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PRE-ISLAMIC ARABIA

This book delves into the political and cultural developments of pre-
Islamic Arabia, focusing on the religious attitudes of the inhabitants
of the Arabian Peninsula and its northern extension into the Syrian
desert. Between the third and the seventh century, Arabia was on
the edge of three great empires (Iran, Rome and Aksim) and at the
centre of a lucrative network of trade routes. Valentina A. Grasso
offers an interpretative framework which contextualizes the choice
of Arabian elites to become Jewish sympathisers and/or convert to
Christianity and Islam by probing the mobilization of faith in the
shaping of Arabian identities. For the first time the Arabians of the
period are granted autonomy from marginalizing (mostly Western)
narratives framing them as ‘barbarians’ inhabiting the fringes of Rome
and Iran and/or deterministic analyses in which they are depicted ret-
rospectively as exemplified by the Muslims’ definition of the period
as Jahiliyah, ‘ignorance’.

VALENTINA A. GRASSO is an Assistant Professor at the Catholic
University of America. She was previously Visiting Assistant Professor
at New York University’s Institute for the Study of the Ancient
World, and an affiliate member of the ERC project “The Qur’an as a
Source for Late Antiquity’.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

PRE-ISLAMIC ARABIA

Societies, Politics, Cults and Identities
during Late Antiquity

VALENTINA A. GRASSO
The Catholic University of America

2 CAMBRIDGE

%.p UNIVERSITY PRESS

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE

@Y UNIVERSITY PRESS

Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge cB2 8, United Kingdom
One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, Ny 10006, USA
477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia
314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi — 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of Cambridge University Press & Assessment,
a department of the University of Cambridge.

We share the University’s mission to contribute to society through the pursuit of
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title: www.cambridge.org/9781009253000

DOI: 10.1017/9781009252997
© Valentina A. Grasso 2023

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception and to the provisions
of relevant collective licensing agreements, no reproduction of any part may take
place without the written permission of Cambridge University Press & Assessment.

First published 2023
First paperback edition 2025

A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data

NaMEs: Grasso, Valentina A., 1993— author.

TITLE: Pre-islamic Arabia : societies, politics, cults and identities
during late antiquity / Valentina A. Grasso, Institute for the Study of
the Ancient World, New York University.
pESCRIPTION: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York, NY : Cambridge
University Press, 2023. | Includes bibliographical references and index.
IDENTIFIERS: LCCN 2022034947 | ISBN 9781009252966 (hardback) |
ISBN 9781009252997 (ebook)

SUBJECTS: LCSH: Arabian Peninsula — History — To 622.
CLASSIFICATION: LCC DS231 .G73 2023 | DDC 939.49—dc23/eng/20220726
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022034947

ISBN  978-1-009-25296-6  Hardback
ISBN  978-1-009-25300-0  Paperback

Cambridge University Press & Assessment has no responsibility for the persistence
or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this
publication and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will
remain, accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

In memory of Manuela Russo

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

Contents
List of Tables page viii
Acknowledgements ix
Note on Abbreviations xi
1 An Introduction to the Study of Pre-Islamic Arabia I
2 North Arabia between the Late Third and the Fifth Century:
Borders and Conversions 39

3 A Late Antique Kingdom’s Conversion: Jews and

Sympathizers in South Arabia 70
4 The Shape of the Sixth Century I: The South 92

The Shape of the Sixth Century II: The North 132
6 'The Hijazi Islam: Narratives and Frameworks Re-Examined 172
7 Conclusion 208
Appendix 221
Bibliography 225
Index 264

vii

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

Tables

LI 7b(n) and b in South Arabian inscriptions page 32
A.1 Mention of the 76/ rbn 221
A.2 Mention of the *76 222
A.3 The South Arabian rulers’ titles (375—565) 223
A.4 Joint Epigraphic attestation of 76 and b 224
A.s The Jafnids’ epigraphic corpus 224

viii

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

Acknowledgements

Firstly, I would like to thank my PhD supervisor, Garth Fowden, whose
expertise was invaluable in writing this work and sharpening my thinking. I
am forever indebted to you for your patient support and advice and for all
the opportunities I was given to further my research. You epitomize the kind
of scholar I hope to become in the years to come. I would also like to thank
Elizabeth Fowden for her encouragement and support during my PhD,
and all the people involved in the Cambridge Late Antique and Medieval
Middle East Seminar for our stimulating discussions. I would like to sin-
gle out Andrew Marsham for his comments on my first-year examination
report, Journal of Late Antiquity article and dissertation, and Ralph Lee for
introducing me to Ga%z. My last ‘Cambridge acknowledgement’ goes to the
Arts and Humanities Research Council, the Cambridge Trust, the Faculty
of Divinity and St Edmund’s College Without their funding, this work
would not have been possible. During the last year of my Ph.D., I received
funding from Duke University as the recipient of the Joseph Shatzmiller
Fellowship at the Jewish Studies Seminar. Right before my Ph.D. defense,
I also received a generous grant from the American Society of Overseas
Research for working for the Southern Red Sea Archacological Histories
Project under the supervision of Michael Harrower. Those were great oppor-
tunities that widely enriched my knowledge of the ancient world. During
the last four academic years, I have attended or organized fifty conferences
and often received funding for attending these gatherings. I would like to
express my gratitude to the British Association of Near Eastern Archaeology.
The BANEA meeting in 2018 was the first-ever academic conference where I
presented a paper, and I was awarded a student bursary from the association
to participate in the meeting.

I am incredibly grateful to my BA and MA supervisors, respectively, Marco
Moriggi at the University of Catania (the a/ma mater of one of the ‘found-
ers’ of Late Antiquity, the Sicilian historian Santo Mazzarino) and Roberto
Tottoli at the University of Naples ‘L’Orientale’ for their valuable guidance

ix

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

b'e Acknowledgements

before my ‘PhD journey’. I want to also thank Jack Tannous (Princeton
University) for his continual support after meeting in Princeton in 2018 and
2019. During the same stays in Princeton, I had the pleasure to meet Glen
Bowersock and Peter Brown, who have been an endless source of inspiration.
I would also like to give my special regards to the organizers of the Fourth
Hiob Ludolf Centre Summer School in Ethiopian and Eritrean Manuscript
Studies (particularly Alessandro Bausi) and all the people who made the Hill
Museum & Manuscript Library/Dumbarton Oaks Syriac Program possible. I
would also like to acknowledge my colleagues from my excavations in Jordan,
Sicily and Iraqi Kurdistan for their outstanding collaboration.

A special thank you also goes to my PhD examiners, Peter Sarris at the
University of Cambridge and Prof. Christian Sahner at the University of
Oxford, for their thoughtful comments during my viva examination in early
June 2021. Similarly, I would like to thank the two anonymous reviewers
and editors of Cambridge University Press (in particular Michael Sharp) who
were enthusiastic about this manuscript and to whom I am grateful for their
concise and precious comments. Several conversations at the Institute for
the Study of the Ancient World (and especially during the “Indian Ocean
Figures that Sailed Away” seminar, in the process of becoming an edited
volume co-edited with Divya Kumar-Dumas) and with the members of the
European Research Council project QaSLA, “The Qur’an as a Source for Late
Antiquity’, have profoundly impacted my research, and I am looking forward
to making use of our stimulating discussions in my next monograph.

Finally, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my family (in all
its extended forms) and my two oldest-standing friends, Alexa Richetti and
Roberto Catra. Our jamming sessions of post-punk music and shopping for
Emily the Strange clothing will always be my most cherished memories of our
tumultuous teenage years. You were here when I published my Bildungsroman
at nineteen, and you are here ten years later, while I am wrapping this book
at the ripe old age of twenty-nine (we never thought we’d make it this far!).
A massive thank you to my Cambridge friends, in particular Zou Tangsheng
(thank you for reading this, I owe you — another — one!), Luis Fernando Rivera,
Tom Brady, Dan Fodor, Esteban Garcia, Zuheir bin Zaidon, Gurashish Singh,
Arastu Sharma, Andre Cruz, and, last but not least, Manuel Giardino. You are
always there for me. I could not have completed this book without the help
of Amanda Mary Cooney, who sat down with me to proofread every single
word. Last but not least, my gratitude extends to my husband Antonio Patrick
D’Amico for our stimulating discussions in Cambridge, the algid Italian Alps
and the arid Sicilian seashore during my PhD days pre- and post-pandemic,
and later in the surroundings of Yale University and New York University
while waiting for this book’s publication. You are my scoglio.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781009253000
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-009-25300-0 — Pre-Islamic Arabia
Valentina A. Grasso

Frontmatter

More Information

Note on Abbreviations

All contractions of classical authors are derived from the Oxford
Classical Dictionary, and all mentioned inscriptions can be found in the
bibliography. The footnotes and bibliography follow the Chicago Manual
of Style. For the transliteration of Arabic and Syriac I used the American
Library Association — Library of Congress Romanization Tables. For Ga'az
I adopted the Encyclopaedia Aethiopica translitteration system.
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