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Introduction

Abraha is the most well-known king of Himyar, whose fame is largely associated with accounts
of his military expedition against Mecca with an army that included war elephants, allegedly
aimed at destroying the Ka'ba. This event, known as the “Year of the Elephant,” coincided with
the birth of the Prophet Muhammad, according to some traditions. Beyond Muslim historians,
Qur’anic exegetes have also addressed this event in their commentaries on Q 105. Given that
Islamic sources discussing Abraha—especially the Year of the Elephant—are chronologically
distant from his time, modern scholarship has raised doubts regarding the historicity and nature
of this event.

Research background

These doubts include practical questions such as how African elephants could have traversed the
roughly 800-kilometer route from Yemen to Mecca across arid deserts, and why contemporary
non-Islamic sources make no explicit mention of Mecca or such a significant event. Despite
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these suspicions, Abraha is attested in pre-Islamic, contemporaneous historical sources, and
archaeological excavations have uncovered 10 inscriptions attributed to him. No other pre-
Islamic Arabian figure is documented through such a diverse and precise body of evidence. The
central research problem of this study is therefore to determine the historical reality of Abraha,
the geographical extent of his rule, his religious orientation, and whether his alleged campaign
against Mecca can be considered historical.

Research method

To address these questions, the study first reviews contemporaneous historical sources, followed
by an examination of epigraphic and archaeological evidence. By presenting and analyzing the
most significant data derived from these sources, the article aims to provide a basis for
reinterpreting and reassessing traditional narratives in light of epigraphic and archaeological
findings. Of the 10 known inscriptions attributed to Abraha, nine explicitly mention him by
name, while one dated inscription lacks the royal name. Four inscriptions were explicitly
commissioned by the king himself and are dated, and two others were most likely issued under
his authority. For the sake of brevity, the article presents translations of the most important
passages from each inscription in chronological order. In addition, archaeological evidence such
as 38 rock drawings of cavalrymen at Murayghan and four elephant graffiti at Hima—potentially
linked to Abraha’s military campaigns—is examined to contextualize the historical events
mentioned in the inscriptions.

Result

The combined epigraphic and archaeological evidence reviewed in this study clearly establishes,
first and foremost, the historicity of Abraha: A Christian king of Himyar of Aksumite origin,
who in his official titulature aligned himself with earlier Himyarite kings and recorded the major
events of his reign in Sabaic inscriptions, following established Himyarite royal conventions.
These events include the destruction and restoration of parts of the Ma’rib Dam (Inscriptions 1,
2, and 9); the suppression of foreign invasion from Aksum and internal rebellions (Inscription 2);
a moderate religious orientation—characterized by a minimalist Christology—aimed at internal
cohesion and the inclusion of Jewish elites and communities (Inscriptions 1, 2, and 3); the
organization of an international political assembly to secure the support of Byzantium and Iran
and to stabilize Arabia’s borders with these empires (Inscription 2); multiple military campaigns
that expanded his authority across nearly the entire Arabian Peninsula, from the eastern shores of
the Persian Gulf to Najd in central Arabia, Hijaz in the west, and as far as the Gulf of ‘Aqaba in
the northwest (Inscriptions 3-7; rock drawings of cavalrymen at Murayghan); the construction of
the Great Church of San‘a’ (al-Qalis) to attract Christian support both within and beyond Arabia,
including Aksum and Byzantium (Inscription 10); and the reform of the Himyarite lunar calendar
to align it with the Christian solar calendar (Inscription 1).
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Regarding Abraha’s alleged expedition against Mecca following the construction of al-Qalis and
his intention to make it the central pilgrimage site for the Arabs, the currently available evidence
remains insufficient. Although Yathrib in Hijaz is listed among the regions that submitted to
Abraha and pledged allegiance to him (Inscription 5), there is no explicit reference to a campaign
against Mecca aimed at destroying the Ka‘ba. The mention of elephants in Inscription 8
constitutes important evidence that elephants could indeed have been used as war animals in
Abraha’s army; however, the elephant graffiti at Hima may be related to campaigns toward Najd,
and it is unclear whether elephant army advanced beyond Hima itself. Nonetheless, Abraha’s
death and the rapid collapse of the Himyarite kingdom after him could plausibly be interpreted as
consequences of a disastrous military campaign against Mecca. Alternatively, reports of the
Justinianic Plague (541-549), which historical sources indicate reached Yemen around 547
during the restoration of the Ma'rib Dam (Inscription 2), or the outbreak of diseases such as
typhoid or cholera in Mecca—mentioned in Islamic sources alongside accounts of Abraha’s
death due to suppuration and bleeding—may have played a decisive role in the destruction of his
army and his downfall, an event that Qur’anic exegetes later interpreted as a divine miracle.
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