the script, Al-Hagg and Faq‘as interpret the language of the inscription
as a mixture of Arabic and Late Sabaic?*® and give two possible interpretations of
the text (al-Hagg and Faq‘as 2018).

“In the name of God, the Merciful, the Beneficent, Lord of the Heavens, the Pro-
vider, who makes you [mankind] more preferable, who likewise gives you his
blessings, because he gives you his faith.”?#

“In the name of God, the Merciful, the Beneficient, Lord of the Heavens, the Pro-
vider, [I ask] your bounty through your grace, and that you grant its essence (of
wisdom) through faith.”?>°

Al-Jallad argues against reading the language of the Gabal Dabiib inscription as
Sabaic. Instead, he sees it as an early form of Arabic, simply written in South
Arabian cursive letters. As Al-Jallad points out, Al-Hagg’s and Faq‘as’s Sabaic-
oriented interpretation faces several problems. For example, whereas they interpret
the final -x seen in several words (rhmn, rzqn) as the Sabaic definite article, they
do not explain why it is lacking the first theonym rafiman and the noun samawat
(s‘mwt). Instead, Al-Jallad suggests interpreting these final -n’s as reflecting the
first-person pronominal suffix. Al-Jallad thus offers an alternative interpretation
of the inscription (Al-Jallad 2022):

bismillah r-rahman rahim-na rabb s-samawat rzuq-na mif-fadli-ka
“In the name of God, the Rahman; have Mercy upon us, O lord of the heavens,
satisfy by means of your favor, and grant us its essence (i.e., wisdom)”.

Al-Jallad further mentions the nouns rim and s‘mwt as reflecting an unmarked
assimilating definite article (e.g., * Vr-rahim; * Vs-samawat), which would also be

248 As the authors state: “because the author began his miniscule inscription with the basmala,
following that with [both] South Arabian and Classical Arabic forms” (li-’anna sahiba l-naqs
ftataha naqSa-hiu I-zabiriyya bi-"ayati I-tawhid (bismillahi I-rahmani l-rahimi) wa-‘a‘qaba-
ha bi-"alfazin musnadiyyatin wa-"ubra ‘arabiyyatun fasthatun) (al-Hagg and Faq'as 2018:24)
29 pismillah l-rahman l-rahim l-razzaq [alladi] mufaddilu-ka ["ayyuhd al-’insan] wa-I-
murdifu ni‘ama-hii ‘alay-ka ‘ata-ka I-tmana.

20 See also the discussion about morphological translation above (4.2.1.2).
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found in the construction rb s’mwt. Additionally, it is notable that the root rzq is
not attested in the pre-Islamic South Arabian epigraphy, whereas it occurs in this
inscription.”®' Orthographic practices too, seem to suggest Arabic rather than
Sabaic.

The Arabic strata containing the definite article a/- likely came into contact
with a local variety of Late Sabaic. The most important indication of this is the
distribution of the k-based pronominal suffixes of the 1*' and 2™ person (mascu-
line) verbal conjugation. This phenomenon is generally absent from Arabic dia-
lects containing the nasal definite article,”* possibly indicating a heavier degree
of Arabization in those regions.

The apparent mutual exclusion of the k-based suffix conjugation and the nasal
definite article may find some support in the medieval Islamic tradition. In a
citation of the medieval ‘Himyaritic’, al-Hamdan1 gives the following example:

“The (inhabitants of the) land of Sufyan b. Arhab is comprehensible (fusaha’),
except for when they say ‘am-ragul (the man), gayyad ba‘ira-ka (“tie up your two
camels”) and ra’aytu ‘ahawaka (“1 saw your two brothers”)”

Here al-Hamdan1 intends to draw attention to the ‘incorrect’ usage of the dual in
object position, as according to Classical Arabic the forms should be ba‘irayka
and ‘ahawayka, respectively. However, in this passage al-Hamdani makes no
reference to the k-based suffix conjugation, although he was evidently aware of
its existence (see also the discussion in 3.2.1). Although this may be a coin-
cidence, its absence here is at least curious.?>

Notably, those regions of contemporary Yemen and southwestern Saudi-Arabia
that contain both the k-based suffix conjugation and the nasal definite article also
display other significant forms of Late Sabaic influence. For example, the pre-
position si-, “to; towards” (3.2.5.), which evidently goes back to the Late Sabaic
form s’- is attested in al-Nazir, spoken in the same region. Similarly, the presence
of the inflected relative pronoun (3.3.4.), whose morphology is particularly close
to that of Late Sabaic points towards a particular intense linguistic contact in what
is now northern Yemen.

3L Considering that Arabic rizq is a Middle Persian loanword (< ré¢ig, “daily bread” (Jeffery
2007:142)) its presence in the Gabal Dabib inscription may in fact reflect the first attested
usage of this word in Arabic.

232 With the notable exception of certain dialects spoken in the area around Sa‘da (Behnstedt
1987:26, 54)

233 On the other hand, in his Tarih madinat San‘a’, al-Razi gives the example ra’ayku bi-n-
hulm ka-waladku ibnan min ttb (Landberg 1886:112.)
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4.4. Was late antique South Arabia bi- or multilingual?

The linguistic features discussed in the previous section raises the question
whether bi- or multilingualism was widespread in South Arabia. The presence or
absence of bi- or multilingual inscriptions itself is not enough to determine this,
as the different languages could have been written by different scribes or by a
highly educated scribal class who were competent enough to compose the same
text in different languages.

Instead, the linguistic character of the texts themselves may indicate whether
or not multilingualism was widespread in South Arabia or not. The previous
chapter demonstrated that the degree of linguistic contact between the various
languages of the region extended beyond the level of lexicon: instead, evidence
for the transfer of features includes phonology, morphology, and syntax.

As mentioned before (see method, p. 18-20), the likelihood with which certain
linguistic features are transferred over others can be mapped onto a scale, referred
to as a borrowability scale.

The borrowability scale (Matras and Sakel 2007, 61):

nouns, conjunctions > verbs > discourse markers > adjectives > interjections >
adverbs > other particles, adpositions > numerals > pronouns > derivational
affixes > inflectional affixes

As a rule, the further down the borrowability scale, the greater the likelihood of
intense contact between languages. Although ‘intensity’ is difficult to define
precisely, Thomason (2011:66) roughly defines three main indicators: 1) duration
of linguistic contact, i.e., the longer the contact, the higher the likelihood of lin-
guistic interference; 2) the size of the linguistic communities: if one of the com-
munities involved is smaller than the other, the greater the likelihood they will take
over features from the larger linguistic community; and 3) if one of the linguistic
communities is socio-economically dominant, the greater the chance the non-
dominant community will take over linguistic features from the dominant group.

The various linguistic features discussed in chapter 3 can help establish whether
or not there is evidence for bi- or multilingualism in South Arabia during the late
antique period.

4.4.1. Phonological arguments

Firstly, the phonological features discussed in chapter 3 indicate the following:

The merger of the sibilants s’ and s* during the late Sabaic period (3.1.3.) can
plausibly be attributed to internal developments. The fact that the two sibilants
had seemingly merged completely is apparent in at least one inscription (Ry 507),
where the forms ms'nd and ms’nd co-occur. As discussed in the respective
section, the merger of different sibilants can be seen both elsewhere in Semitic,
and the merger of s/ and s° specifically is posited for both Proto-Arabic and proto-
Ethio-Semitic, where this sound change is thought to have occurred through
internal development.
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Although an independent internal development cannot be precluded for the
merger of s' and s® in late Sabaic, the fact that its earliest attestation occurs in the
4™ century warrants additional attention (Sima 2001). As was previously dis-
cussed, the presence of the nasal article in South Arabia can similarly be dated to
the 4™ century AD at the latest, indicating speakers of Arabic must have been
present in the region by that time at the latest. In this case, In this case, it is
possible that this the sibilant merger arose because some Sabaic scribes spoke a
form of Old Arabic or an Ethio-Semitic language as their native language.”*

This situation is comparable to that of medieval Ga‘ez, which was mostly
authored by scribes who were native Amharic speakers. As at this stage Amharic
had also merged the pronunciation of sibilants sat (s'/s°), and sawt (s?) and it is
not uncommon to find spellings of etymological s*> with sat and s'/s* with saw?
(Leslau 1987:xiv; Weninger 2011c¢:83).

Secondly, starting from the Middle Sabaic period onwards, there is growing
evidence for the full assimilation of nasals to a preceding consonant, resulting in
spelling such as bt < bnt, “daughter” (3.1.2.). This appears to have been an areal
phenomenon, as similar processes can be seen in certain North Arabian lan-
guages, such as Dadanitic (Kootstra 2019:48) as well as in Safaitic (Al-Jallad
2015a:51).% The same merger is attested in some places in the Quran as well,
whence it entered into Classical Arabic, for example ‘amma < ‘an-ma, “about”.

Consequently, certain Arabian onomastics attested in the Middle and Late
Sabaic inscriptions exhibit the full assimilation of the nasal to a following
consonant, including both Arabic and South Arabian names. Examples include
toponyms such as al-Mandab, represented as Mdbn; personal names such as
Yankuf and al-Mundir, represented as Ykf and Mdrn, respectively; and tribal names
such as Kinda, represented as Kdf.

The Arabic tradition transmits these names with the nasal intact. Although this
may not be surprising for names such as al-Mundir and Kinda, which are likely
of Arabic origins, it is more remarkable in the case of Yankuf, which was a
markedly South Arabian name. The presence of the name Yankuf in the Arabic
tradition indicates that it must have been borrowed into Arabic before the full
assimilation of the nasal to a following consonant had been completed.

2% A similar phenomenon is attested in the early Sabaic inscriptions from Ethiopia, where
etymological /t/ is frequently spelled with /s!/, suggesting that the language of these inscrip-
tions’ authors was an early Ethio-Semitic language, which had already undergone the change
*/t) > */s!/.

255 Tn fact, nasal assimilation can be seen as far north as the Levant, as the assimilation in the
niphil forms in Northwest Semitic shows (Gzella 2011b:443)

153



4.4.2. Morphological arguments

Certain morphological features may indicate that some form of bilingualism may
have been present in South Arabia during the final centuries of the pre-Islamic
period:

The first piece of evidence consists of the representation of Arabic names in
the Sabaic inscriptions. Multiple Sabaic inscriptions refer to tribal or personal
names, containing the definite article al-.*>® The earliest of these is the southern
Sabaic inscription ‘Abadan 1, which refers to the tribe ‘Abd al-Qays as ‘bdgys’n,
in which the Arabic definite article a/- is represented with the Sabaic definite
article -n. This inscription was written in the year 470 of the Himyaritic calendar,
meaning that as early as the year 360 AD, certain Sabaic scribes were competent
enough in Arabic to translate the prefixed definite article with the corresponding
suffixed definite article of Sabaic.

Further examples of the same phenomenon are the representation of the Arabic
name al-Mundir in two Late Sabaic inscriptions (CIH 541; Murayghan 3) as
Mdrn, as well as the spelling Mdbn in reference to the Mandab strait.**” The fact
that the scribes of these inscriptions were able to give the equivalent of the Arabic
prefixed definite article in Sabaic, namely the suffixed article -n shows that they
had a competence in at least both languages.

The opposite phenomenon, namely the translation of the Sabaic suffixed defi-
nite article -n with the pro-nominal Classical Arabic definite article a/- also exists.
Medieval scholars transmitting the pre-Islamic Himyarite month names con-
sistently represent the South Arabian suffixed article -n with the prefixed definite
article in Arabic.”>® Examples include Di [-Mubakkir from d-Mbkrn, Dii I-Surab
from d-Srbn, and Di [-Hiraf from d-Hrfin. > %

A careful analysis of the onomastic evidence further points at morphological
translation: similar to the names of the months, the Arabic medieval tradition refers
to tribal and/or place names also attested in the pre-Islamic epigraphic corpora.
A basic statistical analysis of 253 toponyms found in both the pre-Islamic inscrip-
tions and in al-Hamdan1’s Sifat gazirat al-‘arab and Yaqut al-Ram1’s Mu‘gam al-
buldan indicates the following:

23 The opposite, i.e., the fact that medieval Muslim scholars were aware that the suffix -n
corresponded to the Arabic definite article al- was already pointed out by Beeston (Beeston
1984:29)

27 Ja 1028:4: w-tsn® s'sl'tn Mdbn, ‘he reinforced Mandab chain;’ Ry 507: w-ysn‘n s's'It Mdbn,
id.;Ry 508:8: w-I-sn‘n s's'lt Mdbn, ‘to reinforce the chain of Mandab’.

28 This was already pointed out by Beeston (1984:29).

2% However, a new analysis of the medieval transmission of the Himyarite month names from
a historical-linguistic point of view and incorporating the manuscript evidence is overdue.
There are certain idiosyncrasies between the ‘Himyaritic’ and Arabic forms (e.g., d-gyzn trans-
mitted as both dit I-giyaz and dii-qayd, the inconsistent definite article (both in ‘Himyaritic’
and Arabic) in d-hrf]n] < dii [-hiraf; di-haraf (Robin 1998:125)

260 For a full list of the Himyarite month names see Saliba (1985) and Robin (1998:124-25).

154



a. The vast majority of toponyms (156 of 253) are attested as standing in the
absolute or unmarked state in Sabaic, such as Brh. These toponyms are which
are generally unmarked in the Arabic text as well, consequently Barih. A
factor that complicates the analysis of these toponyms is the fact that, although
Arabic formally distinguishes between indefinite nouns marked with nunation
(triptotes) and unmarked indefinite nouns (diptotes) (see also the discussion
in 2.5.2). However, few written Arabic texts and editions explicitly show this,
meaning that it is difficult to determine whether the noun is diptotic or triptotic.

b. A smaller number of toponyms (40 of 253) found in the inscriptions are
marked with the Sabaic indefinite (i.e., mimation). Most of these toponyms are
also indefinite in the Arabic texts. Examples include Hbs’m > Habsa, Hmrm >
Hamr, S'Thm > Salth.

c. Finally, of the 57 toponyms attested in the Sabaic inscriptions that are marked
with the suffixed definite article -n, 47 are marked with the definite article al-
in Arabic. Examples include ‘smn > al-*Asim; Dnbtn > al-Danabat;, Mqldn >
al-Magqilid.

Arabic definite Arabic indefinite
Sabaic definite 47/57 (82.4%) 10/57 (17.6%)
Sabaic indefinite 11/40 (27.5%) 29/40 (63.5%)
Sabaic absolute 23/156 (14.7%) 133/156 (85.3%)

The overlap of (in)definiteness in the Sabaic and Arabic forms of the South Arabian
toponyms indicates that speakers of Arabic were generally able to recognize the
Sabaic definite article and give the corresponding form of the article in Arabic.
This kind of morphological adaptation tends to require at least some degree of
bilingual competence (Sandnes 2016:7-8).

Thirdly, the medieval Arabic tradition preserves a number of South Arabian
personal names that are based on an imperfect verbal phrase (e.g., Ya’mn, “he is
protected”). Whereas such verbal phrasal names are common throughout West
Semitic, they tend to be relatively rare in Arabic (Weninger 2002:220). Although
verbal names are attested in Arabic, they are either derived from Hebrew and/or
Aramaic or reflect archaisms (Jeffery 2007:290-91).

Some of these South Arabian names are vocalized on the pattern yuf'il, cor-
responding to the Classical Arabic IV™ or causative stem. Semantically, this form
corresponds to the Sabaic causative, marked by a prefix 4-. Some salient examples
include the names of the pre-Islamic Himyarite rulers S?mr Yhris?and Ys'r Yhn'm,
which are transmitted in the Arabic script as s’mr yr's and y’sr yy‘m, respectively
(Gajda 2009:195).

The correspondence between the Sabaic causative /- and the Arabic causative
*- appears to have been known to the 10™ century scholar al-Hamdani (Robin
2021:99-100). In the second volume of his a/-Iklil, he states that the origin of the
name Haswa' is "ASwa‘ but notes that ‘the Himyarites replace the 4@’ with the
hamza” (wa-l-aslu “aswa* ‘illa *ana himyara tabdulu I-ha’ min al-hamza”).
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In light of al-Hamdan1’s statement, it seems that the South Arabian causative-
based names in the medieval tradition genuinely underwent a process of morpho-
logical translation: the function of the A-causative was understood and translated
with its equivalent form in Arabic. A further example is the name Yur‘is. This
name is attested as Yhr's? in the South Arabian epigraphic record, predominantly
in Sabaic, but also in two Qatabanic and one Hadramitic inscription. Importantly,
the form Yr's? is attested only once in a Middle Sabaic inscription dating to the
reign of Sammar Yuhar'is. Whether this is a simple scribal error or (more
excitingly) possible evidence of substrate influence is unclear. However, it is evi-
dent that the form Y7fs? is functionally unattested. This, in turn, indicates that the
Arabic causative form Yurfis genuinely represents a semantic translation of the
Sabaic form Yhrés2.2!

Nevertheless, awareness of the correspondence between the Sabaic and Arabic
causatives appears to have been lost very quickly. A comparable situation can be
found in the Quranic imperative hdtii, which also represents a retention of the /-
causative, derived from an Old Arabic form hata (cf. Classical Arabic ‘ata). The
same sound laws that led to the imposition of the glottal stop in similar verbs did
not affect the form Aati, indicating that this form was no longer analyzable as
derived from the root “ata (Van Putten 2022:179).

Further complicating the transmission of such names is the fact that in the
Arabic script, the difference between the G-stem (I) and the C-stem (IV) in the
imperfect is only explicitly marked through the use of the vowel signs (harakat).
Outside the Quranic texts, the usage of vowel signs is rare, both in contemporary
and historical documents. In this regard, the many variations of the South Arabian
etymologically causative personal names encountered in the Islamic tradition is
to be expected, particularly as these names had not been linguistically analyzable
for centuries.

4.4.3. Superstrate, adstrate and substrate

In contact linguistics, the terms super- and substrate are used to refer to language
varieties considered to have relatively more or less power or prestige, respec-
tively.?®* Furthermore, the term adstrate is used to refer to situations of language
contact wherein neither language enjoys more or less prestige than the other.

261 More examples of original h-causative South Arabian personal names occur in the medieval
tradition. Al-Hamdani (Ikl1l 10:115) transmits the name Yumgad. The former goes back to a
personal name Yimgd, attested both in Qatabanic (Baba al-Hadd 2/CSAI 1I:2) and Sabaic
(MAFRAY-di-Hadid 1:2 and 2:3, YMN 14, both as Yimgd and, starting from the Middle period
onwards as Ymgd. This name is more common in South Sabaic and Late Sabaic, possibly
indicating a shift from 4 > @ (*yuhaf*il > yuf'il) in that particular region. The latter is attested
as the epithet of the deity Ta’lab.

262 For example, (Old) French functioned as a superstrate in England following the Norman
conquest of 1066; its influence can be determined by the fact that English terms related to
meat are derived from French, whereas terms referring to the animal itself are derived from a
Germanic root: e.g., beef (Fr. boeuf) vs cow (compare Ger. Kuh).
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Based on the linguistic evidence presented above, the linguistic situation in South
Arabia was characterized by both superstrate and substrate as well as adstrate
contact. Furthermore, there is evidence that between the late pre-Islamic and early
Islamic periods the superstrate and substrate languages of the region reversed roles.

As aresult of the socio-political changes discussed in the first chapter, the role
of these languages shifted. Although Sabaic had been South Arabia’s prestige
language up until and throughout the Himyarite and Aksumite periods, the political
upheavals of the 6 century had likely severely damaged its reputation. Abraha’s
usage of Late Sabaic in his inscriptions until the apparent collapse of his dynasty
represents the final stages of the language in its traditional position as a prestige
language. The near-total disappearance of South Arabian writing was therefore
less the result of a sudden language shift, but rather the social decay of Sabaic
and general processes of decentralization coinciding with this period.

However, as previously discussed, the situation in South Arabia was not just
characterized by contact between Sabaic and varieties of Arabic. The presence of
certain features that can only be attributed to an Ethio-Semitic language implies
that such a language was also spoken in South Arabia before the 6™ century AD.

Table 26: Linguistic strata in South Arabia between 560 and c. 800 AD

Superstrate Adstrate Substrate
Pre-560 AD Late Sabaic Old Arabic
Ethio-Semitic
560 -800 AD |- Spoken Late Sabaic |-

Old Arabic varieties
Ethio-Semitic

Post-800 AD Classical Arabic Non-Classical Arabic
Late Sabaic
Ethio-Semitic

The integration of South Arabia into the Islamic polity intensified the process of
Arabization, which happened in different waves. During this time, other dialects
of Arabic came to be spoken in South Arabia, including those that were charac-
terized by the lateral article a/- (and its allomorphs). The contemporary dialects
spoken in Yemen suggest that speakers of such dialects may have come into
contact with speakers of a South Arabian language, as the presence of the 1% and
2" person masculine pronominal suffix -k(¥) indicates.

A notable exception to this rule is the dialectal situation around the city of
Sa‘da. The high degree of linguistic variation and its idiosyncrasies found in this
region can possibly be attributed to Sa‘da’s importance as a political and religious
center from the 9™ century, following the arrival of the Zaydi imam Al-Hadi ila
al-Haqq in 279/893. Considering Sa‘da’s strategic location between Nagran and
the central Yemeni highlands, it is not surprising that this region saw more
intensive contact between speakers of Arabic and speakers of a late form of a pre-
Islamic South Arabian language.
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4.5. Scripts and writing in late antique South Arabia

After the collapse of Abraha’s dynasty the South Arabian script fell out of political
use. Although some inscriptions from the very end of the pre-Islamic and early
Islamic periods are extant (see also 4.3), its political applications disappeared
with the end of South Arabian political independence.

The South Arabian script fell out of use without major observable political
change. Unlike the final Ugaritic inscriptions, which were written during the
‘Bronze Age collapse’, giving testament to Ugarit’s impending destruction, the
youngest dated monumental inscription seems almost banal in nature. This in-
scription (CIH 325), which dates to 669 of the Himyarite calendar (559 AD)
mentions the restoration of a dam. Carved in a clearly legible ductus and written in
Late Sabaic, there is nothing about the text that suggests it would be the last monu-
mental inscription. Although it cannot be excluded that even later monumental
South Arabian inscriptions were written, so far none have been discovered.

The political instabilities and near-constant state of warfare that characterized
South Arabia during the 6™ century AD seem to have had little impact on the
monumental tradition, at least initially. As previously discussed, the Aksumites
continued the political-cultural traditions established by the Himyarites centuries
before, with new inscriptions written in South Arabia throughout the period of
Aksumite occupation. Abraha, too, presented himself as a Himyarite ruler (1.4.2;
1.5.1.). The little documentary evidence that exists indicates a degree of political
continuity between the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods. Many of the
same tribal groups that had wielded political influence in the 6™ century would
re-emerge in the early 9" century (1.4.4; 1.5.2).

Considering the available evidence, the abandonment of the monumental
tradition is all the more curious. It is not impossible that various ills of the sixth
century disproportionally affected the scribal class. Stein (2005) suggests that
there is no evidence for widespread literacy in South Arabia, and that texts were
predominantly composed by a professional scribal class. Important indications of
this are the attestations of so-called ‘practice texts’, with which scribes exercised
their writing skills and the fact that personal letters refer to senders in the third,
rather than the first person (Stein 2009a:270-71).

Abraha’s dam inscription (CIH 541) refers to an outbreak of a disease (dlim),
which Robin identifies with the Justinian plague (Robin 1992a:234). The Justinian
Plague was an early outbreak of yersinia pestis,** which is estimated to have re-
sulted in a mortality rate ranging from between 10 to 40% in Constantinople alone
(Rosen 2008:209—10). If the ‘disease’ mentioned in Abraha’s inscription was indeed
y. pestis, it may have had a devastating effect on South Arabia’s settled population.

A recent theory seeks to explain the rise of Islam within the context of climate
change on the Arabian Peninsula. Hydrologic analysis conducted on stalagmites
in western and northern Oman shows a dramatic and sudden decrease of rainfall

263 The most (in)famous outbreak of y. pestis was the ‘Black Death,” which would wreak havoc
throughout Europe and the Middle East during the 13" and 14" centuries AD.
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beginning at the end of the 5™ century AD, with droughts peaking between 500
and 530 AD (Fleitmann et al. 2022:2). Persistent droughts and the resulting de-
crease of agricultural output could similarly have disproportionally affected the
Himyarites’ scribal class.

The most likely explanation is that the aforementioned factors reinforced each
other. Rather than imagining an apocalyptic scenario involving a massive number
of casualties, either from invasions, starvation, and/or disease, it seems more likely
that the tradition of writing monumental inscription was gradually abandoned. The
different social problems that plagued South Arabia during the 6™ century simply
exerted so much stress on the Himyarite political tradition that it lost its legi-
timacy and that few people had the social and financial capacity to have new
monumental inscriptions made.

4.5.1. The South Arabian script in early Islamic South Arabia

Despite the cessation of the South Arabian monumental tradition, South Arabian
inscriptions continued to be written throughout the final stages of the pre-Islamic
into the early Islamic periods. A previous section (4.3.2.) discussed how several
inscriptions from the Islamic South Arabia were written using the South Arabian
script. Although these inscriptions are difficult to date both due to their brevity
as well as a lack of broader context, they still provide an invaluable insight into
the social environment in South Arabia after the end of the Himyarite period.

Although these inscriptions are occasionally described as ‘bilingual’, these
texts rarely consist of more than the authors’ personal name(s) and/or patronymic.
Knowledge of South Arabian orthographic norms appears to have fluctuated
significantly. For example, the Tawq b. al-Haytam inscription (figure 7) does not
contain word dividers, while the ductus is much less consistent than those of the
pre-Islamic inscriptions. Furthermore, unlike the Arabic names that were
represented with the corresponding Sabaic suffixed definite article (see above,
4.2.1.), this inscription simply copied the Arabic form. In essence, this is an
Arabic inscription in South Arabian letters.

In this regard, the two inscriptions from Gabal Umm Layla seem to be much
closer to the (Late) Sabaic orthographic tradition (see figure 5 and 6, above).
Here, the authors were mostly capable of writing the South Arabian glyphs in a
consistent manner, while also correctly applying word dividers. Still, the inscrip-
tions’ language as well as the authors’ names clearly indicate that the inscription
was written during the early Islamic period.

Similar inscriptions have been discovered more recently: on September 18,
2021, a photograph of a ‘bi-graphic’ inscription was posted on the social media
platform Twitter.”®* The paleographic features of the inscription suggest a
187™ century date.?®> The inscription itself is divided into two parts, which read
as follows:

264 This photograph was made and uploaded by the Saudi-based Twitter used @mashalgrad
(https://twitter.com/mashalgrad/status/1438971533075140608).

265 Van Putten (personal communication)

159



Ahmad b. Abdallah 1 (Arabic script):

rb ’gfr I-"hmd “bn ‘bdlh

rabb igfir li-ahmad bin ‘abdallah

“O Lord, forgive Ahmad, son of Abdallah

Ahmad b. Abdallah 2 (South Arabian script):
dnbh yrb

danba-hii ya rabb
“His sins, o Lord.”

The Ahmad b. Abdallah inscription represents an interesting combination of both
early Arabic orthographic and late Sabaic orthographic practices. For example,
the niin in the word ibn, “son”, has a particular slant characteristic of the 1°/7™ cen-
tury Arabic script. However, the author also placed a word divider between the
words dnbh and ya, written in South Arabian glyphs.

Finally, the historical significance of the Gabal Dabiib should also be discussed.
It differs in several places from the South Arabian-Arabic ‘bi-graphic’ texts dis-
cussed so far. Most notably, the Gabal Dabib inscription is a brief, yet complete
text, rather than simply a transposition of the authors’ names into the South Arabian
script.

The discussion of the inscription’s language has thus far not devoted much
attention to its orthography. Al-Hagg and Faqfas’ decision to read the text as
Sabaic is reasonable when considering the fact that paleographically, the inscrip-
tion is nearly indistinguishable from other miniscule texts from the Late Sabaic
period.?*® For example, the both the ductus and the following of orthographic norms
show that the author was keenly aware of how the miniscule script was supposed
to be written.

However, as Al-Jallad notes (2022:14), the Gabal Dabiib inscription con-
sistently spells the third person masculine pronominal ending as -A. This is a
notable difference from Sabaic writing practices, in which this pronominal ending
is represented as -Aw. The same phenomenon can be seen in the Ahmad b.
Abdallah inscription, where the form *danba-hii is spelled dnb-h, rather than a
hypothetic expected Sabaic dnb-hw.

In other words, despite the lingering awareness and application of the South
Arabian script in the early Islamic period, thus far there is no evidence of Sabaic
being produced during the same time. Furthermore, as time progressed, the ortho-
graphic practices of the Late Sabaic writing tradition was also lost. Whereas the
earliest inscriptions indicate a relatively intimate familiarity with its rules, by the
time of that the Tawq b. al-Haytam inscription was written, there is no evidence
for the usage of word dividers, consistently applied in earlier inscriptions.

266 The only exception appears to be the unusual shape of the letter z (al-Hagg and Fag‘as
2018:20).
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4.5.2. The South Arabian script in medieval Islamic scholarship

Apart from the epigraphic material, there are some medieval works that show
knowledge of both the South Arabian script and an at least partial understanding
of inscriptions’ content was retained into the Islamic period. A recent publication
by Robin focuses extensively on the inscriptions transmitted by the South
Arabian scholar al-Hamdant as well as his contemporaries (Robin 2021).

Apart from this, the scholar and bibliographer Ibn al-Nadim, who lived in Iraq
during the second half of the 10" century was able to give a reasonably accurate
representation of the South Arabian script. Ibn al-Nadim’s main scholarly
contribution was his Kitab al-Fihrist, which, according to the author was intended
to be a compendium of “all books of the Arabs (al-‘arab) and non-Arabs
(*agam)”. Ibn al-Nadim briefly discusses the South Arabian script, which he calls
HimyarT (see also 5.5), in the first chapter of this book. He states (Ibn al-Nadim
1964:9):%¢

“A confidant claims that he heard some of the elders of al-Yaman say that the
Himyarites used to write in the musnad, separating the “alif, the ba’, and the t@’.
I have seen a passage in the library of Ma’miin’, which I translated as: “what the
Commander of the Faithful ‘Abdullah al-Ma’miin, may God honor him, ordered
the translators to copy”. All of it was written in the Himyarite script, and I give an
example of it, based on what was in the text.”?68

Ibn al-Nadim then provides a copy of the South Arabian script, giving the South
Arabian glyphs with their corresponding Arabic forms in the margins. Although
it is apparent that in the centuries following the collapse of the Himyarite state
some variations had crept into the script, most of the South Arabian letters
correspond fairly well to those found in the inscriptions.

Figure 9: The ‘Himyaritic script’ (al-qalam al-himyari) in a manuscript of Ibn al-
Nadim’s Kitab al-Fihrist, held at the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin.

267 Following the translation of Dodge (Ibn al-Nadim and Dodge 1970:9-10)

28 zasama I-tiqatu ‘anna-hii sami‘a ma3ayibha min ‘ahli l-yamani yaqiilina “inna himyara

kanat taktubu bi-lI-musnadin ‘ala hilafi “iskali “alifa wa-ba’a wa-ta’a wa-ra’aytu ‘anna guz’an
min hizanati I-ma’muna targamat-hu ma ‘amara bi-nashi-hi ‘amirvu I-mu’minina ‘abdullahi
I-ma’miinu *akrama-hi llahu mina I-taragimi wa-kana fi gumlati-hi I-qalama I-himyariyya
fa-*atabat mitalu-hi *ala ma kana fi I-nusha.
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Ibn al-Nadim seems to also have had a basic familiarity with the orthographic
practices and historical context of the South Arabian script. For example, he states
that that the “Himyarites wrote in the musnad” and that there was a “separation
of the letters “alif, ba’ and ta” (‘ala hilaf iskal ‘alif wa-ba’ wa-ta’).

A similar treatise regarding the South Arabian script appears in al-Hamdan1’s
Kitab al-Iklil, volume 8. Three manuscripts, one of which dates to the 11%/17™ cen-
tury (Glaser 138), the other two to the 13%/19™ century (Leiden Or 6357 and BnF
Arabe 6056, respectively) can be used to compare al-Hamdani’s representation
of the script to that of Ibn al-Nadim.

About the South Arabian script, al-HamdanT notes the following:

“This is the Himyaritic writing and an example of it, regarding the letters “alif, ba’,
ta, ta’, and so forth.

al-Hamdani said: ‘Most of the disagreements among the [learned] folk regarding
the Himyaritic inscriptions is the result of the letters’ different shapes, because
there are four per letter, or even five. So, someone who would read [them] would
not know more than a single shape. And if a mistake would occur in this place, we
saw it fit to add the shapes of all letters, i.e., “alif, ba’, ta, ta’, underneath them.
The differences in these shapes are like those of the Arabic script.””

Al-Hamdant goes on to state the following:

“They elided the “alif, if it occurred in the middle of the letter, such as in Hamdan
and Riyyam, which they wrote as hamdan and riyyam. The copyists of [Quranic]
manuscripts followed [this practice] in writing words such as al-rahman, as well
as the “alif of insan.”

Here al-Hamdani refers to the lack of matres lectionis in the South Arabian
inscriptions. It is noteworthy that he only refers to the “a/if. If he was aware that
matres lectionis were not used in non-final position at all, he does not refer to it.
Al-Hamdan1’s reference to similar practices in Quranic manuscripts is interesting.
To this day, there are some Arabic words pronounced with a long & that is not
reflected in writing, but which, in careful writing, can be represented with the so-
called dagger alif (“alif hangariyya).*®

“They would also add a damma at the end of a word, as well as a waw, [such as]
alayhimu. With regards to the pronunciation, [it is] as how the people of Mecca
and those like them would read it, except that it would to be written. That is why
you see them recite ‘‘alayhimii wa-la-dalina’*"°.”

In this place, al-Hamdant is talking about the spelling of the masculine third per-
son plural clitic pronoun. In Sabaic orthography, both the third personal singular

26 The most common examples of the omission of the alif to represent the long @ are allah
(A, ilah (DD hada (1), hadihi (>3) dalika (4) and lakinna (0S).

270 This being a partial citation of the final verse of the fatiha, (Q1:6: sirata ‘alladina ’an‘amta
‘alayhim gayri I-magdiibi ‘alayhim wa-la I-dalina).
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and plural clitic pronouns were spelled with an additional -w, in essence -Aw and
-hmw respectively. Al-Hamdan1 compares this to a particular Qur’anic reading
(gira‘a, pl. gira’at), particularly in Mecca. In fact, Ibn Katir al-Makki (d. 120/738)
who, as his name implies, was a Meccan native, did indeed read ‘alayhum and
‘alayhim as alayhumii and alayhimii, respectively (Nasser 2013:129, 2020:192).

Finally, al-Hamdan1 was also aware of the usage of word dividers. He notes
the following:

“And they separate each two lines with a line and separate every two words on a
line with a vertical [lit. “standing”] line”.

wa-yafruziina kulla satrayni bi-hattin wa-yufasiliina bayna kulli kalimatin wa-
kalimatin fi-l-satri bi-hattin ga’imin

The copy of a South Arabian inscription in al-Hamdani’s /k/il VIII shows what
he means: firstly, the horizontal line between the two rows of the inscription is
visible. Secondly, the word dividers between the words can also be seen. Inte-
restingly, the scribe that copied this text may not have been aware of their func-
tion, as the word divider appears to have been merged with the letter » (figure 10).
It is possible that he either did not recognize its function as a word divider and
thought it a part of the letter.

o

s AxopY

Figure 10: The merging of the South Arabian glyph r with the
word divider in Leiden Or 6357 and Glaser 138

Furthermore, the relative degradation of the script’s representation can also be
seen in the differences between the Glaser manuscript on the one hand and the
Bibliotheéque Nationale de France and Leiden manuscripts on the other. A case in
point is the representation of the South Arabian glyph n. In the Glaser manuscript,
the South Arabian equivalent is maintained fairly well, the diagonal stroke having
been somewhat maintained. In the BnF a slight bend occurs, whereas in the
Leiden manuscript there is only a horizontal stroke:

163



AdNEY

Figure 11: Representation of the South Arabian glyph
n in different (early) modern manuscripts of al-Iklil 8.

At the end of his description of the South Arabian script, al-Hamdan1 gives an
example of an actual South Arabian inscription, providing both the original text
and its corresponding values in the Arabic script. According to al-Hamdani’s
transcription, the inscription reads: ‘awsala rafSan wa-banay-hamii hagniya
‘attar yata* wa-yarim”:

YTV M I T SN TS ST

PP EAY P Vel XArhe D
PiPeilomM I AXEoPe Y

Ao UNL S e ol Al W 2 onisml e

Figure 12: Al-Hamdant’s copy of a South Arabian inscription (Leiden Or. 6357, p. 28).

The name “wslt Rfs’n in fact does appear in the South Arabian epigraphic corpus,
there being at least four attestations of the name in a dedicatory context.””!
Moreover, the Central Middle Sabaic inscription Ir 4 (probably 2™-3™ century AD)
contains phrasing very similar to the inscription al-Hamdani gives us (translation
adapted from CSAI):

Ir 4 (Central Middle Sabaic):

wslt Rfs’n w-yrm ’ymn w-bny-hw Hyw'ttr Yd* bnw Hmdn *qwl s°b‘n bn S'm'y s?ltn
d-Hs*dm hgnyw “Imgh Thwn b*l [...]

?Aws'lt Rfs’n and Yrm *Ymn and his sons Hyw'ttr Ydf, of the family Hamdan,
gayls of the tribe S'm°y, third of d-Hs*dm, dedicated to Ilmuquh Tahwan, lord of
(...

There are several possible explanations as to why there are differences between
the inscription given here and the inscription found in a/-7klil VIIIL. It is possible
that al-Hamdani cited another, possibly unknown inscription, which explains why

271 Inscriptions CIH 352, CIH 647, G1 1218 and Ir 4.
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his reproduction has the dedication to ‘Attar, rather than [Imuquh. On the other
hand, it seems reasonable that al-Hamdan1 did not copy the inscription imme-
diately, but rather remembered it as well as he could. This would explain why
some words had disappeared. It also explains why several letters are missing in
al-Hamdan1’s reproduction of the South Arabian inscription.?”

Al-Hamdan1’s seems to have had more than just a superficial understanding
of Sabaic. He was aware of the relation of the Sabaic A-causative to the Arabic
causative (discussed in more detail above, 4.4.2) and he also seems to have been
able to recognize the final ¢ in the name Awsalat (“ws/f) as a feminine marker.
Although he does not explicitly mention this, the manuscripts show that this name
is represented with a final 4, rather than a ¢a@? (see also 2.5.1)

¥l

Figure 13: The South Arabian name Aws/¢
represented as “Awsalah in Glaser 138

Furthermore, al-Hamdani seems to have understood the function of mimation as
the marker of the indeterminate (see also 2.2.4.4). In his Kitab al-Gawharatayn,
which mostly focuses on geology and metallurgy, al-Hamdani seeks to explain the
etymology of the term dirham.

In the Gawharatayn, al-Hamdani presents a complex argument to explain as
to why the term dirham is in fact Arabic.””® He begins by stating that the term was
used by the ‘true Arabs’ (ism al-dirham li-l-‘arab al-*ariba) and that it was specifi-
cally connected to Himyar, as they were the first to use the dirham amongst the
Arabs (li-’‘anna-hum ‘awwal man ‘ahdata dalika min al-‘arab al-‘ariba). Al-
Hamdani goes on to state that the term dirham is based on the verb daraha, which
has a nominal form a/-dirh. Finally, he reaches the point of the argument and states
that the Himyar “add a mim to the noun” (wa-himyar tazid fi I-ism mim) and gives
the example of the toponym Talfum.

22 For example, according to al-HamdanT’s transcription, the second line starts with the verb
hagniya, “to dedicate to;” a closer inspection of the manuscript evidence shows a / followed
by ¢ and a w with the » having disappeared somewhere in between. Al-HamdanT accurately
reproduces the South Arabian verb in transcription, showing that he probably did see the
inscription, but forgot to add the n.

273 The term dirham is of course borrowed from Greek drachma (Beekes and Beek 2016:352)
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Although he makes point in an admittedly convoluted matter, al-Hamdani
does seem to have understood the basic function of mimation. He goes on to explain
that the addition of the mim is in fact “pure Arabic” (al-‘arabiyya al-mahda) and
compares it to the assimilation of indefinite Arabic nunation to a following mim,
as in the Quran (2:26): “inna llahu ld yastahyt “an yadriba matala mma ba*idatan,
“indeed God is not ashamed to give the example of even a mosquito”. In other
words, al-Hamdani implies that mimation spread as a kind of re-analysis of
nunation. The socio-historical implications of this passage will be discussed again
(see 5.5).

Al-Hamdan1’s and Ibn al-Nadim’s descriptions of the South Arabian script
indicate the following:

Firstly, the terminology indicates a relatively straightforward transmission
between Late Sabaic and Arabic. The most common terms to refer to South Arabian
writing in the Islamic tradition, musnad and zabir seem to be directly derived
from the Late Sabaic forms ms’nd (< ms’nd) and zbr/dbr (Maraqten 1998:300—
301).

Secondly, some knowledge of how to read and interpret the South Arabian
script survived into the 4™/10th century AD. An awareness of the orthographic
practices of the South Arabian writing school was also retained: both al-Hamdan1
and Ibn al-Nadim note that the letters were unconnected and al-Hamdan1 spe-
cifically refers to the usage of word dividers. Furthermore, Al-Hamdani notes that
the same letter could be written in different shapes, which can be interpreted as
an allusion to the historical development of the South Arabian script, the dif-
ference between the monumental and miniscule scripts, or both.

Finally, al-Hamdan1’s example and translation of a South Arabian inscription,
which appears to be genuine, clearly shows that he was able to correctly identify
the South Arabian glyphs and their corresponding counterparts in the Arabic
script. The fact that he was able to translate this inscription also seems to indicate
that his knowledge of Sabaic may have been more than superficial.

However, much like the citations of pre-Islamic poetry attributed to Himyarite
kings, so could the citation of pre-Islamic inscriptions play a role in determining
lines of genealogy. For al-Hamdani, knowledge of the South Arabian script was
as much a matter of scholarly interest as a tool to be used in political discussions.
Although the circumstances are only known from his own works, al-Hamdani’s
engagement in the political discussions Sa‘da under the Yu‘firids (L6fgren 2012).
Any interpretation of medieval citations of pre-Islamic inscriptions should be
done with caution. The citation of South Arabian inscriptions in medieval Islamic
scholarship will be further discussed in the following chapter.
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4.6. Discussion

This chapter examined the social and historical context in which the transfer of
linguistic features, discussed in chapter 3, occurred in South Arabia.

Firstly, the type of features that transferred between the languages of South
Arabia indicate an intense degree of contact. As mentioned before, there are
essentially no restrictions on which features can be transferred between languages,
albeit certain features tend to be more resistant to borrowing than others. In the
case of South Arabia, there is evidence of relatively borrowing-resistant features
transferring between languages. A good example of this is the borrowing of pre-
positions, the internal plural form “aCCiC and verbal morphology, exemplified
by the 1*'and 2™ person suffix conjugation.

Secondly, a careful examination of their linguistic features shows that some
of the varieties of Arabic spoken in South Arabia today must have spread to South
Arabia in the pre-Islamic period. The presence of Old Arabic morphological
features retained in these Arabic dialects attests to this. For example, the nasal
definite article an- (and its allomorphs) represents a feature that was replaced
with the lateral article a/- throughout most Arabic dialects, but several relatively
remote Arabic dialects of South Arabia were unaffected by this change. The
presence of the internal or apophonic passive in many South Arabian dialects is
another example of a feature that was lost in most other Arabic vernacular yet
continues to be used in South Arabia.

Determining at which point the process of Arabization began is not straight-
forward. The presence of the nasal definite article shows it had started no later
than the 4™ century AD, although the Amiritic inscriptions (if they can be taken as
Arabic), would suggest the earliest presence of Arabic speakers may go back as
far as the 2™ century BC, if not earlier. Although direct linguistic evidence for
Arabic speakers disappears in the 2™ century AD, lexical material from the Middle
and Late Sabaic inscriptions suggest a continued presence in the South Arabian
western and southern coastal plains.

The presence of certain morphological and syntactic features present in (Late)
Sabaic also point towards a pre-Islamic migration to South Arabia. During this
period, Late Sabaic was still maintained as prestige language in the region, and it
is likely during this period that certain morphological and syntactical features,
which tend to be relatively more resistant to borrowing spread into local, pre-
Islamic varieties of Arabic spoken in the region.

However, the picture remains complex. For example, many of the contemporary
Arabic dialects of Yemen that have the characteristic ‘South Arabian’ k-based
suffix conjugation also have the typically ‘North Arabian’ article with al-. The pre-
sence of the lateral article would suggest that these dialects would have entered
South Arabia in the early Islamic period. However, at this point Late Sabaic had
likely lost its status as a prestige language, which in turn complicates the notion
that its verbal morphology would have spread into these relatively younger dialects.

Furthermore, the linguistic evidence discussed in this chapter also indicates
that during the final centuries of the pre-Islamic period, Himyarite society was at
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least partially bilingual. The fact that the Himyarite scribes of the 5™ and 6" century
recognized typically Old Arabic morphological features, such as the definite
article, and were able to represent these with the corresponding Late Sabaic forms
is evidence of this. Adding to this is the notion that some of the Himyarite scribal
class spoke Arabic as their first language, which is a possible explanation for the
coalescence of the sibilants s’ and s°.

Furthermore, some understanding of Late Sabaic survived, albeit imperfectly,
at least until the 10™ century. The South Arabian scholar al-Hamdani seems to have
been aware of the morphological purpose of the Sabaic causative /- and the gram-
matical function of mimation. It is worth noting that he approached these pheno-
mena from the perspective of an Islamic scholar and sought to explain them in a
way that they corresponded to the grammar of Classical Arabic. As such, a philo-
logical tradition devoted to the study of Sabaic (and the other South Arabian lan-
guages) on their own terms never developed.

By comparison, the South Arabian script itself was retained in South Arabia for
at least several centuries after the end of the monumental writing tradition. During
the late pre-Islamic and into the early Islamic period, South Arabian orthographic
practices were retained fairly well, as the Gabal Dabiib inscription shows. While
the South Arabian script itself remained in us, it was only occasionally used to
write personal names, or short phrases. In the case of the latter, the language of
such inscriptions was Arabic. In this regard it is interesting that so far, no inscrip-
tions containing particularly ‘Himyaritic’ features have been discovered.

The fact that local South Arabians continued to use the South Arabian script and
the medieval Islamic scholars were interested in the pre-Islamic inscriptions raises
the following questions. What motivated the inhabitants of South Arabia to carve
their names and those of their ancestors next to inscriptions carved out centuries
earlier? And similarly, if a philological tradition aimed at deciphering the inscrip-
tions never developed, why did scholars like al-Hamdani feel the need to cite them,
be they genuine or fantastical.

The following chapter will address such questions by investigating the social
context of the early Islamic period in South Arabia and looking at the role of
language during this period.
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CHAPTER 5:
Linguistic and social change in early
Islamic South Arabia

5.1. Introduction

The linguistic change described in the previous chapter took place during a period
of significant socio-political upheaval. Linguistic change began while the Him-
yarite kings were still the hegemons over the entire region and continued
throughout the Aksumite invasions and the collapse of central political authority.
This process did not cease until well after the region’s integration into the Islamic
polity in the 9" century, and likely continued afterward as well.

When South Arabia became an integral part of the new socio-political system
of Islam, its inhabitants had to both negotiate the identity they shared with their
co-religionists, but also determine their identity as South Arabians. With the
coming of [slam, Arabic, already at least partially present South Arabia as a spo-
ken language, also became the language of the chancellery and of high culture.
South Arabia and its inhabitants had become part of a new socio-political system.
South Arabians, in turn, had to define both their position within the ruling elite,
and, furthermore, develop a distinct identity within this elite (Webb 2021:286-88).

By the time Muslim scholars began to make sense of what had happened in the
preceding centuries, the world had changed dramatically. Muslim scholars were
not just separated from South Arabia’s pre-Islamic history in terms of time and
language, they were also operating within a completely historiographic frame-
work (Crone 2003:6-8). By the Abbasid period Muslim scholars had come to see
all of Arabia as the “Island of the Arabs” (gazirat al-*arab) whose inhabitants were
all part of a single ethno-cultural unit: a/-‘arab, “the Arabs” (Webb 2016:137).
South Arabia, in particular, came to be cast as the original “homeland of the Arabs”.
Retroactively, the early Islamic Arab tribes were divided into ‘northern’ and ‘south-
ern’ branches.

Yet there is no evidence to suggest that the pre-Islamic South Arabians con-
sidered themselves as sharing a cultural or political identity with the communities
of central and northern Arabia. Nevertheless, the medieval tradition considered
South Arabia, now known as al-Yaman, as an inseparable and crucial part of the
“Arab homeland”. South Arabia’s pre-Islamic rulers, the ‘kings of Himyar’, were
framed as enlightened pre-Muhammadan monotheist kings, whose exploits saw
them conquer vast swathes of the known world, ranging from the Atlantic Ocean
to China, all the while composing poetry in perfect Classical Arabic and leaving
inscriptions, also written in Arabic. At the same time, medieval Islamic scholars
were aware of South Arabia’s linguistic particularities and the significant ways
in which their ‘Himyaritic’ diverged from the linguistic standards of the Arabic
Susha.

The final chapter of this dissertation describes how analyzing linguistic change,
addressed in the previous chapters, can help contextualize this paradox.
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It will first present an overview as to how the geographic definition of South
Arabia changed during the late antique period. It does so by going through the
Greek and Roman sources, the pre-Islamic epigraphy, and finally, early Islamic
material. Specifically, it seeks to address the issue of whether South Arabia’s
inhabitants identified themselves as belonging to a greater ‘Arabian’ identity or
not. In other words, it seeks to answer the question: when did South Arabia be-
come a part of Arabia?

Secondly, it will discuss the presence of South Arabians in the early Islamic
polity, by looking at epigraphic and documentary evidence. It will contextualize
this evidence by investigating how South Arabians came to assert their identity
during this period, particularly by presenting themselves as the inheritors of a
grand pre-Islamic cultural legacy. This ties into a discussion about South Arabian
influence on Islamic exegesis, which, over time, was to connect Quranic events,
characters, and locations with South Arabia. It will argue that this process was
neither self-evident nor uncontested, but the result of a conscious process and
actively developed by exegetes of predominantly South Arabian origin.

Finally, the chapter discusses how early Muslim scholars addressed the paradox
of South Arabia’s linguistic character, by looking at the social context of the term
‘Himyaritic’ (himyari/himyariyya). It will be argued that medieval scholars did
not just use the term ‘Himyaritic’ to describe specific linguistic phenomena, but
also as a socio-linguistically to juxtapose what they considered ‘correct’ and ‘in-
correct’ language.

5.2. Late antique South Arabia: cultural
and geographic definitions

It is often taken for granted that throughout its history, South Arabia constituted
a clearly defined geographic and cultural unit. For example, in Ancient West
Arabian, Rabin (1951:25) states that “[t]he Yemen is the most clearly defined of
all regions of Arabia”. While it is tempting to project contemporary definitions
of “Yemen’ back onto the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods, such defi-
nitions may lead to a biased understanding of how the inhabitants of South Arabia
(the ‘South Arabians’) saw themselves and their neighbors.

On the one hand, it is true that the natural features of South Arabia’s geo-
graphy allowed its societies to develop distinct shared socio-political traits. With-
out the mountainous landscape that allowed for the development of terrace farming
and large-scale irrigation, the social character of South Arabia would undoubtedly
have looked very different. At the same time, it is not self-evident that the inhabi-
tants of South Arabia’s various states considered themselves to be a part of a single
‘South Arabian’ social group. Likewise, there is no evidence that the inhabitants
of the Arabian Peninsula thought of themselves among similar lines. This is parti-
cularly important when reconstructing the social history of South Arabia during
the late antique period.
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The following section provides an overview of the different conceptions of
‘South Arabia’, beginning with a critical overview of Greek and Roman descrip-
tions of the terms Arabia felix and Arabia deserta. Subsequently, there will be a
brief discussion of the terms Ymn and Ymnt, attested in the South Arabian epi-
graphy, and their relation to the medieval Arabic term al-Yaman.

5.2.1. Geographic definitions of South Arabia in
the pre-Islamic period

The notion that Greek and Roman authors had a clear understanding of the layout
of the Arabian Peninsula which they divided up into an Arabia felix and an Arabia
deserta is an anachronism. Even the ‘Arabians’ (Greek arabioi) were described
by Herodotus (d. c. 425 BC) as living in the area between the Nile and the Red Sea
up to the Sinai and Negev desert, rather than on the Arabian Peninsula (Macdonald
2009:8).

Furthermore, Rets6 (2000) has pointed out that the first references to Arabia
eudaimon in the Greek sources seem to not refer to South Arabia, but rather to the
area around the Persian Gulf. Citing the authors Euhemerus and Iambulus, both
likely active during the 3™ century BC, Retsd argues that a close reading of the
material places their Arabia eudaemon in eastern rather than southern Arabia.
Retso (2000:190) suggests that this definition of Arabia eudaemon did not so much
refer to the presence of frankincense in the region and the wealth associated with
it, but instead stemmed from a Mesopotamian myth associating the island of
Dilmun in the Persian Gulf with the birthplace of the gods.

It was only in the period following the death of Alexander the Great (323 BC)
that Greek geographers gained a better understanding of the Arabian Peninsula’s
geographic layout. As Ptolemaic and Seleucid expeditions were sent down the
Persian and Red Gulfs and trade over the Indian Ocean increased, authors were able
to describe Arabia’s natural borders more precisely (Burstein 1996; Macdonald
2009:17-19). Consequently, the Greek writer Agatharchides was able to describe
the shape of the Arabian Peninsula relatively accurately, with later writers such as
Strabo and Diodurus generally following his definitions (Macdonald 2009:18).27*

The term ‘Arabia Felix’ did not yet refer to South Arabia at this time. The
Greek geographer Erathosthenes, writing during the second half of the 3™ century
BC used the term Arabia eudaimon to refer to the Peninsula as a whole, and was
still in use as late as the 2™ century AD, during the time of Claudius Ptolemy
(Retso 2003). The restriction of Arabia Felix to refer specifically to only the
frankincense and myrrh producing areas of South Arabia first occurs in the Res

274 The geographic boundaries of Arabia and the status of the ‘Arabians’ are two different
discussions. As Macdonald points out, Agatharchides (and author Greek authors) considered
many different peoples living in an area ranging from the western Red Seaboard up to south-
eastern Anatolia and down to southern Arabia to be ‘Arabians’ because they lived in ‘Arabia.’
This should be kept apart from the discussion whether these peoples considered themselves to
be ‘Arabians’ or ‘Arabs’.
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Gestae produced on behalf of the Roman emperor Augustus (reigned 27 BC to
14 AD). Retso argues that the Res Gestae purposefully identified southwestern
Arabia with Arabia eudaimon as a way to retroactively justify the failed campaign
of Aelius Gallus, who, rather than reaching of the likely goal of the Persian Gulf,
only came as far as Marib (Rets6 2003:233).

Similarly, there is no evidence from South Arabia that its inhabitants were
aware of an ostensible connection between the region and the Graeco-Roman
Arabia Felix. The term Ymnt does not seem to have carried any notions of felicity
in the South Arabian epigraphy (Bashear 1989:336). Instead, in the South Arabian
monumental inscriptions, the term Ymnt appears for the first time in the 3™ cen-
tury AD as a part of the Himyarite royal titulature and referred to a specific geo-
graphical part of South Arabia (Gajda 2009:195).

However, which area the term Ymnt specifically referred is uncertain. Unlike
the other parts of South Arabia mentioned in the Himyarite royal title, there is no
evidence for a ‘kingdom of Ymnt’, similar to the kingdoms of Saba’ and Hadra-
mawt. The vagueness of the term Ymn¢ in this context has received various expla-
nations. Robin (2013:132-33) lists five of the most likely, ranging from:

a) the southern part of the Arabian desert (the Rub® al-Halr), east of Hadramawt
b) the incense coast, south of Hadramawt

¢) the Hadramitic ‘southland’, with its capital at Myf't

d) the area south of Saba’

e) the east of what is now Yemen

Without additional evidence, it is difficult to determine more precisely what Ymnt
was referring to exactly. However, it is unlikely that it referred to the entirety of
South Arabia.?”

The attestation of the nisba Ymny in some South Arabian inscriptions further
complicates this problem. The term Ymny may have indicated self-identification
even in the pre-Islamic period. Robin (2013:135-36) points out the existence two
Sabaic inscriptions from what is now northern Saudi Arabia, dating to around the
beginning of the Christian era. The authors of these inscriptions refer to them-
selves, apparently, as Ymny.

CRAI 2007:

1. Whbtwn Ymny Wahb-Tawn, the Ymny
2. n ’zgdyn the ’Azgadr (?7)

RES 4264 (Wadr Ramm)

1. S%r Ymnyn S%r, the Ymny

2. Hbs’ Hbs'

25 The equivocation of Sabaic Ymnt and the Arabic al-Yaman must also be rejected on
linguistic grounds; one would have to explain the lack of definite marking and the loss of the
feminine ending.
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Considering the age of the inscriptions, which predate the usage of the term Ymn
in the Himyarite titulature by several centuries, Robin suggested that the nisba
Ymny should probably be interpreted in the sense of “southerner” (2013:137).
Normally, travelers from different South Arabian kingdoms identify themselves
or are identified in terms of political allegiance. For example, in the mission
mentioned in the Hadramitic inscription Ja 923 (RES 4909), the envoys Yadum
(Ydm) and Martadum (Mrtdm) are referred as “the two Himyarites” (Hmyryyhn).

Strategies of identification need not be mutually exclusive. Different ways of
self-identification co-exist and may be used by the same person depending on the
situation. The same author that may describe themselves as Sabaean within the
South Arabian cultural area, far outside it, may well have chosen to refer to him-
self simply as a “southerner”.

In conclusion, the two inscriptions mentioned above imply that the term Ymny
may have already been in use during the pre-Islamic period, although likely rarely
and predominantly as a general term meaning “southerner”.

5.2.2. South Arabia as a cultural unit:
the construction of al-Yaman

Following the rise of Islam, the term Yaman gained a new social dimension. With
the establishment of the Umayyad caliphate, both the entirety of the Arabian
Peninsula and large parts of the Middle East were unified under a single state. At
this point, several distinct social trends co-occurred, all of which are relevant for
the development of the term Yaman in early Islam:

Firstly, the Muslim elite, initially ruling from Syria, and later Iraq, were politi-
cally dominant, but would constitute a religious minority for at least the first two
centuries after the conquest (Bulliet 1979:107-9). The members of this elite needed
a new shared identity to separate themselves from the conquered populations. It
was at this point, during the 8" century, that the term ‘Arab’ (‘arab) widely gained
support as a broad marker of self-identification amongst the Muslim elite (Webb
2016:183-85).

Secondly, as rifts began to emerge within this same elite, (self-)identification
with either southern (Yamani) or northern (‘Adnani) tribal groups became a matter
of serious political consequences. Political conflicts between various tribes could,
and in many cases would, be projected back into a pre-Islamic northerner-south-
erner distinction, regardless of whether the tribes in question had had any physical
connection to South Arabia. This will be discussed in more detail in section 5.3.2.

Thirdly, the question remains how the South Arabians who continued to reside
in the region regarded themselves within the Islamic polity. As will be discussed
in the following section (5.3.1), many of the same tribal groups that had resided
in South Arabia in the pre-Islamic period remained there after the founding of the
Islamic polity and the region’s integration therein.

The early Islamic period is characterized by a remarkable lack of consensus
regarding the geographical definition of al-Yaman and a variety of traditions
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regarding its geographical boundaries. As Webb (2021:286) points out, the term
al-Yaman was used in Central Arabia not to refer to a specific region, but rather
to indicate southern directionality from a Hijazi perspective. The restriction to
what nowadays corresponds roughly to the country of Yemen did not emerge
before the 4"/10™ century (Bashear 1989:330). And as Bashear notes, distin-
guishing between a general ‘southern’ (yamani) direction and a specific geo-
graphical area (a/-Yaman) is not always a straightforward assignment.

The polysemy of ‘al-Yaman’ similarly gave rise to a various traditions re-
garding its etymology: the term al-Yaman was differently interpreted as referring
either to its being located to the right (yamin) or south (yaman) of Mecca. It was
named so because it was settled by the Arabs who went south (fayammana) from
Mecca after it grew overpopulated, or it was named al-Yaman after a legendary
ancestor who was the first to settled the region (Bashear 1989:331-32).

If early Muslim scholars could not necessarily agree on the etymology of al-
Yaman, they were also always in agreement whether the region was even really
a part of Arabia. The process by which South Arabia came to be considered a part
of the gazirat al-‘arab (“Island of the Arabs”) was not straightforward either.
During the first two centuries of Islam, there existed competing and occasionally
mutually exclusive definitions of “Arabia”, referred to as the “land” (“ard), “lands”
(bilad) or the now current “Island (or Peninsula) of the Arabs” (gazirat al-‘arab).

It is important to note that some of the definitions of Arabia excluded South
Arabia altogether. For example, the 3™/9"" century historian Abii Zur‘a al-Dimasqi
transmits an account stating that the Prophet performed the pilgrimage in the tenth
year of the higra, when “the Peninsula of the Arabs had converted, along with some
of'the people of al-Yaman” (wa-qad "aslamat gaziratu l-*arabi wa-man sa‘a llahu
min ‘ahli [-yaman) (al-Dimasqt 1996:169; Webb 2021:287).

Further evidence of competing notions of the gazirat al-‘arab that excluded
Yemen is found in Ibn Qutayba’s (d. 276/889) al-Ma‘arif. In this book, Ibn
Qutayba gives various definitions of the gazirat al-‘arab, one of which, attributed
to al-Riyyasi*’® places the gazira between Nagran and al-‘Udayb (wa-haddata-na
al-riyyast ‘an-hu ‘inna-hii gala gazirat al-‘arab ma bayna nagran wa-I-‘udayb).
These accounts show that that during the first centuries of Islam, the position of
al-Yaman as a part of Arabia was still being contested. Even after al-Yaman came
to be seen as an intrinsic part of the gazirat al-‘arab,””’ it would take at least several
centuries before a consensus regarding its geographical location was reached
(Bashear 1989:330).

Bashear suggests that the partial semantic overlap between the Semitic root
ymn, ‘to go right; felicitous; to go south’ informed the Greek Arabia eudaemon
and Latin terms Arabia Felix (Bashear 1989:334). However, as was previously

276 Although Ibn Qutayba does not specify, this is probably the grammarian Abi 1-Fadl al-
Riyyasi (d. 257/871) (al-Sam‘ant 1977a:209)

277 Thereby finally separating it from the Horn of Africa, with which it had arguably had
stronger cultural connections than to the rest of the Arabian Peninsula, at least until the 6" cen-
tury AD.
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discussed, the original iteration of Arabia eudaemon lay in the Persian Gulf; an
ostensible connection with Southwest Arabia may not be justifiable. There is some
indication that in attempting to define South Arabia among geographical lines,
early Muslim scholars relied on earlier Judaic and Graeco-Roman traditions. The
similarities between Hebrew teman and the Arabic form fayman did not go un-
noticed to Arab geographers and lexicographers (Bashear 1989:335).

In other words, the connection between felicity (yumn) and al-Yaman does
clearly emerges in the Islamic period. As Bashear points out, the notion that “faith
and wisdom are southern” (al-"Tman yaman wa-I-hikma yamaniyya) becomes an
oft-repeated prophetic tradition, although in this context impossible to remove
from the political context of the Abbasid period. Consequently, such prophetic
traditions are not much use in determining how the geographic delineation of ‘al-
Yaman’ developed.

Such linguistic similarities would further support the association of al-Yaman
with “faith” (“Tman), a frequent which would be frequently cited in later hadit
collections (Bashear 1989:344-45). Traditions like these would come to play an
important role during the middle Umayyad period, when South Arabians in Syria
came to actively vie for political dominance in Syria (Donner 2016:196-97;
Madelung 1986).

Conspicuously absent from these discussions is the role of language. None of
the aforementioned authors seem to have pointed to South Arabia’s linguistic
variety as to determine whether South Arabia was a part of the gazirat al-‘arab
or not. This is particularly curious when considering the increasingly important
role given to the Arabic language in the debates around ‘Arabness’ during the
314/9™_4%/10™ centuries (Webb 2016:64—65). Although it is possible that some of
the authors that excluded al-Yaman from their definitions of the gazirat partially
did so on linguistic grounds, they do not mention it.

An alternative explanation could be that these authors were simply not aware
of South Arabia’s linguistic variety. As his name implies, al-Dimasqi had been
born in Syria and his family had resided there for at least several generations,
having moved there immediately after the Islamic conquests (al-Dimasqt 1996:17—
19).*’® Similarly, Ibn Qutayba had a Persian background, with his family
originally residing in Khorasan (Lecomte 2012:843). As Webb has noted, few of
the scholars who participated in the controversy about the definition of Yaman
visited ever visited South Arabia themselves (Webb 2021:288-89).

To summarize: there is no evidence that the inhabitants of South Arabia con-
sidered themselves to belong to a larger community that also included the tribal
groups of central and northern Arabia. There is similarly no evidence that the term
Ymn or Ymnt were ever used in the pre-Islamic period to refer to South Arabia as
a whole. During the early Islamic period, definitions of the term ‘al-Yaman’ were
still in flux, and it would take at least several centuries before Muslim scholars

278 The editor notes that “the Banii Nasr b. Mu‘awiya had been centered in Syria after the
Islamic conquest” (tamarkaza banii nasra bni mu‘awiyata ba‘da I-fathi l-islami la-ha) (al-
Dimasqi 1996:17).
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came to agree on its geographical boundaries and whether or not it formed a part
of the “lands of the Arabs”. Notably absent from these discussions is the linguistic
character of South Arabia.

5.3. South Arabians in early Islam

In chapter 1 (1.5.2) it was mentioned that after South Arabia’s integration into
the Islamic polity, certain pre-Islamic socio-political structures continued to exist.
At the same time, documentary, epigraphic, and medieval literary accounts indi-
cate that South Arabian individuals and tribal groups participated in the conquests
and came to settle in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq (Al-Medej 1983:140-70; Donner
2016:118-19, 113, 219).

Medieval Muslim historians characterize the early Islamic military campaigns
and settlement of the conquered provinces as dominated by tribes. Their accounts
give the impression that the Muslim conquests represented a massive tribal exodus
of Arabia, taking their families along with them and settling down in Egypt, Syria
and Iraq nearly immediately after the dust of the battles had settled (Al-Mede;j
1983:141).

There are several issues with this narrative. Firstly, there is no evidence that
the early Muslim armies were organized purely along tribal lines, nor is there any
evidence of Muslim soldiers bringing their families with them en masse. The early
conquests involved a relatively small number of well-organized supra-tribal mili-
tary contingents (Donner 2016:221-23). This is in stark juxtaposition with later
Muslim accounts, which speak in great detail about which individuals and tribes
participated in which battles and at what moment (Kennedy 2008:59).

Secondly, accounts that discuss the participation of South Arabians in the
early Islamic conquests do not always account for the socio-political processes
by which certain tribes came to be considered ‘Yamani’ during the first centuries
of Islam. It is not self-evident that all the tribal groups that came to align them-
selves with the “Yamani’ faction during the political crises of the Umayyad period
had resided in South Arabia before the Islamic period (Webb 2021:283).

The following section seeks to contextualize the presence and participation of
South Arabians in the Islamic military campaigns and their settlement in the
conquered provinces by incorporating epigraphic and documentary material from
the first centuries of Islam.

5.3.1. Epigraphic and documentary evidence

An early inscription from Cyprus attests to the participation of South Arabians in
the early Islamic conquests. This inscription likely dates to the end of the 1%/7™
century and was written by a soldier named Sarahil al-*Akk1 (Imbert 2013):
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Graffito C3

Whm *gf[r] I-sr hyl bn rfy* ’I[*k]y mn °hl [fl]styn.

‘allahumma igfir li-Sarahil bin rafi* I-‘a[kk]i [?] min “ahl filastin

“Allahumma, forgive Sarahil, son of Raff’, al-*‘Akkt (?) from the troops of
Palestine”.

Figure 14: Facsimile of graffito C3 &
C7 (adapted from (Imbert 2013)?”

The second half of the inscription’s second line is more difficult to interpret.
Imbert suggests the reading al-*‘Akki, “of Acre”. In light of the typically South
Arabian personal name Sarahil (Sabaic S%47), it is also possible that al-‘Akki
refers to the South Arabian tribe of ‘Akk, which resided in the South Arabian
coastal plain (the Tihama) (Caskel 2012; Kahhala 1997). Later Muslim historians
state that the Muslim general SAmr b. al-*As recruited up to 4,000 ‘Akkite tribes-
men to participate in the conquest of Egypt, where many of them settled following
the conquests (Al-Medej 1983:126; Kennedy 2008:64).

The personal name Sarahil, too, suggests a South Arabian origin. Not only is
this name frequently attested within the South Arabian epigraphic corpus as
sk’ % it is also virtually unknown outside of South Arabia before the 6 cen-
tury. The earliest attestation of the name outside the South Arabian cultural area
appears only at the very end of the pre-Islamic period, as the following bilingual
Arabic-Greek inscription indicates:

279 Thanks go out to Professor Imbert, who kindly gave his permission to re-use his facsimile
of the inscription.

280 According to DASI, the name Srh’l is attested over 60 times in the South Arabian epi-
graphic corpora, predominantly in Sabaic, but also in Minaic (once), Qatabanic (six times) and
Hadramitic (twice).
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Figure 15: Sarahil b. Talemi inscription (facsimile adapted from Schroeder (1884)

The first part of this inscription, up to the date, has been relatively uncontro-
versially interpreted:

n? srhyl br timw bnyt d° JImrtwl snt (4x1002020201 1 1)
‘and sarahil bin talimi banayt(u) da I-martil sanat 463
“I, Sarahil, son of Talemii constructed this monument/martyrion in the year 463

Some differences of opinion exist whether the patronymic should be read as
Zalimi or Talimii. As the phoneme /z/ was probably still pronounced as a voiceless
emphatic interdental [6°], the Greek transcription Talemou offers no particular
help. More significantly controversial is the meaning of the last few words, whose
various interpretations were discussed by Larcher and Cassuto (2020:40-1).%*

More pertinent to the current discussion is the linguistic character of the in-
scription. The text itself is composed entirely in Old Arabic.?®* Noting the author’s
likely South Arabian origins, this would appear to confirm the notion that, by the
5™ century, the linguistic Arabization of South Arabia was firmly underway.

In contrast to the epigraphic material from the Levant, comparatively more
material exists in the form of papyri from Egypt. Due to Egypt’s dry crlimate,
papyri are better preserved there than in the moister Levant and Mesopotamia.
The early Islamic papyri from Egypt therefor give a particularly useful insight
into the physical presence of South Arabians there.

One of these papyri, which dates either the 15/7" or 2"Y/8" century lists a
number of individuals and their tribal allegiance names the South Arabian tribes
Mafafir (Mffr) and Saba (or Saba?) (Sh7), and possibly ’Asd, depending on the
reading (Sijpestein 2008):

281 The possible solutions range from ba‘d mafsad hina’idin n‘im, “after [he who is] corrupted,
prosperity”; ba‘d mafsad Haybar bi-‘am, “one year after the expedition of Haybar” and ba‘d
muqaddas Hanan ni‘*am, “In honor of St. John. Mercy.” (Larcher and Cassuto 2020:40—41)

282 Noting also the Arameogram bar in lieu of Arabic b[i]n, typical for paleo-Arabic texts.

178



Ol 17656

14. yzyd bn by smr Im*fr[y] [w]mnzlh fy bny sry¢ Imi-?%3

17. *bd’llh bn yzyd "I[sb]’y yskn fy sb’

14. Yazid b. *Abii Sammar [?] al-Ma‘afirT and his dwellings in Banii Suray® [of]
al-Ma‘afir

17. ‘Abdallah b. Yazid, the Sabaean, residing (yaskun) with Saba

Another Egyptian papyrus from 77 AH/707 AD details a legal transaction between
a freedwoman and a member of the tribes of Yahsub and Sulaf, which are attested
in the South Arabian epigraphy as Yhsb and SIf, respectively (Khan 1994:359-61):

Michaelides 744 B

2. brh lhmylh mwlt "m hnydt

3. [..]Is'vd bn

4. qys lyhsby ldlly [...]

8. [...] shd hmyr

9. bn Srh’l Ikl”y tm “Isify

10. [...] mhmr bn ‘qyb Im*firy

“A quittance for Gamila, the freedwoman of 7Umm Hunayda (...) which she paid
to Sa‘id, son of Qays al-Yahsibi al-Dallali (...) witnessed by Himyar, son of Sarahil
al-KalaT al-Sulafi (...) and Mihmar b. ‘Ukayb al-Ma‘afirt”

Figure 16: The personal name Himyar, son of Sarahil al-Kala‘ attested in the 8t
century papyrus Michaelides 744 B (adapted from (Khan 1994:358)

As Khan already pointed out, all of the lineages (nisbas) mentioned in this papyrus
are of South Arabian origin (Khan 1994:362). Most of these are also attested in
the pre-Islamic epigraphy.”® This also seems to be confirmed by the medieval
Islamic tradition. Al-Medej makes note of the “Yemeni [sic] migrants whose
tribes settled near each other and were in control of most of the lands of the town”
(Al-Medej 1983:153).

The Muslim genealogist and historian Ibn al-Kalbt (d. 204/818) mentions in
his Nasab Ma‘add wa-I-yaman al-kabir that the Banii Suray® were one of the tribes

283 Unfortunately, I was not able to access an image of the papyrus in question.

284 For example, the tribal names My, Srvf, Sb? and K[% are attested in the South Arabian
epigraphic record as d-m'fr, s'r‘m, s'b” and d-ki* (see also Robin 2013:165; 179).
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that settled in Egypt, and that they possessed a mosque in [the district of] Ma‘afir
(la-hum masgid bi-lI-ma‘afir) (Ibn al-Kalbi 2003:341). The much later Egyptian
historian al-Maqrizi (d. 845-6/1442) confirms this, mentioning the districts (%itar)
of Yahsub, D al-Kala®, and Ma‘afir, revealing a significant degree of continuity
(al-Magqrizt 1995:36).

The attestation of papyri from the Islamic period outside of Egypt are rare,**
and the usage of paper would not become widespread until the 10" century
(Shatzmiller 2018). Nevertheless, later Muslim historical writing may give some
clues as to the presence and participation of South Arabians in the conquest and
settlement of Syria and Iraq. Although the usage of onomastics to track the move-
ment of social groups is controversial, the pre-Islamic epigraphic material from
South Arabia can help contextualize the medieval accounts.

While correspondences between the epigraphic material and medieval Muslim
accounts exist, some caution should be exercised in approaching this material.
Although the presence of personal and tribal names suggests the movement of
South Arabians during the early conquests, using these names as evidence of their
continued presence tends to be overly positivistic. Furthermore, from that, it is
possible that later accounts embellished the achievements of South Arabian com-
manders during the conquests as a way to provide retroactive justifications for
the settlement of a region.

For example, al-Medej, citing al-Baladuri (d. 892) and pseudo-al-Waqidi**¢
suggests that the city of Hims was awarded to the South Arabian tribes of Himyar
and Hamdan after several hundreds of their tribesmen died during its siege (Al-
Medej 1983:124). Caliphal assent could also strengthen post-conquest claims. Al-
Medej mentions an account that al-Simt al-Kindt asked ‘Umar b. ‘Affan to be
reunited with his son Surahbil, who subsequently moved to Hims (Al-Medej
1983:142). During the middle 8" century, Hims developed into one of the centers
of anti-Umayyad political ‘Yamanism’ (Madelung 1986). While it is likely that
some South Arabians had genuinely settled in Hims and came to impact its local
politics, it is not a given that this was the direct result of an unbroken process
beginning with the conquests.

To summarize: an evaluation of the epigraphic and documentary material shows
that South Arabian individuals and tribesmen physically participated during the
early Islamic conquests. The presence of personal and tribal names attested in the
pre-Islamic South Arabian epigraphic corpus and the early Islamic inscriptions
and documents seem to confirm this.

It is notable, however, that beyond this, there is little linguistic material that is
typically South Arabian. With the exception of the South Arabian genitive
exponent d-, used to indicate tribal affiliation, the linguistic character of the

285 As far as [ am aware there is only a singular Arabic papyrus found in Mesopotamia, pro-
duced at a Nestorian monastery in the year 855 AD.

286 Usually attributed to al-Wagqidi (d. 873), most scholars now consider the book to have been
written centuries after his death, likely around the time of the First Crusade (11"-12" century)
(Shoshan 2016:13)
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inscriptions and documents do not appear to betray features discussed in
chapter 4. In the case of the documentary material, this is not as remarkable as
the scribes of this period wrote in Arabic.

However, with regards to the epigraphic material, more variation would be
expected. For example, both the pre-Islamic Harran and the early Islamic C3 graf-
fito from Cnydos were composed by what seem to have been South Arabians. How-
ever, neither inscription contains any linguistic features discussed in the previous
chapters.

5.3.2. South Arabian identity in early Islam

Several important social realignments took place during the first two centuries of
Islam. A major controversy of the 8" century concerned the identity of the politi-
cal elite that had become dominant over the newly conquered regions. Eventually,
the political elite adopted the term as a way of distinguishing themselves from the
conquered peoples (Webb 2021:287). After the various Arabian tribes had come
to see themselves as ‘arab, the next controversy arose, regarding the division of
the ‘arab into a northern and a southern branch.

Firstly, within the conquered provinces social distinctions that had separated the
tribal communities that had resided within the South Arabian heartland and those
outside became less important. A good example of this is the development of Kinda
and Madhig. In the pre-Islamic period, these tribal groups had been Himyarite
vassals. By the early Islamic period, however, they had functionally become on
par with Himyar. Members of these various South Arabian tribes that had not
necessarily been politically or socially aligned during the pre-Islamic period
adopted the term ‘southerners’ (yamani).

Secondly, starting from the Umayyad period onwards, the understanding and
usage of the term Yamani began to change. As social tensions in the Umayyad
caliphate intensified, certain tribes would align themselves with the Yemeni poli-
tical faction. Although evidently connected etymologically to the term yamani,
‘southerner’, inclusion in this political faction did not require any physical con-
nection to South Arabia (Webb 2021:288). During this time certain tribes, some
of whom had not ever resided in South Arabia, re-constructed their genealogies
to claim South Arabian descent. This would eventually crystallize in the distinc-
tion between Qahtants, ‘southern Arabs’ and ‘Adnanis, ‘northern Arabs’ (Webb
2016:222-224)

From the middle Umayyad period onwards, two distinct processes were at
play. One of these was the integration of various South Arabian tribes into a single
‘southern’ (yamani) supra-tribal community, Yaman. This term gained a political
dimension within the context of the social tensions of the Umayyad caliphate A
case in point is the transformation of the Syrian tribe Quda‘a from an original
northern Ma‘addr into a southern Yamant tribe (Crone 1994:46-47).

The different usages of Yamani could occasionally reinforce each other. As
mentioned before, the city of Hims in Syria came to be predominantly settled by
South Arabians. Some of the South Arabian tribes mentioned by Ibn ‘Asakir
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(Al-Medej 1983:145) include al-Awza¥, al-Sadif and Muqri, which are attested in
the epigraphy as Wzn**’, Sdfin**® and Mqr[Jm*®. Of particular note is the presence
of Dii Rufayn (d-R*yn), a minor Himyarite tribal confederation that possibly rose
to prominence in late pre-Islamic and early Islamic South Arabia (Robin and
Schiettecatte 2013:193-94). Following the outbreak of political chaos after the
death of Mu‘awiya in 680, a particular religious tradition developed in Hims,
which combined South Arabian exceptionalism with messianic expectations of a
Himyarite restoration (Madelung 1986:149).

The physical presence of South Arabian settlers in Syria and the instabilities
of the early Umayyad caliphate would prove to be a dangerous combination.
Syrian antiquarians and transmitters of sadit latched of South Arabian latched on
to their ancestors’ pre-Islamic history in order to promote their political cause.
Madelung focuses in particular on the transmission of Rasid b. Sa‘d, one of whose
‘ahadit states: ‘this matter was amongst Himyar, then God took it away from them
and gave it to Qurays. But it will return to them’ (kana hadd I-"amru fi himyar fa-
naza‘a-hit llahu min-hum wa-ga‘ala-hii quraysin wa-sa-ya‘udu ‘ilay-him) (al-
Marwazi 1991:384).°° A similar hadit, also attributed to Rasid b. Sa‘d exalts
Himyar by having the Prophet describe them as his helpers (“a‘wan).**!

Apart from prophetic sayings, the pre-Islamic inscriptions of South Arabia,
which had at this point become functionally inaccessible to Muslim scholars (see
also 4.5.2.) became a valuable trope on which they could project the idea of a
‘Himyarite’ political restoration. Several early Islamic authors refer to an alleged
inscription prophesizing the Himyarites’ return to power, which is transmitted with
multiple minor yet important differences. Michael Cook, who made a thorough
study of this poem and its transmission reconstructs the following form (Cook
2022:7-9):

At the time Zafar was built, she was asked “To whom do you belong?”’; she
replied: “To the good Himyarites.”

Then she was asked “What then?” and replied: “My kingdom goes to the evil
Abyssinians.”

87 Ja 632-1: Hm'tt 'rs’l bn R’bm w-Mhgbm bn Wz'n, “Ham‘atat Arsal of Ri’bam and
Muhigbam of Waz'an”

288 Schm/Marib 28-12: w-gdm-hmw Sdfn w-"bl S?°bm, “they raided Sadfan and the lords of
Sibam”

28 The form Mqr'm is attested in a single inscription (Ja 576+Ja 577-13: w-"rdt Yhbs?r
w-Mgr'm w-S%ddm, “and the land of Yuhibs?ar and Mugqri’'m and Saddad whereas Mqrm is
attested in nine inscriptions (e.g., Rznm bn S'frm ‘bd bn Mgrm, “Raznam of Safram, servant
of the tribe (?) Muqrim”)

20 The earliest source is apparently Nufaym b. Hammad al-Marwaz1’s (d. 843), Kitab al-fatn,
which who gives a slightly different form wa-sayyara-hii fi qurays.

1 ‘Indeed, God has promised me Persia and Rome, their women and their sons, their armor
and their treasures, and he has granted me Himyar as helpers’ (“inna llaha ta‘ala wa‘ada-nt
farisa tumma [-riim tumma nis@’a-hum ‘anba’a-hum wa-la’mata-hum wa kuniiza-hum wa-
‘amaddant bi-himyara *a*wanan (al-Marwazi 1991:498)
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Then she was asked “What then?” and replied: “My kingdom goes to the noble
Persians.”

Then she was asked “What then?” and replied: “My kingdom goes to Quraysh the
merchants.”

Then she was asked “What then?”” and replied “My kingdom will return to the
Himyarites %2

This is cited, for example in Ibn Hurradadbah’s (d. 913) Kita@b al-masalik wa-I-
mamalik.*”* For example, the Ibn Saqqa edition of Ibn Hisam’s Sira, the city
mentioned is not Zafar, but rather Damar (li-man mulku damar)®* (Ibn Hisam
and Ibn Ishaq 1990:72). Furthermore, rather than appearing on a gate, the
inscription is supposed to have been written in the zabir script on a rock (kana fi
hagarin bi-l-yamani kitabun bi-I-zabiri).

Early medieval Yemeni antiquarians also used the inscription-as-trope format
to portray South Arabia as a pre-Islamic ‘sacred geography’. For example, a large
part of the 8" volume of al-Hamdan®’s Kitab al-Iklil is dedicated to qubiriyyat, a
literary genre about ancient tombs and gravesites. Certain qubiriyyat overlap
with Quranic narratives, particularly those associated with ‘Arabian prophets’**>
but many concern the pre-Islamic Himyarite kings as well. A particularly
intriguing example of this occurs in Ibn Kalbi’s Nasab Ma‘add wa-I-Yaman al-
Kabir, where recounts the following anecdote:

“Al-Kalbi heard the following from a man of Himyar, from D1 al-Kala‘, who said:
‘Once a flood came and perforated a place in al-Yaman where it uncovered the
vaulted dome. Then they went in and look! There was a [dead] man sitting on a
chair wearing a colorful, gilded robe, with a rock between his hands and a red
emerald on his head. And look! There was a slab, upon which was written: ‘In
your name allahumma, lord of Himyar! I am Hassan, son of ‘Amr, the gayl. But
there is no gay! but God! [...]">

22 As Cook notes, the several of the editions of works containing this poem are full of errors,
e.g., the editor of al-Marwaz1’s Fitan reads himyar al-"ahbar, ‘Himyar of the reports’ rather than
‘ahyar, ‘Himyar the good’, the nonsensical himyar sahhar, ‘Himyar, a sorceror’ (Cook 2022).
23 Ibn Hisam’s Kitab al-siyar wa-I-magazi states instead that the lines were found in a book
(wa-kana fi zafara “istiwanun mina I-baladi I-harami maktibun 7 ’a‘la-ha bi-kitabin mina
l-kitab al-‘awwal).

24 Notably, Ibn Higam, citing Ibn Ishaq initially states that “Dimar [sic] is ‘Yemen or San‘a’
(al-yamanu ‘aw san‘a’u) before adding ‘Ibn Hisam says: Damar, with a fatha, according to
what Yunus told me’ (damar bi-I-fathati fima ‘ahbarant yinus).

25 For example, al-Hamdani places the grave of the prophet Hiid (mentioned in Qur*an 11:50—
52) in Hadramawt (al-Hamdan1 1979:141).

26 dakara I-kalbiyyu ‘an ragulin min himyara min dr I-kald‘i gala agbala stlun fa-haraqa
mawdi‘an bi-l-yamani fa-"abda ‘an ‘azgin fa-dahala fi-hi fa-"ida ragulun *ald sarivin mayyitin
‘alayhi gibabun wasiyyin mudhabatun wa-bayna yaday-hi hagarun min dahabin fi ra’si-hi
yaqitun hamra’u wa-"ida lawhun fi-hi maktitbun bismi llahi "ana hassan bnu ‘amri I-qaylu “id
la qayla “illa llahi
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Similar funerary inscription narratives exist in the context of South Arabia.”’
However, the one transmitted by Ibn al-Kalbi is particularly notable as it portrays
the pre-Islamic Himyarites as perfect monotheists. A clear indication of this is
the combination of the hasmala followed by the phrase ‘Lord of Himyar’ (rabb
Himyar). The usage of the term gay!, a typical ‘Himyaricism’ is also notable in
the declaration ‘there is gayl but God’ (’id la gayla ’illd llah).**®

Examples of ancient writings in Himyaritic spread far beyond South Arabia. For
example, in the Riyad al-Nufus of the 11" century author Abi Bakr al-Maliki,
the following line occurs:

“On the account of ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Ziyad b. *An‘am, who said: ‘When I was
a young man [ was with my uncle in Carthage. And look! I saw a gravestone there,
upon which was written in Himyaritic: ‘I am ‘Abdallah b. al-’Arasi, messenger of
the Prophet of God Salih. He sent me to the people of this city to call them to God.
I appeared to them; they slew me unjustly. God will hold them to account.”?%

Similarly, ‘Himyaritic’ writing was alleged to have been left on one of the city
gates of Samarqand. The 4"/10™ century geographer Ibn Hawqal mentions the
following (Ibn Hawqal 1964:407):

“Abt Bakr al-Dimasqt related the following: ‘On [Samarqand’s] large gate a an
iron sheet and uppon it there was a some writing. The people claimed that it was
in Himyaritic, and that they had preserved the art of that [writing] since the time
of Tubba¥.”3%

27 These qubiiriyya-type narratives tend to have the following narrative structure: the
(accidental) discovery of a tomb, the presence of deceased body — often in an uncorrupted
state — and an inscription relating to the person’s life. Subsequently, the grave is sealed up
again. While such narratives are relatively uncommon, Ibn Hisam recounts an anecdote
pertaining ‘Abdallah b. Tamir, who is said to have brought monotheism to South Arabia (Ibn
Ishaq 2001:8). Furthermore, the eighth volume of al-Hamdan1’s Kitab al-Iklil contains an
entire chapter of these qubiiriyyat, and some also appear in the Kuniiz al-fawa’id of the Shi’ite
scholar Abii I-Fath al-Karaguki (d. 449/1057). However, recently Adam Bursi investigated the
‘holy corpse’ narrative with regards to the early Islamic figure of Talha b. ‘Ubayd Allah, sug-
gesting that perhaps such stories were more widespread than commonly assumed (Bursi 2018).

2% Tbn Durayd (d. 321/933) recounts essentially the same anecdote in his Kitab al-Iitiqgdq
with some minor changes in vocabulary. For example, the basmala is replaced with the phrase
bismika llahumma, ‘in your name, O God’ and rabb Himyar ‘lord of Himyar’ is replaced with
“ilahu himyar, ‘god of Himyar’ (Ibn Durayd 1411:524)

29 Sani abd al-rahmani bni ziyadin ibni ’an‘ama gala kuntu wa-and gulamun ma‘a ‘ammi bi-
qartanigata fa-’ida bi-qabrin maktubun *alayhi bi-I-himyariyyati ‘ana ‘abdu llahi bnu I-"arast
rasilu rasuli llahi salihin ba‘ata-ni ila “ahli hadihi I-qaryati *ad‘a-hum “ila llahi ‘ataytu-hum
dahyan qatalii-nt zaliman hastbu-humu llah

390 wa-?ahbara-ni abii bakri I-dimaiqt gala: ra’aytu ‘ala babi-ha I-kabir safihatan hadidan
[sic!] wa-‘alay-ha kitabatun za‘ama ‘ahlu-hd@ ‘anna-ha bi-I-himyariyyati wa-‘anna-hum
yuwadtiriuna ‘ilma dalika min ‘anna-ha min san‘ati tubba‘in.
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The political aspect of such passages becomes more evident when looking at their
broader literary context. Legendary Himyarite raids into Central Asia and up to
China are found throughout several early works of Muslim historical writing.
Particularly interesting al-Tabar1’s account, which mentions that the Himyarites
were able to take Samarqand by way of ruse. According to this story, the king
Yu'fir sent an envoy to the daughter of the king, convincing her that he intend to
marry her and that their son would rule over both the Persians and the Arabs (al-
Tabari 1999:143-44) !

A similar example is that of a statue (sanam) raised as a boundary marker by
the Himyarite pre-Islamic ruler Yasir Yun‘im,** accompanied by a short poem,
written in the South Arabian (musnad) script. This passage occurs both al-
Hamdani’s al-7klil (vol. 8), al-Tabari’s Tarih and Naswan al-Himyari’s Sams al-
‘ulitm (al-Hamdani 1979:207):3%

“I am the statue that was raised by the magawil and the buhil
Here I was placed and here I remain, standing for Himyar’s young and old
None have passed me and reached the mountains extending past the plain

So let whoever who comes before me beware! Behind me there is no way’3%

This poem contains several typically South Arabian words, such as magawil and
buhiil. The former is a plural of the term migwal, “prince”" and although the
latter is not explained, it is derived from the Sabaic term bAl, “to speak”.>*

The presence of the pre-Islamic ‘Himyarite’ inscriptions in the early Islamic
historical writing tradition were more than mere antiquarian curiosities. Following
the death of the caliph Mu‘awiya b. Yazid in 684, relations between the Umay-
yads and the pro-South Arabian faction in Hims cooled (Madelung 1986:147—
48). In the decades following, the Umayyad caliphs would undergo several crises
of legitimacy, during which there was an active attempt to look for alternative
political leadership. The pre-Islamic South Arabian inscriptions thus became a
source upon which early Islamic scholars projected the pre-Islamic Himyarite

30V fa-usiba min-ha gulaman yamluku I-‘agama wa-I-‘araba.

302 This character from the Islamic tradition goes back to the king Ys'r Yhn‘m, who ruled
Himyar during the beginning of the 4" century (Gajda 2009:195).

303 For example, rather than being raised by the magawil, it stands in their view (‘ala ray?);
the form buhil is amended to quyiil.

tabawwa’a-hi I-maqawilu wa-I-buhil
magqiman li-himyara li-I-Sababi wa-li-1-kuhil
“ila I-gabali I-matli ‘ald I-suhiil

fa-laysa la-hii wara’t min sabil

394 2and l-sanamu lladi huyi’a makant
nusibtu fa-lam ‘azul sanaman

fa-ma ‘ahadun yugawizani fa-yahayya
i-ya‘lama man ’atani min ‘amami

395 Compare Sabaic mgwit, “residence or duty of a gayl.” The semantic shift from the term of
the office to its holder can be explained through metonymy.

*
*
*
*

30 Interestingly the term bAl is not attested in the context of administrative functions in pre-
Islamic South Arabia. The verb bahala, of course, was considered a ‘Himyariticism’ by
medieval Islamic lexicographers (Al-Selwi 1987:46).
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kings as exemplary proto-Muslims while also retroactively justifying a Himyarite
return to power.

The usage of South Arabian terms, particularly in combination with Islamic
phrases is how South Arabian authors came to construct the region as a sacred
space. Another example of this phenomenon is the way how early Islamic scholars
came to explain the relationship between South Arabia and the Quran.

5.4. South Arabia as sacred space:
the case of Quranic exegesis

The reimagining of South Arabia as a monotheistic ‘sacred space’ was not limited
to early Islamic antiquarianism. Although certain Quranic narratives came to be
associated with or set in South Arabia, it is worth noting that the Quran rarely
mentions specific places.’”” Consequently, exegetes were relatively free in inter-
preting the localities in which Quranic narratives take place.

The most ubiquitous are the events surrounding the “Companions of the Pit”
(Pashab al-"ubdid), taken to be a reference to the persecution of Nagran’s
Christian community during the reign of Dii Nuwas,*” and the two references to
Saba’ in chapters 27 and 34 respectively. Furthermore, certain other events and
locales are associated with pre-Islamic South Arabian history, most commonly
the “Companions of the Elephant” (‘ashab al-fil), as well as the location of ‘Ad
and its corresponding city of *Iram.

However, a closer investigation of the Quranic material problematizes what
appear to be ‘obvious’ references to South Arabia. Cook (2008:142—144) criti-
qued the notion that the ‘ashab al-"uhdiid narrative was based on historical events
in the first place and pointed out the contradictions between the exegesis of Quran
85:4-10 and the narrative presented therein. More recently, Silverstein (2019:283)
reanalyzed the rhetorical and theological elements of the Quranic ‘ashab al-
‘ubdiid narrative and came to the conclusion that a antecedent for the narrative is
the events of the Biblical Daniel 3, rather than the Martyrs of Nagran.

The term “uhdiid caused a problem for the early lexicographers. They were
uncertain whether the term was a plural, in which case its singular form would
have been hadd or whether a singular noun with a plural form ‘ahddid. The latter
is found, for example, in the work of the lexicographer Ibn al-Sikkit (1998:433).
Interestingly, although most modern researchers indicate that the term “uhdiid

397 This can partially be attributed to the notion that the Quran’s author assumed a familiarity
with the narratives that the Quran comments upon (Dost 2017:121) For example, sirat Yiisuf,
itself is one of few Quranic chapters that follows a clear chronological narrative, is functio-
nally a retelling of the Joseph story of the Bible (Genesis 37) and therefor takes place in Egypt.
However, Egypt mentioned only twice, once in verse 21 (gala ‘alladr Stara-hu min misr) and
once at the end of the sira (12:99 wa-qala dhulii misra “in $a llahu *amina).

3% For the explicit identification of the “ashdb al-uhdiid with the Martyrs of Nagran, see
Moberg (1924:cv) and Shahid (1971:46-68).
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was borrowed from a South Arabian language (predominantly on morphological
grounds), the exegetes themselves seem to have been unaware of this (Hayajneh
2011:134-36)

Similarly, although it is likely that the Quranic narratives of Saba’ — particularly
in light of the obvious linguistic parallels — refer to events occurring in South
Arabia, it does not necessarily follow that early Muslim scholars conceived of
them as such. The first of the two Saba® narratives in the Quran has an obvious
Biblical antecedent, as it is functionally a repetition of the story of the Queen of
Sheba (1 Kings 10:1-10) (Dost 2017:152). The second reference occurs in Quran
34 with the eponymous title saba’. According to this narrative, Saba’ is granted
two gardens, which, as a form of punishment on account of them “having turned
away” (‘aridii) and “deceived themselves” (wa-zalamii ‘anfusa-hum) and are de-
stroyed by a flood (say! al-‘arim). A common positivist reading of the aforemen-
tioned verses considers them to refer to a partial or total collapse of the dam of
Marib, either the one referred to in *Abraha’s inscription (CIH 541) or another
collapse occurring at a later stage (Gajda 2009:60; Robin 2011).%%

Although it cannot be dismissed that certain historical events in South Arabia
may have inspired the aforementioned Quranic narratives, they were not neces-
sarily a part of the framework in which the earliest exegetes were working. For
example, the Quranic references to say! al-‘arim are often taken to refer to a final
collapse of the Marib dam with disastrous results for the inhabitants of South
Arabia "’

In Mugahid b. Gabr’s (d. 722) tafsir, the sayl al-‘arim is interpreted simply as
a “flood of red water” (hada I-sayl ma’ ‘ahmar).'' The later exegete Muqatil
b. Sulayman (d. 767) interprets the say! al-‘arim to have affected a very broad
region, ranging from al-Yaman to “the Holy Land” (ard al-mugaddasa) (Muqatil
ibn Sulayman 2002:529-30).>'* These traditions are more reminiscent of pri-
mordial flood myths with parallels in Biblical and Mesopotamian stories, rather
than the recounting of a historical event limited to South Arabia (Averbeck
2002:90).

It is only from the late 9™ century onwards that the explicit localization of the
sayl al-*arim in South Arabia becomes more common. The earliest extant con-
nection between the sayl and the Marib dam is found amongst the notes of Ibn
Hisam (d. 830) in his sira, where it serves as a narrative device to explain the
‘scattering of the Azd’ (Ibn Ishaq 2001:693). Some decades later, the same

399 See also the discussion above (1.4.3.).

310 The positivist interpretation of the sayl al-‘arim narrative in siirah saba’ (34:14) is obi-
quitous, occurring both scholarly articles and books (Fleitmann et al. 2022; Kennedy 2008:197;
Robin 1996:1144) as well as in popularizing works (Breton 1999:19).

311 It seems noteworthy that Mugahid goes out of his way to state that the floodwaters were
red as a form of punishment (fa-lam yakun I-ma’u I-’ahmar fi l-saddi wa-lakinna-hii kana
‘udaban ’arsala-hii ‘alayhim min haytu yusa‘u).

312 Amended to al-’ard al-muqaddasa by the editor, although ‘ard al-mugaddas may have
been Mugqatil’s intended form (compare bayt al-maqdis).
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narrative appears in al-Baladiiri’s (d. 279/892) genealogical work al-Ansab al-
‘asraf, which states “when God sent upon the children of Saba’ in Ma’rib the say!/
al-Sarim” 3"

The first extant connection of the say! al-‘arim with Marib in the exegetical
tradition occurs as late as the middle of the 11 century, with al-Ta'lab1’s (d. 1035)
al-Kasf wa-I-bayyan. In it, al-Ta'labi gives various explanations of the phrase
‘visible towns between them and the cities that we have blessed’ (al-qura “allati
baraka-na fi-ha qurd zahira), with one of these explanations — attributed to Sa‘id
b. Gubayr — referring to the ‘towns between Marib and Syria (al-qura “allati ma
bayna ma’rib wa-I-sam) (al-Ta‘labi 2002:86).

Al-Talab1’s statement implicitly connects the say! al-‘arim and Marib, but the
first truly explicit statements that identifies the collapse of the Marib dam with
the occurs a few decades later, in the al-Wahidt’s al-Wasit fi tafsir al-qur’an (al-
Wiahidi 1994:491)

“So, [the soothsayer] had seen in her prediction (kahana) that the dam of Marib
would be destroyed and that the flood of the dam (say! al-‘arim) would reach it

and destroy the two gardens” !4

A comparison of the material thus shows that while a narrative connecting a
collapse of the Marib dam and the say! al-‘arim narrative found in the Quran had
existed since the 3™/9™ century, it did not become dominant until the 5%/11" cen-
tury AD. The aforementioned fafsir of al-Ta‘lab1 shows that various narratives
existed side-by-side, as the “visible villages” (qira zahira) are varyingly
explained as referring to the Arab villages between Medina and Syria (qurd
‘arabiyya bayna l-madina wa-I-sam), the Sarawat mountain range (al-sarawat)
and San‘a’ (hiya qurd san‘a’).*"’

It is also significant that the first extant references to the say/ al-*arim narrative
do not occur in works of Quranic exegesis. Both Ibn Hisam’s notes and al-
Baladurt’s al-Ansab al-’asraf are concerned with genealogy, and the connection
to the Quranic say! al-‘arim functions primarily to explain the migration of tribes
away out of South Arabia towards other parts of the Arabian Peninsula.

The term ‘arim itself was recognized as South Arabian in origin, although the
interpretations of its meaning differed significantly. As Elmaz notes, the early
exegetes saw the term as South Arabian in origin, with Zayd b. *Ali (d. 740)
interpreting the term as referring to a “dam” in the “language of al-Yaman” (bi-
lisan al-yaman) (Elmaz 2016:234).

Another example of the same process concerns the interpretation of the term
saba’. Although the notion that the Arabic term saba” is derived directly from the

33 fa-lamma *arsala llahi ‘azz wa-gall *ald waladi saba’in bi-ma’riba ma “arsala min sayli

I-*arimi wa-huwa sadd kana la-hum bayna gabalayni tafarraqati I-"asdu
34 wa-kanat gad ra’at fi kahanati-ha "anna sadda sa-yuhrabu wa-"anna-hu sa-ya’ati saylu
I-f‘arim fa-yahrubu l-gannatayni

315 Also note the apparent juxtaposition of qura ‘arabiyya, which are said to have laid between
Mecca and Syria, as compared to the (non-‘arabi?) villages of the Sarawat and San‘a’.
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South Arabian s’b” seems obvious, this was seemingly not the case for the early
Islamic community. In fact, reading the early exegetic material would suggest that
the early Muslims were unable to establish whether the term saba’ referred to a
man, a woman, a country, or something else.’!®

The anthropomorphic reading of Saba’ as the name of a person first appears
in the tafsir of Mugqatil b. Sulayman, who simply refers to him as Zagl b. Yasgub
b. Ya'rub b. Qahtan. In the next century, this tradition becomes more elaborate.
The tafsir of the Iraqi scholar Yahya b. Sallam (d. 200/815) is the first extant
attestation of a tradition presenting saba’ as the progenitor of various Arab tribes.

According to this tradition, the Prophet is asked whether term saba’ is a land
(ard) or a woman. The Prophet responds, that saba’ is neither, but rather a man
to whom ten sons were born, each bearing the name of a corresponding Arab tribe
and divides them into a “southern” (yamaniyya) and “northern” (§amiyya) branch,
respectively.®'” Such accounts could then be interwoven with and lend credence
to similar “dispersion of the Arabs” narratives, which again, conceived of South
Arabia as the Arabs’ original homeland.

That this process was neither immediate nor uncontroversial can be deter-
mined by exegetic interpretations that did not enter the mainstream. Both western
scholarship and traditional Islamic exegesis generally came to see D1 al-Qarnayn,
mentioned in the Quran’s eighteenth chapter (al-Kahf, 83—101) as representing
Alexander the Great.*'® However, before the 3"/9" century there were various
narratives at play. Wheeler (1998:201-202) distinguishes three different narrato-
logical strands that contributed to the development of the Islamic Alexander
legend.

The first derives of these from a Greek recension, the second from the Baby-
lonian Talmud and the third from a South Arabian tradition regarding a Himyarite
king named Sa‘b du Maratid. Although certain narrative elements of the South
Arabian narrative were retained in the general legend,’” eventually the identi-
fication of Du al-Qarnayn as a Himyari ruler was eventually discarded in favor
of Alexander the Greta (Weinfield 2008:100-101).

316 The lack of consensus on how to interpret the term is further solidified by the fact that
some transmitters of the Quranic reading variants read saba as a triptote (i.e., saba -un/-an/-
in), others as a diptote (i.e., saba -u/-a/-a) and others still without any vocalization (i.e., saba’)
(Nasser 2020:189)

317 The tradition gives the Arab tribes as Madhig, Kinda, al-’Azd, al-’A&ariyytin, ’Anmar and
Himyar; the northern tribes as Lahm, Gudam, Gassan and Amila. The tradition found in Ibn
Sallam’s near-contemporary Ibn al-Kalb1’s (d. 204/819) Nasaba al-ma‘add wa-l-yaman al-
kabir gives functionally the same list, with some variation in the ordering.

318 For a more critical analysis of the influence of the Syriac Alexander Legend played on the
formation of the Quranic narrative on Dii al-Qarnayn, see Wheeler (Wheeler 1998). A more
thorough overview of how the association of Du al-Qarnayn Alexander the Great developed
during the early Islamic period see Weinfield (2008).

319 Wheeler mentions (1) the association with the Quranic character al-Hidr, (2) the conquest
of vast regions up to China, and (3) a journey through a land of darkness until the spring of
life is found (Wheeler 1998:198)
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Here too, South Arabian linguistic features were used to strengthen the identi-
fication of Dii 1-Qarnayn with a pre-Islamic Himyarite king. The 10" century
historian Hamza al-Isfahani in fact comments on this. Interestingly, according to
al-Isfahani, the ruler that Dii 1-Qarnayn was confused with is not Da Maratid, but
rather Sammar Yur‘is.

Al-Isfahani states that this confusion arose for two reasons: firstly, because
“the conquests of Alexander resembled the conquests of Sammar Yur'is, the re-
counters of tradition (ruwdtu [-‘ahbar) in the time of Islam confused the two”.
Secondly, he mentions that the particle iz was an “Arab word, not a Roman one”
(li-’anna di kalima min kalam al-*arab la min al-riim), and procedes to give
various examples of South Arabian rulers whose name contained this particle (for
example, Dii Nuwas, Dii Gadan, Dii Yazan, etcetera) (al-Isfahani 1983:100).32°

This overview of the material shows that the placement of Quranic locations
in South Arabia was not necessarily present amongst the earliest exegetes. Nor
was the South Arabian localization of Quranic spaces an uncontroversial process.
A particular case in point is the location of Iram of the Pillars (Iram dat al-fimad).
Much like Saba’, the early exegetes were not entirely certain as to how to interpret
Iram, leaving open the possibility that it referred either to a tribe or a city (Webb
2019:118).

It was only during the 3™ to 4™ century that Yemeni scholars began to propagate
the notion that Iram referred to a great pre-Islamic city located in South Arabia.
Its association with ‘Ad led South Arabian scholars of the 3"/9™ to 4™/10" century
to cast its ruler, Saddad b. SAd as a pious pre-Islamic ruler. However, the ambi-
guity surrounding Iram was not entirely resolved, and from the 4"/10™ century
onwards other Muslim scholars came to reframe Saddad as a tyrant and the de-
struction of Iram the result of divine retribution (Webb 2019:119-21).

To summarize, the Quran’s lack of specificity allowed later exegetes and scho-
lars to fill in the gaps in its narrative. From the 3"/9™ century onwards, a Yemeni-
centric tradition associating specific locales or events with South Arabia, which
came to influence the broader exegetical tradition. Apparent strange terms
(gard’ib) in the Quran could strengthen an ostensible connection with South
Arabia, whose linguistic variation which gave the early exegetes a rich pool from
which to draw, when confronted with lexical curiosities. This seems to have had
the desired outcome: the term ‘arim, recognized as a ‘Yamani’ lexeme strength-
ened the Yemeni-centric tradition that placed the events mentioned in surah saba’
in South Arabia.

In some cases, positivist pro-Yemeni narratives became dominant; in others,
alternative interpretations continued to exist alongside them. And in a few cases,
as with Du al-Qarnayn, elements of the South Arabian narrative were incorpo-
rated into the dominant tradition, although the identification of Dai 1-Qarnayn as
a Himyarite king was generally rejected.

30 fa-lamma ‘aSbaha ba‘da magazi I-’iskandari ba‘da magazi Sammari yurfiSa fa-galata
ruwatu I-"ahbari fi sadri [-’islami bi-hada l-lagab
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In this regard, South Arabia’s relation to the rest of Arabia, at least in linguistic
terms, created an interesting kind of paradox. On the one hand, the region was
considered to be the original homeland of the Arabs, who, naturally, must have
spoken a perfect Arabic. At the same time, it was home to strange terms. The
following section will discuss this phenomenon in more detail.

5.5. Language and linguistic identity in early
Islamic South Arabia

In the previous sections, it was discussed how South Arabia became integrated
into the Islamic polity relatively quickly. Furthermore, during the first few cen-
turies of Islam, South Arabia came to be seen as the original homeland of the
Arabs, it was envisioned as ‘sacred space’ by way of Quranic exegesis and South
Arabia’s pre-Islamic rulers came to be seen as exemplary representatives of pre-
Islamic monotheism.

The role of language appears to have been mostly absent: South Arabians
participated in the Islamic conquests and left records of their deeds. However, none
of the early inscriptions discovered thus far display any linguistic features that
correspond to what medieval scholars came to call ‘Himyaritic’. Nor does the role
of South Arabia’s linguistic variation seem to have played any particular role in
the scholarly debates about its place in the early Islamic world.

At the same time the other hand, early Islamic scholars were well aware of the
region’s linguistic particularities and the degree to which they diverged from what
they considered fisha, ‘pure Arabic’. The current section seeks to contextualize
this paradox by looking at how South Arabia’s linguistic variety impacted the way
its inhabitants saw themselves.

Language is one of multiple tools with which groups create identity and a sense
of belonging (Wardhaugh and Fuller 2015:74). Importantly, not only are lin-
guistic characteristics used by members of a community to identify members of
their own community, but also to potentially exclude outsiders. In late antiquity,
too, language was one of several strategies of delineating social groups (Pohl and
Heydemann 2013:45-47).

Early Muslim lexicographers and exegetes were interested in the Arabian
Peninsula’s linguistic variety from both an antiquarian and theological perspec-
tive.**! During the late Umayyad caliphate, a philological tradition partially
devoted to explaining more obscure terminology of the Qur?an, prophetic sayings
(Pahadit) and pre-Islamic poetry emerged. References to obscure terms, glossed
as nawadir (singular nadir) “rare” or gara’ib (singular garib) “strange” can already
be found in early exegetical works, such as in the tafsir of Ibn Mugahid (d. 722),

321 There is the question to which degree these two can be separated. For example, al-Azmeh
takes a relatively naive perspective on Ibn al-Kalb1’s “antiquarian scrupulosity” and generally
takes the late Umayyad and early Abbasid antiquarians’ statements at face value (al-Azmeh
2014:43) See also Webb’s review (2015).
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but the first work explicitly dedicated to such terms was al-Halil’s Kitab al-‘ayn
(d. 789) (Baalbaki 2014:37-39).

In the case of South Arabia, the Muslim philologists were well aware of the
region’s linguistic particularities and used a variety of terms to refer to words they
considered of South Arabian origins. The predominant term used was ‘Himyaritic’
(himyari), although occasionally terms referring to specific South Arabian tribes
could also be used. Noteworthy is the use of the term yamani in al-Halil’s (d. 791)
Kitab al-‘ayn (Elmaz 2014:29). As the publication of the Kita@b al-‘ayn precedes
the solidification of al-Yaman as referring to a particular geographic unit, it is
more likely that al-Halil’s yamani ought to be interpreted as ‘southern’ rather than
Yemenite.

The medieval scholars’ interest for South Arabian lexemes did not develop
beyond their use to explain obscure words. As mentioned before (4.5.1; 4.5.2),
knowledge of the South Arabian script was retained even beyond the collapse of
South Arabian civilization and was transmitted by different scholars. However,
unlike various other languages of the Middle East, such as Greek, Syriac and
Middle Persian (Gutas 1998:16), a philological tradition aimed at deciphering the
South Arabian languages never developed. This despite the fact that all scholarly
tools were essentially available to the early Muslim scholars, which in turn raises
the question as to why not. Although it is difficult to answer a negative, it is
possible that the notion of a linguistic South Arabian ‘other’ was not compatible
with the development of South Arabia as the ‘Arabs’ Urheimat.

A case in point is the usage of the term ‘Himyaritic’. Most references ‘Him-
yaritic’ do not originate with supposed speakers of the language, but only exist in
citation from members outside this supposed linguistic community.*** Notably,
citations of ‘Himyaritic’ occurring in historical works are related to women, as in
the case Wahb b. Munabbih’s mother or the grave inscription of Daybaga bt.
Nawf as well as soldiers, like the song of Yazid’s soldiers at the siege of Mecca
in 72-3/691-92. In his Sifat gazirat al-‘arab, al-Hamdani categorizes the linguistic
varieties spoken in South Arabia along a qualitative spectrum, from fasiha, ‘good;
proper’ to mutawassita ‘middling’ or hulayta, ‘mixed’ to ‘agtam “barbarous”.

Rabin points out that the criteria on which al-Hamdant based these categories
are unknown, although he notes that whereas the ‘mountain farmers’ spoke Him-
yaritic, the Bedouin spoke ‘correct Arabic’ (Rabin 1951:48). Overall, it seems the
most important criterion for al-Hamdant was a sedentary-nomadic distinction, as
Robin also points out (1991e:105). To summarize, during the early Islamic
period, Muslim scholars implicitly describe ‘Himyaritic’ as a language spoken
particularly by women and the lower classes.

Although this is a tempting solution to the paradox, it is also a simplistic one.
An example is the length to which al-Hamdani goes in explaining the function of
mimation in the South Arabian inscriptions (5.4.2.). However, this seems much

322 1t is possible, of course, that in the seventh lost volume of al-Hamdan1’s al-Iklil, this per-
spective changes. However, in his extant works, al-Hamdan1 does not identify himself as a
speaker of ‘Himyaritic.’
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more reasonable when one considers the fact that al-Hamdani sought to retro-
actively explain the unusual linguistic features of Himyaritic, particularly those
in written form , as perfectly correct Arabic. In fact, at several points during this
discussion al-Hamdani notes that the Himyarites were Arabs themselves, re-
ferring to them as the part of ‘arab al-‘ariba.

Further examples that elevate the usage of Himyaritic also exist. A hadit
attributed to the Prophet Muhammad has him proclaim that there is no necessity
to fast while travelling while using the ‘Himyaritic’ definite article am- rather than
the article al-, i.e., laysa min am-birr am-siyam fi am-safar. An early transmission
of this hadit appears in the Garib al-hadit of Abi ‘Ubayd (d. 833). In his ex-
planation, Abt ‘Ubayd states that the article ‘am- is “speech of Yemen” (lugatu
l-yaman) or “speech of Himyar” (lugatu himyar). It is possible, of course, that
features of ‘Himyaritic’ were laid in the mouth of the Prophet as a way of be-
stowing the language with more social prestige.**

A second important example is that of an oft-repeated anecdote concerning
the different meaning of the verb wataba in ‘Himyaritic’ and Classical Arabic
(Naswan al-HimyarT 1999:7065; al-Zabidi 1965:87—88) In narrative terms, this
anecdote has the following structure: an envoy from North Arabia comes to the
court of a Himyarite king (malik) and says to him: #ib, meaning ‘sit’ in the
‘Himyaritic’, but ‘jump’ in Classical Arabic.*** Subsequently, the king is sup-
posed to have said ‘whoever enters Zafar must learn Himyaritic’ (man dahala
zafari hammar)*®. According to some traditions, the king then states: “there is
no ‘arabiyyat among us” (laysat ‘indana ‘arabiyyat).

This tradition first appears in two 9" century works, those being the Islah al-
Mantiq of Ton al-Sikkit (d. c. 860) the Garib al-hadit of Ibn Qutayba.*?® From the
4™/10™ century onwards, the anecdote begins to appear in various lexicographic
works, although often excluding the full anecdote, containing just the phrase man

323 A common tradition describes the Prophet as “the most eloquent of the Arabs”, e.g., al-
Farra’ (2014:10—-11): “because the Prophet said: I am the most eloquent amongst you, I grew
up amongst my uncles” (li-’anna I-nabiyya [s] qala ‘and ‘afsahu-kum nasa’tu fi ‘ahwalr), Abu
‘Ubayd (1984:161): “Some of the Syrians told me that the Prophet said: ‘I am the most
eloquent amongst the Arabs because | am from Qurays’” (‘and ‘afsahu I-‘arabi bi-yadi "ana
mina l-qurayys).

324 In most traditions this leads to the envoy’s death (al-Zabidi: fa-wataba I-’a‘rabiyyu fa-
takassara, “and so the “a‘rabi jumped and was smashed”’; Naswan al-Himyari fa-daqqa ‘anqa-
hii, “and he broke his neck”) or bodily harm (al-Zabidt: fa-ndaqqa rigla-hu, “he broke both
his legs”). In at least one tradition, the envoy simply jumps up, leading the ruler to repeat his
command (fa-qafaza qafzatan fa-qala la-hit marratan “ubra |...] fa-‘agaba I-maliku wa-qala
ma hada fa-qala tib bi-lugati I-‘arabi ya‘ni hada wa-bi-lugati himyara tib ya‘ni q‘ud fa-qala
l-maliku ‘a-ma *alimta ‘anna man dahala zafari hammar”.).

325 The verb is given as tahammar in Nagwan al-HimyarT’s Sams al-uliim.

326 For example, Ibn al-Mutanna’s al-Magma® at-taqafi also includes the saying man dahala
zafari hammar but does not recount the anecdote (p. 933); gawlu-hii tiladun al-tiladu ma kana
li-?aba’i-him qadiman qala wa-Il-tarifu lladi ttahadi-hu wa-statarafii-hu  wa-qawlu-hi
zafariyya I-gaz‘u ya‘ni gaz'a zafara wa-zafar bi-l-yamani qala wa-fi matalin li-I-*arabi man
dahala zafari hammara ya'ni takallama bi-I-himyariyyati.
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dahala zafari hammar. The basic narrative elements as outlined above are present
in both the accounts of Ibn Qutayba and Ibn al-Sikkit.**”

Although this anecdote has been mentioned often, both in the Islamic tradition
and in western scholarship, its (historical) sociolinguistic aspects have not been
discussed in much detail. Firstly, the phrase man dahala zafar hammar can be
read both as a warning or a boast, a reminder to visitors from outside South Arabia
to, quite literally, adapt or die. Secondly, the visitor is described as a Bedouin
(“a‘rabi) in some later traditions: for example, al-Sam‘ani (d. 562/1167) cites the
tradition as pertaining to “one Bedouin” (ba‘du [-’a‘rab). Ibn al-Sikkit’s much
earlier account refers to the visitor as “a man from amongst the Arabs” (ragulun
min al-*arab).

This juxtaposition between the ‘Himyarites’ and ‘Arabs’ also implicitly returns
in al-Zabid1’s account of the anecdote, in which the Himyarite states: “inquire in
the language of the Arabs” (“ubbir bi-lugati I-*arab). Although it is not clarified
whether this event is supposed to have taken place in pre-Islamic times or after
the coming of Islam, it is remarkable that Ibn al-Sikkit’s account separates
‘Himyar’ from the ‘Arabs’, a distinction that would survive into the Islamic period
(Gajda 2009).

This is particularly interesting considering how South Arabia came to be
identified as the Arabs’ urheimat, which was developed in the centuries following.
It is interesting, however, that traces of this juxtaposition seems to have been
retained in later traditions: in al-Sam‘ani’s account, the king is told “#ib means
this in the language of the ‘Arabs’ (fa-qala tib bi-lugati [-*arabi hada) (al-Sam‘ani
1977:264-65). This gives the impression that, at least in linguistic terms, ‘himyar’
and “‘arab’ were considered distinct social entities.**®

Furthermore, in Ibn al-Sikkit’s account the Himyarite king furthermore adds
the phrase: “there is no ‘arabiyyat among us” (laysa ‘inda-na ‘arabiyyat [sic]).**
This gives the impression that the term ‘arabiyya was understood specifically to
refer to a language spoken not in South Arabia; the implication being that Himyar,
at the time, was considered an entity apart from the rest of the Arabian Peninsula.
A slight (but important) difference in phrasing is given in the account of Ibn
Durayd, who states “our ‘irbit is not like your ‘irbit”:

327 Although in Ibn Qutayba’s account, the anecdote takes place on a high mountain (gabal
masray).

328 This reminds me of the situation in the United States, where the Cajuns of southwest Loui-
siana continued to refer to non-French speakers as Americains throughout the 20" century.
329 The pronunciation of the feminine ending in pause with a ¢ rather than an h is explicitly
commented upon by al-Zabidi, who states: “he meant ‘arabiyya but he pronounced the
feminine 4@’ as a ta’, as is his language” (Parada ‘arabiyyatun lakinna-hu waqafa ‘ala ha’i
I-ta’niti bi-I-ta’i wa-ka-dalika lugatu-hii” (al-Zabidi 1965:87—-88). Also note the particular
spelling of firbit with an initial kasra.

194



las o l_y.w._uw 2’

§ .,,‘ |t—"‘".jh"

% a4, ¥ ’1:’/ 41. ./f.,.v/.....

Figure 17: The phrase laysa ‘irbituna ka-‘irbiti-kum in Ibn Durayd’s
Gambharat al-luga (Leiden manuscript Or. 321)

In a marginal gloss the term ‘irbit [sic!] is explained to mean “language” (luga),
i.e., “our language is not like yours” (al-‘arabiyyatu I-lugatu ‘ayyu laysa lugatu-
na ka-lugati-him).
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Figure 18: Marginal gloss in Ibn Durayd’s Gamharat
al-luga (Leiden manuscript Or. 321)

As such, early Islamic representations of Himyaritic broadly fall within two
categories: Himyaritic is usually spoken by groups of lower social prestige (e.g.,
women and footmen), although occasionally phrases of Himyaritic (or at least,
containing elements thereof) are found in more prestigious settings.

At the same time, as a distinct “Yemeni’ identity had developed that saw South
Arabia as the urheimat of the Arabs, this led to the question as to how the region’s
pre-Islamic kings fit into this image. Despite their awareness of the linguistic
idiosyncrasies of ‘Himyaritic’, rarely do early Muslim authors give citations of
South Arabia’s pre-Islamic rulers in anything but Arabic.”** The language of the
pre-Islamic inscriptions, too, was considered to have been Classical Arabic —
simply written in a different script. The fact that such inscriptions were plainly
visible gave early Muslim scholars ample sources supporting this view.

330" A notable exception is the “tomb inscription” of Daybaga bt. Nawf, which appears in the
tenth volume of al-Hamdani’s /klil, which is characterized by a high amount of Himyari-
ticisms, both morphological and lexical (see also above).
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However, the usage of ‘Himyariticisms’ was not just limited to South Arabia’s
pre-Islamic rulers: al-Hamdani, for example, cites the Prophet as having said:
“look, God has brought to me the rule of Kinda and the fortresses (masani*) of
Himyar”. The usage of the term masani‘ almost certainly represents a conscious
use of a South Arabian term, here borrowed from South Arabian msn‘t.>*! In this
regard, traditions containing ‘Himyaritic’ elements were used as linguistic tropes,
although, importantly, generally in a reverent and respectful context. However,
outside these linguistic sprinkles, the core of the transmission remains good (fasih)
Arabic. Although the Himyaritic ‘signs’ remain, predominantly the use of the
musnad script and the few lexical items, the actual content is Arabic.

To summarize, actual ‘Himyaritic’ is generally perceived as the language of
commoners, footmen, and women. While ‘Himyariticisms’ occasionally occur in
the speech of elevated individuals the Prophet Muhammad, the pre-Islamic Him-
yarite kings, it tends to be restricted to a few linguistic oddities, such as the un-
usual definite article am- or South Arabian-coded nouns, such as gayl, tab or
masani® instead of “amir, halla or husin.

5.6. Conclusions

This final chapter sought to contextualize the processes of linguistic change
discussed in the previous chapters within the broader social changes that occurred
in early Islamic South Arabia. In chapter 4 it was shown that Arabic speakers had
already been present in South Arabia for several centuries before the Islamic
conquests. With South Arabia’s integration into the Islamic polity, where Arabic
came to be the language of religion, administration, high culture, the integration
of South Arabian Arabic speakers would seemingly naturally follow.

However, this process was far from a given. Before the Islamic period, South
Arabia had been a separate region, which despite its connections to Central and
North Arabia, had significant distinct cultural elements. There is little evidence
that South Arabia’s inhabitants considered themselves part of the same ethnos as
the other inhabitants of the Arabian Peninsula. Some evidence from the early
Islamic period attests to this: South Arabia’s inclusion into the gazirat al-‘arab
took centuries to consolidate, and several early sources indicate that South Arabia
was not unambiguously considered to be a part of this region.

However, South Arabians were eventually able to not just negotiate them-
selves as belonging to the ‘arab as a people but portrayed their region as the Arabs’
original homeland. The success of this endeavor would be fortified by the dis-
semination of prophetic traditions confirming and exalting South Arabia and its
inhabitants. The political implications of these traditions are significant in their

31 The verb sana‘a in (Classical) Arabic means ‘to produce’; whereas in Sabaic it has the
sense ‘to fortify [oneself], to protect’, and is related to Ga*az san‘a, “to be strong, strengthened,
powerful” (Leslau 1987:559). It is retained in Yemeni Arabic in the form masna‘, meaning
“fortress.”
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own right. The political instabilities and tensions that peaked at different moments
during the Umayyad caliphate.

Before the Islamic period, South Arabia was generally considered a separate
cultural region, distinct from the other parts of the Arabian Peninsula. There is no
evidence that South Arabia’s inhabitants referred to themselves as ‘arab, while
the term yamani is only attested in a two specific contexts where it likely simply
meant ‘southerner’. Some evidence of the exclusion of South Arabia from the
gazirat al-*arab can be found in some of the earliest Islamic sources, as the people
of al-Yaman are distinguished from the Arabs. Some anecdotes pertaining to the
Himyaritic language further suggest that these groups continued to be distinct, for
some period.

At the same time, the integration of South Arabia into the Islamic polity meant
that South Arabians needed to assert their identity within the new socio-political
structure. Both epigraphic and documentary sources indicate the participation of
South Arabians in the Islamic armies and their settlement in the conquered regions.
It was in these regions, particularly in Syria, that antiquarians and scholars of South
Arabian origins sought to solidify South Arabian exceptionalism by predicting
the nascent return of South Arabian power, the result of divine providence.

The tangible presence of the South Arabian inscriptions further allowed
medieval scholars to portray South Arabia as a sacred space. Although some
knowledge of the South Arabian script and the correspondence of their glyphs to
the Arabic abgad was retained, the medieval scholars did not develop a philo-
logical tradition to interpret the material. Instead, the inscriptions and their script
(musnad; zabiir) were reimagined to tell stories of pre-Islamic South Arabian
power, piety, and collapse. The casting of South Arabia as a pre-Islamic sacred
space also influenced Quranic exegesis, as medieval scholars came to identify
many Quranic events, characters, and locations with South Arabia.

At the same time, early Islamic South Arabia had remained as linguistically
diverse as it has been before Islam. While Muslim scholars were generally aware
of the region’s distinctly non-Arabic features, they did not play a significant role
in their debates concerning the place of South Arabia within the Islamic polity.
Yet they would occasionally draw on the region’s linguistic exoticism in order to
explain unusual or seemingly foreign words, particularly with regards to Quranic
exegesis.

Furthermore, South Arabians themselves approached the region’s linguistic
variety in different manners. Whereas the term ‘Himyaritic’ was occasionally in
juxtaposition to what was considered ‘good Arabic’, multiple traditions give the
impression that the Prophet himself endorsed its usage. The pious Himyarite kings
too, had left ‘Himyarite’ inscriptions across half the world. And the statement to
‘learn Himyaritic before coming to Zafar’ reads as much as a warning as a bold
assertion of linguistic pride.
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CONCLUSIONS & AVENUES FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

General conclusions

This dissertation has sought to demonstrate that the linguistic evidence helps bridge
the gap between the end of the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods of South
Arabia’s history. Before the main conclusions of this dissertation are presented,
it must be stressed that linguistic change can only show broad trends of social
change. A more precise reconstruction of South Arabia’s history must also rely
on other sources to place this linguistic evidence in a broader context. Never-
theless, the general conclusions of this dissertation are as follows:

By the 4th century, South Arabia was a linguistically diverse region, where
speakers of late Sabaic, Old Arabic and an Ethio-Semitic language resided
together. The presence of Old Arabic speakers in South Arabia before the coming
of Islam can be determined by the presence of linguistic archaisms in the dialects
of South Arabia spoken today, as well as by the presence of Sabaic superstrate
features in those dialects.

Similarly, the epigraphic material from the Late Sabaic period indicates the
presence of an Arabic and Ethio-Semitic substrate influence. As those linguistic
features that were transmitted from those languages into Late Sabaic are generally
rather resistant to borrowing, their presence in Sabaic can plausibly be attributed
to long-term contact. Furthermore, there is some evidence to suggest that some
form of bi- or multilingualism existed in South Arabia during the final two
centuries of the pre-Islamic period.

With the collapse of the Himyarite state in the middle of the 6th century AD,
the tradition of writing monumental inscriptions ended. The main drive that led
to the abandonment of the South Arabian monumental tradition was that the
Sabaean-Himyaritic political tradition, with which the monumental tradition was
partially associated, had lost its legitimacy after at least half a century of appro-
priation by competing political factions. Other factors, including climatological
changes, warfare, disease, and a general political decentralization also contributed
to the cessation of the South Arabian written tradition.

Between the 7" to 9™ centuries, the South Arabian script continued to be used,
albeit sporadically and mainly in brief texts, which were composed in Arabic.
There is no written evidence of the Sabaic language surviving into the Islamic
period, although it is likely that in a spoken form, it is likely to have lingered on for
a few centuries after the coming of Islam. Furthermore, although South Arabian
individuals are known to have participated in the early Islamic conquests, they
left neither inscriptions in the South Arabian script nor in any language other than
Arabic. This, too, suggests that the process of Arabization had been well under
way by the late pre-Islamic period.

Early Islamic scholars, too, knew how to read the South Arabian script and
were able to transcribe its glyphs with corresponding Arabic letters. A few scholars,
such as the Yemeni polymath al-Hamdani, had at least a basic understanding of
the grammar of Sabaic, albeit imperfectly. A distinct philological tradition aimed
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at systematically copying and translating the South Arabian inscriptions never
developed.

While al-Hamdani recognized the inscriptions’ unusual linguistic features, he
sought to explain their presence through the lens of Classical Arabic. The main
reason for this is that during the 2"%/8™ to 3"/9™ centuries, South Arabian scholars
had actively participated in debates surrounding the notion of ‘Arabness’ and had
come to argue that South Arabia was to be seen as the original homeland of the
Arabs.

This process had not been self-evident: South Arabia had been a distinct cul-
tural unit during the pre-Islamic period, and there is no evidence to suggest that
its residents considered themselves to belong to the same social group with the
inhabitants of central and northern Arabia. Several early traditions indicate that
South Arabia’s place within the “lands of the Arabs” had not been settled before
the 3"/9™ century, when competing definitions still abounded. Eventually, how-
ever, South Arabia came to be considered not just an integral part of the “Island
of the Arabs”, but the original homeland of the Arabs.

This is also visible in the way South Arabian scholars stressed the region’s
exceptionalism in the case of Quranic exegesis. Over time, Quranic references to
ambiguous individuals, locations and events came to be seen as referring to South
Arabian people, places, and things. The fact that this was neither self-evident nor
immediate can be seen by the degree of internal disagreement among the earlier
exegetes, and narratives connecting Quranic passages to South Arabia’s pre-
Islamic history do not become dominant before the 3"/9™ century at the earliest.

Thus, early medieval South Arabian scholars were able to portray South Arabia
as an Islamic sacred space. The presence of physical cultural heritage, such as
pre-Islamic tombs and temples likely contributed to this, as did the region’s many
pre-Islamic inscriptions. The content of these inscriptions, which had been in-
accessible to most people anyway, was less important than their symbolic func-
tion. The inscriptions thus turned into a trope upon which early Muslim scholars
could project their own vision of South Arabia’s pre-Islamic history.

Despite the many ways how early Muslim scholars came to place South
Arabia in the center of a shared Arab-Muslim history, the linguistic situation on
the ground remained as multifaceted as it had been in the pre-Islamic period.
While recognizing this, the Muslim scholars were not able to separate the region’s
variants of Old Arabic that pre-dated the coming of Islam from the ancient South
Arabian languages. For them, everything outside the norm of Classical Arabic
was just ‘Himyaritic’.

Yet the attitude towards this Himyaritic was not exclusively negative. Although
such descriptions, which seemingly juxtapose ‘proper Arabic’ and ‘Himyaritic’
certainly exist, they are not the only ones. Instead, multiple traditions indicate that
the Prophet Muhammad occasionally used typically Himyaritic words or phrases,
which comes as close to a divine sanction as one could get. Furthermore, the un-
usual elements of Himyaritic also served as a source of pride: anecdotes suggesting
visitors to the region to learn Himyaritic are as much a warning as an assertion of
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linguistic identity. In this sense, references to the term Himyaritic in the early
medieval period should be considered, first and foremost, in their social context.

Avenues for further research

In this regard, a systematic overview of the usage of the term Himyaritic in the
medieval period is still lacking. Furthermore, a comparative and contrastive study
with other terms referring to South Arabian lexemes in the early medieval period
would also be of great use. Such a study would have added several hundred more
pages to this dissertation.

Secondly, more research into the relations between the Arabian Peninsula and
the Red Sea would also be very welcome. Although this dissertation sought to
demonstrate continued linguistic contact, additional archeological and ethno-
graphic research would hopefully help to contextualize the linguistic processes.

Thirdly, the socio-political circumstances surrounding the collapse of the
Himyarite state and the cessation of the monumental tradition also call for re-
newed investigations. Throughout the history of South Arabia, a distinct socio-
historical trend occurs wherein peripheral groups become politically dominant.
This was the case for the Himyarites, as well as with the Yazanid dynasty fol-
lowing the Himyarite conquest of South Arabia, and yet again with the originally
suzerain kingdoms of Kinda and Madhig during the early Islamic periods. As this
dissertation sought to focus on linguistic change, processes of political change
and continuity remained in the background. An in-depth study of how various
factions sought to assert political control during the late pre-Islamic and early
Islamic periods would shed further light on this still poorly understood part of
late antique history.
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APPENDICES

Table 1: Regular correspondences of the proto-Semitic consonant system (adapted from
Weninger 2011:55)

Late Sabaic Modern South Arabian Gofaz Classical Arabic
P p S S f
*b b b b b
*t t t t t
* t t t !
*d d d d d
*k k k k k
*k q k k q
*g g g &/Z(So0q.) g g
*p ? ? ? ?
*t t L 1(Soq.) s t
*z z z; 1 (Soq.) s z
d  |d d; z (Soq.) z z
*g1 s! $/h; /s~ (She.) K s
*s s s; s/5 (Meh.) s s
*z z z z z
*g3 s! K K s
*g2 s? { K S
*d d d d d
*] / l I /
*h h h; h (Soq.) h h
v g g (Soq.) g g
*h h h h h
k¢ ¢ g § ¢
* h h h h
*y w w w w
*m m m m m
*p r r r r
*n n n n n
*] / I I /
ty y y y y
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Table 2: Independent personal pronouns

Sabaic MSA (Mehri) Gofaz (Classical) Arabic
3.5G.M. h{w]? heh wa'atu huwa
3.SG.F. hly)? seh ye'ati hiya
2.8G.M. In]t héet ‘anta ‘anta
2.SG.F. %t het ‘anti ‘anti
1.8G.cG n hoh ana ana
3.DL.M hmy ht - huma
3.DL.F *hmy [?] - - huma
2.DL.M. *nltmy tiLlma/atay — antuma
2.DL.F. *nltmy - - antuma
1.DL.CG. - ti/akay - -
3.PL.M. hmw hém amuntu; wa’atomu | hum
3.PL.F. hn sem amantu; we’ston | hunna; hinna
2.PL.M. In]tmw (2)tem antomu antum
2.PL.F. ) (a)tén anton antunna
1.PL.CG. ? onha nohna nahnu
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Table 3: Clitic personal pronouns

Sabaic MSA (Mehri)*3? | Gofoz (Classical) Arabic
3.5G.M. -hw -ih; -ah -hu -hii/-hi333
3.SG.F. -h -1s; -o8 -ha -ha
2.8G.M. -k -itk; -ok -ki -ka
2.SG.F. -k -ays; -as -ki -ki
1.8G.CG -y [GEN.] -ay, -i -ya -[n]r

-N[AcC.] -ni
3.DL.M -hmy -ohi - -huma
3.DL.F -hmy -ohi - -huma
2.DL.M. -kmy -oki - -kuma
2.DL.F. -kmy -oki - -kuma
1.DL.CG. ? -oki -
3.PL.M. -hmw -tham; -aham -homu -hum
3.PL.F. -hn -Ison; -ason -hon -hunna/-hinna
2.PL.M. -kmw -tkam, -akom -kamu -kum
2.PL.F. -kn -tkan; -akon -kon -kunna
1.PL.CG. -n -in; an -na -na

332 The first set of pronominal suffixes occurs after verbs, the second after singular verbs. An
allomorphic set of pronominal suffixes occurs after plural verbs, see also Rubin’s com-

prehensive overview (2018:54-63)
333 The allomorphic form -A7 is conditioned by the presence of the preceding vowel -i.
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Table 4: Demonstrative pronouns

Sabaic MSA (Mehri) Gafaz (Classical) Arabic
PROX.SG.M dn dom zo; za hada
PROX.SG.F dt dimoh zd hadiht
PROX.DL.M d(y)n
PROX.DL.F [?]
PROX.PL.M. ’In lyom 2llu ha’ula™
PROX.PL.F It - alla haula™
DIST.SG.M h(w)’; hwt dék{am] zokku dalika
DIST.SG.F h(y)’ dik[om] ‘antakku tilka
DIST.DL.M hmy
DIST.DL.F. hmt
DIST.PL.M hmw, hmt lyék{om] “allokku ula‘ika
DIST.PL.F hn; nt - - uld’ika

Table 5: Relative pronouns

Sabaic MSA (Mehri) |Gofaz (Classical) Arabic
SG.M. d- da- za- alladi
SG.F. dt- - allatt
DL.M. dy - — ‘alladant
DL.F. dty - - ‘allatant
PL.M. Iwlly - anta alladina
PLF. Iht - alla allatt
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Table 6: G-stem suffix conjugation

Sabaic MSA (Mehri) Gadfaz (Classical) Arabic
3.8G.M qtl kitsa ~ ksith nagar-a qatal-a
3.SG.F qtl-t ks-ut nagar-at qatal-at
2.8G.M qtl-k kis-k nagara-ka qatal-ta
2.8G.F qtl-k kis-§ nagar-ki qatal-ti
1.8G.cG qtl-k kis-k nagar-ku qatal-tu
3.DL.M. qtl-y kisy-o6h qatal-a
3.DL.F. qtl-tw kisy-toh qatal-a

gtl-ty
2.DL.M. qtl-kmy kis-kt qatal-ta
2.DL.F. - kis-kt qatal-ta
1.DL.CG - kis-ki -
3.PL.M qtl-w kstw ~ kitsam nagar-u qatal-i
3.PL.F qtl-[n]y kiisa ~ ksith nagar-a qatal-na
2.PL.M qtl-kmw kis-kam nagar-kamii qatal-tum
2.PL.F -7 kis-kan nagar-kon qatal-tunna
1.PL.CG. qtl-n kiis-an nagar-na qatal-na

228




Table 7: G-stem prefix conjugation (indicative mood)

Sabaic MSA (Mehri) |Godfoz (Classical) Arabic
3.8G.M y-qtl-[n] ya-wokab ya-naggor ya-qtul-u
3.SG.F t-gtl-[n] t-wokab ta-naggar ta-qtul-u
2.8G.M t-qtl t-wokab ta-naggar ta-qtul-u
2.8G.F ? t-wikab ta-naggor-i ta-qtul-ina
1.8G6.cG | (**qtl[n]) a-wokab 2-naggor ‘a-qtul
3.DLM. |y-qtl ya-wakb-oh ya-qtul-a
3.DL.F. y-qtin t-wakb-oh ta-qtul-a

t-gtin
2.DLM. |t-qtl-nn t-wakb-6h ta-qtul-a
2.DL.F. t-tql-nn - ta-qtul-a
1.DL.CG |- (n)a-wakb-oh
3.PL.M y-qtl-w ya-wakb-am ya-naggor-u ya-qtul-iina

y-qtl-nn
3.PL.F y-tql-nn t-wakb-an Yyo-naggar-a ya-qtul-iina
2.PL.M t-gtl-nn t-wakb-am ta-naggor-u ta-qtul-iina
2.PL.F ? t-wakb-an ta-naggar-a ta-qtul-na
1.PL.CG. |(*n-gtl-[n]) |n-wokab na-naggor na-qtul-u
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Table 8: Derived stems

Sabaic MSA (Mehri) | Gofoz (Classical) Arabic
G-STEM qtl (*qatal) CCoC nagara qatala (1)
D-STEM qtl (*qattal) naggara qattala (1)
L-STEM - [a]CoCaC nagara qatala (111
C-STEM h-qtl (*haqtal) haCCiC ‘angara ‘aqtala (1V)
CD-STEM - - ‘anaggara —
CL-STEM - - ‘anagara -
T-STEM qttl (*(i)qtatal) CatCaC tanaggara iqtatala (VIII)
GT-STEM - - tanagfajra -
GTL-STEM |- - tanagara taqatala (V1)
GN-STEM infa‘ala (VII)
GTD-STEM | tqtl (*taqattal) - tanaggara taqattala (V)
GST-STEM | stgtl (*(i)staqtal) $aCCuC[?] |’astangara istaqtala (X)
DST-STEM |- - ‘astanaggara |-
LST-STEM |- - ‘astanagara |—

Table 9: The definite article in Modern South Arabian

Form Example
Omani Mehri a- bayt > abayt, ‘house’
ha- moh > hamoh, ‘water’
Yemeni Mehri |33
Shehret &- gizirt > egizirt, ‘island’
a- ‘asor > a‘asor, ‘man’
Hobyot a- beyt > abbeyt, ‘the house’
&- leleh > eléleh, ‘tonight’
Harsusi SIMA 2002 SIMA 2002
Soqotri —(v-)3® 2-’2d, ‘hand’
o-"oram, ‘road’

33 Only in certain fossilized words, see Watson (2014:20)
335 Only in certain fossilized words, see Kogan (Kogan 2015:478)
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Table 10: Sabaic and Arabic toponyms in al-Hamdan1’s Sifat gazirat al-‘arab and Ya'qut

al-Rtim1’s Mu‘gam al-buldan.
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Unmarked Definite Indefinite

(diptotic)

’byn abyan tn al-’atal rhgm urhugq
hwr ahwar *hbbn al-‘ahbab fsmm Susam
“dnt ‘adan *hgrn al-’ahgur bydm bayd
lhn alhan b’rn al-bar d-dmdm wadi damad
‘bdn ‘abadan brrn al-barar sylm gayl
‘brn al-‘abra brn hbs2m habas
Stwd Stwad dnbitn al-danabat hbbm hubaba
‘dnm ‘adan hbtn al-habt msIwrtm miswara
s ‘asar hs*bn al-hasb mnwb[m] manwab
‘qrn ‘ugran hsfn al-husaf qn’tm qaniya
b’s'n biisan hrtn al-harra rgmtm ragma
brn barran m'lin al-ma‘allal rhbtm rahaba
bn’ bana mqrtn al-magqtara myslrm mayasir
byhn bayhan mqldn al-magqilid hmrm hamir
byn(w)n bayniin rhbtn al-rahba mtrt(m) matira
dint datina s'rrn al-sarir n'tm na'it
daf dafa s'fln al-sufl rymm riyyam
dll dilal slin al-salal sllhm salth
dmn dammiin slyn al-suliyy tdmrm tadmur
dmgt damqut thrm tabir
dhr duhr s'dtm sa‘da
dmr damar yslr(m) yasir
dhr duhr t'rm ta‘ar
g’zn gizan

grdn wadi girdan

gyln gaylan

gymn gayman

hnwm hanwam

hrbt haribat

hrn hirran

hwzn hawzan

hyln haylan

hynn haynan

hdrm(w)t hadramiit




Unmarked Definite Indefinite
(diptotic)

hbn huban
hlb halb
kmnhw kamna
Ibh[w] lubaha
hywn haywan
hbn habban
hdb hidb
hdgn hadagan
hrmt hurmat
mr(y)b ma‘rib
mrml marmal
hdr had[u]r
ms'wriyn miswaratayn
ms’rqn masriqan
n‘mn nu‘man
nmrn nimran
qtbn qataban
ngrn nagran
qrs’ qaris
rhbn rahban
rd® rida*
rdmn radman
rmf ram’
rydt rayda
silyt sulayya
sm'n sum'an
s'yn sayyan
sty’n say’iin
s’bm Sibam
s2bwt Sabwa
s’mr Samir
sy'n Say‘an
s3rdd sirdad
STWh Sirwah
sn'w san‘a’
SWrn sawaran
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Unmarked Definite Indefinite
(diptotic)

tbny tuban
trm tarim
tn‘m tuna‘im
thmt tihamat
tmd timad
wityhm watyah
wiln wa‘al
wirn wa'irin
ybrn yabrin
ytrb yatrib
ys'rn yusran
ys'lh vaslih
yfd yafd
VkI’ yakla
zfr zafar
zlmm zalim
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EESTIKEELNE KOKKUVOTE

Meie ‘irbit ei ole nagu teie ‘arabiyya!
Lingvistilised ja sotsiopoliitilised muutused
hilisantiikses Louna-Araabias

Kéesolev doktoritod késitleb keelelisi ning sotsiopoliitilisi arenguid Edela-
Araabias hilisantiigi perioodil (umbes aastatel 560 — 860). Doktorit6d peamine
eesmark on uurida, kuidas Louna-Araabia (pracgune Edela-Saudi-Araabia, Jeemen
ning Laane-Omaan) keeleline olukord muutus islamieelsel ning varase islami
ajastul, millest on sdilinud suhteliselt vahe arheoloogilisi, dokumentaalseid ning
muid allikaid.

Doktoritd6 jaguneb viieks peatiikiks, millele eelneb sissejuhatus, olemas-
olevate allikate kirjeldus, uuringute seisund ning metodoloogia. Esimene peatiikk
annab ajaloolise lilevaate sotsiaalsest, poliitilisest ning religioossest olukorrast
Lduna-Araabias, keskendudes aastatele 500 — 850 pKr. Teine peatiikk késitleb
Lduna-Araabia ajaloolisi keeli ning nende olulisimaid tunnuseid. Kolmas peatiikk
loetleb neid tunnuseid, mis on tekkinud Louna-Araabia keelte kontaktide kaudu
teiste keeltega, eriti vaadates (1) fonoloogilisi, (2) morfoloogilisi, (3) siintaktilisi
aspekte. Neljas peatiikk esitab teooria, missuguses olukorras Louna-Araabias
keelekontakt tekkis ja selle jareldusi. Viiendas peatiikis arutatakse lounaaraab-
laste identiteedi tekkimise tingimusi ning keele rolli selles kiisimuses.

Kdige olulisemad jareldused on jargmised:

1. Sotsiopoliitilisel tasandil vdib naha, et saaba-himjaari poliitiline traditsioon
séilib suhteliselt pikka aega ning seda piiiitakse eri poliitiliste joudude poolt
omastada. Ehkki saaba-himjari traditsioon ei saili islami ajani valja, naevad
varase islami Louna-Araabia iseseisvad diinastiad (Yu'firiidid ning
Manaahhidid) end kui islamieelsete himjariitide jareltulijaid.

2. Kolmanda sajandi jooksul Lduna-Araabiasse joudnud monoteism méangis
toendoliselt niinimetatud proto-islami tekkimise ajal mdjuvat rolli. See
tdhendab, et Louna-Araabias kasutatud ainujumalat kirjeldav sdnavara sar-
naneb Koraanis kasutatava sOnavaraga. Epigraafilised andmed annavad
mdista, et parajasti enne islami teket oli Araabia poolsaarel tekkinud teatav
iildmonoteism, millel puudus konkreetne judaistlik voi kristlik suundumus.

3. Keelelised andmed néitavad, et araabia keel joudis esmalt Louna-Araabiasse
toendoliselt juba sajand enne Kristuse siindi. Keeleline kontakt araabia keele
ning kohalike 16unaaraabia keelte vahel sai alguse tol ajal, kuid kiirenes
alates neljandast sajandist.
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4. Lbduna-Araabia poliitilise iihtsuse kokkuvarisemise jérele kuuendal sajandil
pKr. tekkis mitmekihiline keeleline olukord, mil iiksteisega olid kontaktis
viahemalt kolm erinevat semiidi keelt: l1dunaaraabia, vana-araabia ning etio-
semiidi keeled. Suhteliselt intensiivse keelekontakti tottu segunesid erinevad
keelelised tunnused, mis puudutasid nii fonoloogiat, morfoloogiat kui ka
stintaksi. Hilisemad muslimitest dpetlased ei olnud enam véimelised eristama
Lduna-Araabia keelelise mitmekiilgsuse tépset ajalugu. Seejdrel hakkasid
nad seda keelt kutsuma himjaari keeleks (himyariyya).

5. Parast LoOuna-Araabia integreerumist islami maailma piiiidsid 1duna-
araablased aktiivselt luua identiteeti, mille abil nad {iihest kiiljest ennast
kohandasid uue religiooni ning poliitilise reaalsusega kuid teisest kiiljest eris-
tusid muudest muslimitest. Sel ajal tekkis Jeemen’ (al-Yaman) konkreetse
sotsiaalse ning geograafilise iiksusena. Keerulisem on "himjaari’ keele kiisi-
mus selles votmes: monikord tsiteeritakse *himjaari keele’ tunnuseid korge
staatusega inimeste suus (teiste hulgas islamieelsed Louna-Araabia valitsejad
ja ka prohvet Muhamed), kuid enamasti seostatakse himjaari keelt peamiselt
madalama sotsiaalse seisundiga konelejatega.
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