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Texts and material remains (1) : Arabic geographical accounts on the
vicissitudes of Tadmur and its road

Caroline Janssen (Ghent) *

I. Preliminary remarks

Some hundred years ago, Hubertus Grimme wrote an inaugural dissertation entitled
Palmyrae sive Tadmur urbis fata quae fuerint tempore muslimico (1886). In this
work, which is still the most comprehensive study of the subject today, he reconstructs
the history of Tadmur (Palmyra) in Islamic times, based on the texts of the Arabic
geographers and historians.

During the last century the excavations have shed new light on the material remains.
The textual evidence has been enlarged, by new text editions and the publication of a
number of inscriptions. J. CANTINEAU (1934) made an important study on the dialect of
modern Tadmur, including a text corpus which allows us to catch a glimpse of the local
life and lore. Finally, cuneiform tablets of the early second millennium BC have yielded
new data on Tadmur’s earliest history.

We therefore reflected on the question whether one century of scholarship would
necessitate a new study of the Arabic sources, in which the results of the recent
discoveries were incorporated. We decided to investigate the subject, starting once more
from the original texts, reinterpreting them in the light of the present state of the science.

In the first phase of our research we indiscriminately collected all the passages
mentioning the city of Tadmur, but limiting ourselves for the moment being to the Arabic
geographical texts. It is our aim and hope to work out the material we assembled to a
‘Palmyra source book’, to be used by anyone who takes an interest in the town in Islamic
times. We see it as the philologist’s task to make the material available through translation
and to provide the clues and backgrounds for its interpretation. We are aware of the fact
that by presenting the data as such one ends up with a number of loose ends of
information, of historical, geographical or merely anecdotical value. Moreover, one is
confronted with a partial overlap, because some of the Arabic authors copy each other,
sometimes with small and at other times significant variants. However, this approach has
the advantage of allowing anyone interested a maximal and direct access to the sources.

We plan to use the same method as we did in our study on another capital of

* The author is post-doctoral researcher of the National Fund for Scientific Research, Belgium at the
University of Ghent. This contribution presents research results of the Belgian Programme on
Interuniversity Poles of Attraction initiated by the Belgian State, Prime Minister’s Office, Science Policy
Programming. The scientific responsibility is assumed by the author.
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antiquity, the city of Babil (Babylon). 1 We realize however that the text corpus has to be
considerably enlarged (mainly by adding historical sources) because whereas Babil in
Islamic times was reduced to an insignificant village, whose main contribution to history
was the site’s progressive destruction, Tadmur continued to be a regional center and at
times it was again a flourishing city with a considerable commercial activity. 2

Our present contribution is neither meant as a synthesis of all the available data
pertaining to the city of Tadmur in Islamic times, nor as the final answer to all the
questions related to it. It is merely to be seen as an exploration of the possibilities of text
interpretation in the light of a multi-disciplinary approach.

We focus on three subjects, all of which highlight the fruitful exchange of data from
different sources. 3 Firstly, enlarging the time-scale, we present some topics found in
Tadmur’s earliest attestations as a background to the medieval texts. The political
tendencies which can already be observed in these cuneiform texts are mirrorred by the
events in Islamic times. 4 Secondly, we try to reconstruct the history of the road that
linked Bagdad and the cities on the Euphrates with central Syria. The choice of the route
followed by the Post and Intelligence service of the Islamic empire tells us much about the
safety of the area around Tadmur. Thirdly we try to establish links between the
constructions described by the texts and the material remains in situ. A fresh translation
of the sources allows us to suggest some new identifications. 5

II. Tendencies observed in Tadmur’s oldest attestations

Tadmur owed its existence to its oasis, but from early history onwards its rise and
decline have depended on its situation on the caravan road linking the cities on the middle
Euphrates to central Syria. Any government aspiring to control this shortest trade route
through the Syrian desert had to deal with the nomadic tribes that were present in the
region. The most powerful tribes sometimes formed confederations that could become an
annoyance or even danger to the central government or the surrounding states.

Sedentary members of these tribes had settled in the towns, and exercised at times
considerable political pressure through the links with their powerful nomadic relatives. 6

1 C. Janssen 1995. This work contains translations of all the related text passages, while in thematic chapters
the data contained in them are grouped and interpreted.

2 For the ups and downs cf. H. Grimme, 1886, 27.
3 A number of the topics elaborated in this contribution have been presented in our lecture on the occasion of

the Fourth Colloquium on the history of Egypt and Syria in the time of the Fatimids, Ayyubids and
Mamluks (Leuven 1995). Our contribution to this colloquium was focused on the later period. We wish to
thank U. Vermeulen who granted us the occasion to hold this lecture, which to my pleasure lead to fruitful
discussions and new insights. I further wish to express my gratitude to M. Tanret, D. Homès-Fredericq,
E. Haerinck and A. Degraeve for their help and support.

4 We deliberately limit ourselves in this article to a number of cuneiform texts, excluding, for the moment
being, the rich material from the Roman period.

5 The section on the walls and monuments will be published in the next volume of Akkadica. The
bibliography and maps belonging to this article will be given at the end of the second part.

6 F. McGraw Donner, 1981, 29ff. (on Arabia). The situation of the Arabian Peninsula is comparable to that
of the cities ofthe Fertile Crescent, such as e.g. Hirns, Tadmur and al-HIra (ibid. 30).
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The nomads could threaten the city dwellers with their surprise attacks, raids on the
caravans or other tactics, such as slowly destroying the plantations until they were granted
a share of the crops. An effective control of the desert tribes was therefore vital to the
rulers whose prosperity depended on the road. 7

It is in this precise context that the city is mentioned in the first days of its (written)
history. The text, a letter addressed to the king, points out that no fewer than 2000
nomads, headed by leaders of another important tribe, have gathered to plunder the
pasture land of central Syria. Earlier on, sixty of them had made a raid on Tadmur and
Nasala (later al-Qaryatayn). Although they had returned empty-handed, a serious incident
had taken place : one of the sedentary members of the tribe, living in Tadmur, had been
killed in the course of the events. 8

This scene could easily have taken place at the time of the Islamic conquest, or even
later, when conspiracies and revolts of the nomads were frequent ; in fact, this ‘report on
the desert tribes’ dates from the early second millennium BC, and was sent to the king of
Mari on the Euphrates. The road passing by Tadmur run from the Euphrates, north of
Mari, to Qatna in central Syria. 9 The nomads were Sutaeans, who were headed by
leaders who, by their names, seem to have been Amorites. 10

The kingdoms of Qatna (Mishrife, not far from Homs (Hirns)), Mari and Yamhad,
the latter centered on Aleppo, had shares in the pasture north of Tadmur. The three
kingdoms eagerly followed the movements of the tribes in the area. 1 1 It was also the
semi-nomadic groups— Ahlamu Aramaeans this time — that the Assyrian king Tiglath-
pileser I dealt with, as is recorded in his inscriptions. They occupied a territory from ‘Ana
on the Euphrates, to Tadmur and the foot of Mount Lebanon. 1 2

According to H. KLENGEL 1992, 186 it is likely that “the mountain-range crossing
the Syrian steppe and touching upon Tadmur was considered as the ‘foot’ of the
Lebanon”. A minor point, but not devoid of interest, is the possible survival of the
geographical notion that Tadmur lay at the end of the Lebanon. About 2500 years later,
al-Himyari, both in his lemma Tadmur and Lebanon (Lubnan) (Him.131 ; 508), states that
the (Jabal) Lubnan, the mountain-range of Lebanon, lay close to Tadmur. 13

Tadmur’s first inhabitant to be known by name was a man called Puzur-Istar, a
name pointing to a Mesopotamian background. 14 As a typical place on a caravan road its
population has always been of mixed origin. J. CANTINEAU (1935, 14-15) describes the

7 Apart from the examples cited below, we refer to H. Klengel, 1992, 207 for a case in biblical times : “The
presence of Hadad-ezer near Hamath (...) highlights the ambitions of this king as well as David to gain
control of the important highway leading to the Euphrates via Tadmur.”

8 ARM 5, 23 and p. 130. (with bibliography). For Tadmur in cuneiform sources cf. recently H. Klengel, 1989,
263f. and 1992 (cf. infra). Tadmur is also mentioned in ARM XXII, 15.

9 For a map showing a reconstruction of this road see J.-M. Durand, MARI 5 p. 162. Further references to the
history of the road can be found in H. Klengel, 1989, 264 n.12.

10 Note that Middle Assyrian texts specify that Tadmur lay in the land of the Amurru (cf. RGTC 5).
1 1 H. Klengel, 1992, 67.
12 H. Klengel, 1992, 185 ; references to the original texts can be found ibid. n. 20 (A.K. Grayson, ARI II).
13 The author may have implied that it lay on a smugglers’ road to the Lebanon.
14 For an example of a ‘Mesopotamian personnage’ from Islamic times cf. J. Cantineau, 1935, 8.
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three main strata as ‘Pre-aramaean’, ‘Aramaean’ (present from the 11th century BC
onwards) and ‘Arabic’. The first Arabs came at least seven centuries before the advent of
Islam. Note that in Talmudic sources, the Jewish community of Tadmur is marked as
‘impure’ doubtlessly because of its mixing with the other Palmyraeans. 15 One of the
Arabic sources characterizes Tadmur’s population in the late Middle Ages as ‘a rabble of
people, run-away slaves and a handful of Jews’ (Him.131).

The aforementioned Puzur-Istar the Tadmorean witnessed and sealed a silver loan
drawn up in the Assyrian trade colony Karum Kanes (Kiiltepe) (EL 303). One of the
people mentioned on this tablet also dispatched a letter (TC III 82) about silver lent by a
man from Tadmur. These texts contain the oldest attestations of Tadmur. 16 The exact
nature of the contacts between (the man from) Tadmur and Anatolia cannot be
determined. 17

But whereas the city is attested in the Old Assyrian and Middle Assyrian period, the
Répertoire géographique des textes cunéiformes does not list any attestation from the
Neo-Assyrian period. This can of course be ascribed to the accident of the discoveries,
yet it remains noteworthy that none of the later volumes of the RGTC contains a single
reference to the desert town. Yet the continuity in the toponymy suggests the site was not
abandoned during this whole period.

As will be shown below, in Islamic times the road passing by Tadmur is not always
a vital link between east and west. The gap in the attestation might therefore be
meaningful. If no contacts between Mesopotamia and Tadmur were recorded this may
mean that the road was not used by traders or at least not for regular purposes.

Finally, both cuneiform texts and the Bible record the difficulties of transcribing the
local pronunciation of the toponym in writing systems adapted to the needs of Semitic
languages. The cuneiform sources name it Tadmur, Tadmer, or Tadmar, whereas the
Bible has Tamar and Tadmor. The Arabic geographer Abu’l-Fida , who died in 1331,
takes Tadmur as an example to motivate why he adds the vocalization of the toponyms in
his tables. He states that the common people do not say Tadmur, the form the scholars
generally consider as the correct one, but Tudmur.

According to J. CANTINEAU (1935, 83), in present times a form ‘Tödmör’ occurs
next to the classical ‘Tadmor’ (tadmur'), which, he states, is hard to explain. In fact,
much variety existed from early times onwards, probably as a result of the transmission of
a pre-Semitic word to the Semitic sound and script system. The classical ‘Tadmur’ might
go back on an intellectual tradition (cf. the biblical Tadmor), which is hinted at by al-
Qalqasandi l 8, whereas the local vernacular may have favoured a less clear pronunciation
which Abu’l-Fida’ transcribes as ‘Tudmur’.

15 A. Oppenheimer, 1983, s.v Tadmor.
16 H. Klengel, 1989, 264.
17 H. Klengel 1989 is very cautious in his conclusions: “Eine Rolle als Handelsplatz ist für das

Tadmur/Tadmer der tórwm-Zeit allerdings nicht nachzuweisen. Die Prasenz eines (friiheren ?) Bewohners
von Tadmur in EL Nr. 303 und TC III 82 dürfte daher vielleicht unter einem anderen Aspekt zu sehen sein
als dem eines Handelsverkehrs zwischen der Oasensiedlung Tadmur und Anatolien.”

18 Cf. Gaudefroy-Demombynes, 1923, 78, < al-Qalqasandï 1 12 : Tadmur is the vocalization after as-Sam‘am’s
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III. The Tadmur Road

1. Introduction

For the next two subjects of our investigation, the road and the monuments of
Tadmur, we arranged the geographical texts in chronological order, with the intention to
explore the possibilities of reconstructing Tadmur’s evolution in Islamic times.

This is not as obvious as it may seem. It is sometimes said that the Arabic
geographers are unreliable for historical reconstructions, because they include material
from earlier sources and do therefore not necessarily present contemporaneous
information. We do not question that caution is advised, since Arabic geographers
obviously copy paragraphs from earlier works, often if not always quite openly and, in
case of the better scientists, with reference to their sources. Yet we think it is worth
investigating to which extent old information is copied or updated, and whether the
practice of copying is an insurmountable obstacle for a historical interpretation of the data.
Tadmur forms an ideal test-case for such an investigation, since inscriptions and material
remains allow us to verify the descriptions.

2. Tadmur and the Pre-Islamic Arabs

Arabic-speaking peoples had since long dominated the Fertile Crescent before the
muslims came and conquered it. They had been a political factor in the area for more than
seven centuries. E.g., Odaenathus (‘Udayna), Zenobia’s husband, bore an Arabic name
and was of Arabic descendance. 19 The kingdom of Tadmur was doutblessly their most
sensational political accomplishment, but other dynasties of ‘Arabic’, nomad origin
existed in Edessa, Harran, Hatra, Hirns (Homs) and al-Hïra. 20

Through alliances with these tribal kings, the Byzantine and Sasanian empire kept
the other tribes under control and protected their borders against enemies. 21 The most
famous kingdoms were doubtlessly that of the Lahmids in al-Hira (Mesopotamia) and the
Gassanids in Syria. At this court a famous Pre-Islamic poet, named an-Nabiga ad-
Dubyanï, spent part of his life. He composed the verses according to which the jinns had
built Tadmur of ‘stone slabs and pillars’ for Sulayman (Solomon).

3. From the Islamic conquests to the end of the Umayyads

Tadmur played twice a role in the first ages of Islamic history, first when it
capitulated to Halid b. al-Walid (634 AD), the military genius of early Islam, and a second
time at the end of the Umayyad period (661-750 AD), when the tribe of the Kalb revolted
against a government which too openly favoured the rivalling tribe of the Qays.

Ansab, but the ordinary pronunciation is Tudmur (cf. also J. CANT1NEAU, 1935,83).
19 J. Starcky, 1952, 54.
20 F. McGraw Donner, 1981, 30 ; 95.
21 F. McGraw Donner, 1981, 99 (Syria) and 172 (Iraq). He also deals with the political factors which

contributed to the fact that this system of defense failed against the muslim invasions.
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The conquest of Syria by the Islamic forces set out with the departure of the first
troops in 633 AD (12 AH). 22 Not surprisingly the first activities of the conquerors
focused on the submission of both the Arabic-speaking nomadic and semi-nomadic tribes,
and the settled tribesmen living on the fringes of the Syrian steppe. 23 One year later,
Halid b. al-Walïd, already having proven his abilities — and unscrupulous determination
— against the rebels of the Najd and al-Yamama as well as in the conquest of Iraq, set out
for Syria, with a small force.

His march straight across the Syrian desert, has thus appealed to the imagination
that facts and legends have become interwoven. The exact itinerary is therefore hard to
reconstruct. 24 One of the more plausible reconstructions is that Halid had directly
marched from al-Hira to Tadmur, since most of the sources agree that Halid conquered it,
and they include it in his itinerary from Iraq to Syria. 25

Tadmur’s inhabitants had originally tried to keep to their fortifications, but soon
surrendered. 26 Thus, the city was taken ‘by capitulation’, which granted its inhabitants
safety in exchange for support to the muslims. After the conquest of Dimasq (Damascus)
(nov.-dec. 635 AD /14 AH), when the Iraqi contingent was sent back to Iraq, Dihya b.
Halifa al-Kalbi (who belonged to the tribe that dominated Tadmur) was dispatched to
Tadmur and concluded a pact with its inhabitants similar to that of Dimasq.

Three points are of interest for us. First, according to most historians, Tadmur lay
on Halid b. al-Walid’s route on his march from al-Hira to Dimasq. He must more or less
have followed one of the ancient caravan routes between the middle Euphrates and the
desert city. 27 Second, he thought it worth conquering while marching to Dimasq,
probably for strategical reasons. Thirdly, he apparently preferred a peaceful settlement to
the city’s destruction (as we can guess for the same reasons). In the same years a series
of battles, the most famous of which that of Yarmük, put an end to the Byzantine army in
Syria. By 647-8 AD (27 AH), Islamic rulership over Syria was a fact. 28

Towards the middle of the 8th century, when the Umayyad empire was on its
decline, among others as a result of tribal feuds, Tadmur made once more headlines. One
branch of the Umayyad family, belonging to the Kalb, was frustrated by another branch
favouring the rivalling Qays. The Kalb, who controlled the Syrian desert, offended by
official policies, rebelled against al-Walïd II (743-744 AD), with the support of Yazid b.
al-Walid. The historian at-Tabari relates that al-Walid was once advised by al-Abras Sa‘ïd

22 There is much doubt about the exact dating of the mayor events in the early Islamic conquests. For a
discussion and reconstruction we refer to McGraw Donner’s chapter on the conquest of Syria (1981, 91-
155).

23 F. McGraw Donner, 1981, 1 16-1 19.
24 F. McGraw Donner, 1 98 1 , 1 20ff (including a map of the proposed itinerary).
25 F. McGraw Donner, 1981,120ff and notes 156 (itineraries in the different sources) and 157 (references to

further reading).
26 Al—BaladurT, Futah, 1 12, translated by P.K. Hirn 1968 [1916], 171.
27 According to another reconstruction yalid would have headed further south, to Diimat al-Jandal. In this

case however one has to reject the pertinent references to yalid’s activities at Tadmur (F. McGraw Donner,
1981, 124).

28 Ibid. 112 and 155
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b. al-Walïd al-Kalbï — who as his name testifies, belonged to the tribe of the Kalb — to
take stronghold in Tadmur, argumenting that the city was ‘well-fortified’ and that ‘his
people’ would defend the caliph. But the caliph replied that the Tadmur people were
precisely those who had rebelled against him. Besides, he said, it bore an unauspicious
name — a favourite topic in Islamic history —, tadmur(u) meaning to the Arabic ear
‘you will perish’. 29 In 744, al-Walïd was killed and succeeded by Yazid III, who
favoured the Kalb. But he soon died too and was succeeded by his untalented brother.

A general from a side-branch of the family, Marwan b. Muhammad (744-750 AD),
rose to avenge Walïd II in the name of the Qays faction. 30 By the year 744/5 all of Syria,
except for Tadmur, the rebels’ stronghold, had been ‘pacified’. 31 Via Damascus Marwan
moved to al-Qastal, heading for Tadmur. According to at-Tabari, rumour spread that the
Kalb had spoilt all the water wells in between. Al-Abras b. al-Walid and other members
of the Umayyad family tried to intervene but in vain. Al-Abras asked some days’ leave to
negotiate in his own person, telling the men of his tribe that ‘they were stupid’ and would
never make it against Marwan’s troops. This caused dissension ; however, a small
kernel, in distrust, fled to the desert, which was the sign for Marwan to dismantle the
walls of Justinian and to massacre part of the population. 32 The city, deprived of its
defenses, was exposed to the mercy of the desert plunderers.

But while Tadmur’s revolt was only a factor in the decline of the Umayyad power,
its destruction would become the symbol of the end of their dynasty. The geographers
told and retold how Marwan, in his fury, had hit upon the grave of Tadmur bint Hassan
herself, granddaughter of ‘Udayna (Zenobia’s husband Odaenathus !), who, according to
some, was Tadmur’s founder. What Marwan saw was a stone lady with golden tresses,
provided with a note invoking God to curse the desecrator of her last resting-place.

‘Not a day later’, or ‘only a few days later’, Marwan was killed and the Umayyad
dynasty came to an end, the later Arabic geographers relate. In fact, five years separated
Marwan’s death from Tadmur’s destruction. The anecdote is not to be taken too literally
(like many other anecdotes about the crucial moments in history). If we do not discard it
as a product of fantasy, but take into account that serious scholars have bothered to
transmit it, we realize that it is but an eloquent image.

The anecdote expresses the fact that Tadmur’s destruction was perceived as the
symbol (not as the historical reason) of the downfall of the Umayyads. With his brutal
suppression of the last stronghold of Kalb opposition, Tadmur, Marwan destroyed the
prototype of ancient Arabic tribal leadership, with his hostility towards the Kalb he lost
the possible support of the strong desert tribe that controlled the way from Mesopotamia
to central Syria and could have protected the Umayyads from the rising power in the east.
With their repression, Marwan had opened the gate to the enemy who chased him from
the Tigris all through Syria before trapping him in Egypt, where he was killed. 33 The

29 At-Tabari, 1796, translation C. Hillenbrand, The History of al-Tabari, Vol. XXVI, 149.
30 M.G.S. Hodgson , 1977 [1974], Vol. I, 272ff.
31 At-Tabari, 1896, translation J.A. Williams, The History of al-Tabari, Vol. XXVII, 7.
32 Ibid., 8.
33 M.G.S. Hodgson , 1977 [1974], Vol. I, 275.
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curse of the stone lady Tadmur had sealed the fate of the dynasty.
At the end of this period the epicenter of power shifted from Syria to Iraq. Soon

Bagdad was to become the new capital of the Islamic world, of the Abbasid empire,
whose state administrators were the first to draw up the geographical Road Books. The
oldest preserved examples date from the second half of the ninth century AD.

4. Travelling from the Middle Euphrates to Syria : the Abbasid period

The history of the stability and security of the Syrian desert is best reflected by that
of the choice of the road from the Middle Euphrates to central Syria (on the roads also
H. GRIMME, 1886, 37ff.). As we saw above, by the end of the Umayyad period
Tadmur’s walls were dismantled. The city, though seriously affected, must have more or
less recovered from the blow, since it appears as a local center (of taxation) attached to
Hirns (Homs) in the early Abbasid Road Books. The archaeological remains of the
Umayyad and early Abbasid period are not very abundant. The Umayyads had desert
castles near-by, but not in Tadmur. The excavations of 1977-85 have brought to light a
market place with shops, which according to Kh. ASSA’D (1987, 255), contained
ceramics and coins indicating that there had been (some) economic activity from the late
Umayyad period up to the time of the Mamluks (14th century).

The itineraries described by the earliest Arabic geographical sources of the 9th and
10th century indicate that both the Post and Intelligence service and state administrators
avoid the Tadmur road. This does not necessarily mean that the road did not exist — the
geographers are not exhaustive in their description of the empire — but it was not used
for state affairs, which required, e.g., horses to be kept at the stations along it. This is
only possible if the government is strong enough to prevent them from being stolen by the
nomads, for whom they were a precious possession (allowing swift surprise raids !). 34

Ibn Hurdadbih describes one, Qudama b. Ja‘far, who usually strongly relies on
him, two main roads linking the Abbasid capital Bagdad to Dimasq (Damascus), starting
from the road that leads along the Euphrates to the north. We will refer to these roads as
the northern road (the one passing by Hirns) and the middle (desert) road. These roads
are the ones indicated by G. CORNU, 1983, on the maps of as-Sam (map I), al-Jazïra (map
II), and al-‘Iraq (map III) (cf. appendix). From Bagdad the road goes up the Euphrates,
passing (a.o.) by al-Anbar, ar-Rabb, Hit, an-Nihiyya and al-Furda, whence two roads lead
to ar-Raqqa, one by the desert, the other one following the Euphrates bed. From ar-
Rusafa, at ca. 36 km from ar-Raqqa, two roads lead to Damascus, the first one crossing
the desert via Nihya and al-Qaryatayn (the m. desert road), the other one passing by
Butlamlya, al-Qastal, Salamlya and Hirns ‘through cultivated land’ (the northern road). 35

A glance on a map shows that the Abbasid officials made a considerable detour by
avoiding the (southern) Tadmur road through the desert. We note that whereas Ibn
Hurdadbih , in the second half of the 9th century, only mentions the middle desert road,
Qudama, whose floruit fell in the first half of the 10th century, adds the alternative and

34 F. McGraw Donner, 1981,, 29.
35 Qud.217f. ; translated by De Goeje, M.J., 1889, 165f.

30



AKKADICA 91

even longer route through cultivated land. He does not mention which factors may have
influenced the choice between the two roads, but safety may have played a role, which
Qudama, as top-official of the Abbasid empire, may have been reluctant to admit. Note
that in 955 AD the Syrian prince Sayf ad-Dawla marched against the nomads at Tadmur.

The first signs of a hesitant change can be observed from the middle of the tenth
century onwards (al-Mas‘üdï). Gradually the geographers will include more and more
precise data on Tadmur. In the 11th century the gazetteer al-Bakri defined the city of
Tadmur as a city (madina) in the steppe on the tarïq as-Sam (the Syrian road), which
indicates that the road had regained some of its former importance. We know that at the
same time Tadmur was being fortified. In the early 12th century the governors or Syria
started taking a renewed interest in the place. We note that the gazetteers, from al-Bakrï
onwards, also used it as a point of reference to describe the position of other places, not
only in the immediate vicinity, but a number of places are defined as being located
between Tadmur and Aleppo.

The synthesist al-Idrïsï, in the middle of the twelfth century, describes the itinerary
from Bagdad to ar-Raqqa 36 and from ar-Raqqa to Hirns via ar-Rusafa, al-Maraga, al-
Qastal etc. 37, in other words, Qudama’s northern road that passed through cultivated land.
He mentions neither Tadmur nor its road. But before we draw our conclusions, our
attention is drawn to a remarkable lacuna : he does not mention any itinerary at all leading
up to Dimasq, a city he does not even describe, but only mentions in passing. This
omission is not fortuituous (silences are often as eloquent as the texts themselves).
History can tell us that Dimasq had suffered from attacks by the Crusaders (1129 and
1140 AD) and was seriously mounted during a two-days’ battle by Conrad, king of the
Germans, in 1148 AD, before the Crusaders abandoned their siege. Note that these
events took place only a few years before al-Idrïsï completed his geographical book
dedicated to king Roger of Sicily, in 1154 AD. In this same year it was taken by Nür ad-
Dïn, whose successor Saladin would restore the city’s prosperity. 38 It is therefore hard to
judge the situation of the desert tribes by the absence of references to the middle desert
and the Tadmur road which lead to Dimasq.

Yet al-Idrïsï gives another piece of information that is worth considering. He states
that al-Maraga, on the northern road, situated on the border between the cultivated land
and the desert, frequently suffered from attacks by the nomads. 39 The fact that even a
town on the northern road, bordering on cultivated land, was unsafe, confirms the general
picture of political instability of this period.

In 1172 Benjamin of Tudela takes the road to Tadmur and visits its ‘quarrelsome’
Jewish community. In the twelfth century the Tadmur road was moreover used by traders
travelling from Bagdad via Dimasq to Egypt ; according to as-Sam‘anï it was the road by
which fabrics from Iraq, olives and oil from Palestine, and other goods, light to transport
(and maybe we should read between the lines ‘not too valuable goods’) were

36 P.A. Jaubert, reprint 1836-1840, II 145.
37 Ibid. 137.
38 R. Burns, 1992, 74ff.
39 P.A. Jaubert, reprint 1836-1840, II 137.
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transported. 40 But in 1315 the Ilhanic (Mongol) troops, joined by the nomad tribes,
ravaged the city once more. 41

5 . Rehabilitation of the Tadmur road in the later period

In the second half of the 13th century, under Mamluk rule, Syria began a period of
relative stability (A. HOURANI, 1992 [1991], 213), despite occasional Mongol invasions.
This is reflected by the fact that the Syrian desert and its roads were brought under
government control. The area is now visited by a number of travellers (Rabbi Jacob, Ibn
Battuta). But most important, under their rule Tadmur becomes at last a station on the
route of the post- and intelligence service (band'), running from ar-Rahba on the
Mesopotamian frontier (45 km to the south east of Deir ez-Zor) via Tadmur to Dimasq
(al-Qalqasandl 381, see GAUDEFROY-DEMOMBYNES 1923, 245). Al-Qalqasandï (XV/1)
defines a ‘station’ as a place where the horses can be changed (ibid., 241) ; this means
that horses kept in Tadmur, on which the state’s security depended, were safe.

Tadmur also used to lie, he adds, on the route of the carrier pigeons but this service
has been suspended (ibid., 254), probably in favour of the hottest way to send messages
throughout the empire : by fire and smoke signals. This system was said to be derived
from the Indian kings, but, according to al-Qalqasandl, it was elaborated to a sophisticated
system under the Mamluks, by which news could travel overnight from the Euphrates to
Cairo, which is faster of course than by carrier pigeons (ibid., 261). Moreover, al-
Qalqasandl adds that these signals even could even be sent — discretely — from occupied
territory (people of ‘Ana would have done this for the Mamluks under Mongol
occupation). The ‘observatory of Tadmur’, whence such signals were sent, was located
on the line from ar-Raqqa to Damascus. The fire towers were preferably situated on
elevated places, from where they could reach far (ibid., 258-9). It would be logical to
assume that the fire signals of Tadmur were sent from the place now occupied by the
Qal‘at Ibn Ma‘n. Maybe a fortunate sounding can help us to confirm our conjecture.

The period of prosperity and safety did not last. Already al-‘Umarï (XIV/1)
indicates that part of the fire towers have fallen to ruins (ibid. 261, note 1). Al-
Qalqasandl’s work itself bears witness to the changes in the empire.

Perhaps somewhat later, al-Himyarl’s 42 who described Tadmur’s inhabitants as a
‘rabble of people, some Jews and run-away slaves’, expresses his low opinion of those
who use its road : “Each way-layer, each carrier of stolen goods heads for Tadmur,
which subsists on this commerce.” It has once more become an unsafe place, only fit for
robbers and smugglers.

40 T. Bianquis, 1986, 9.
41 D. Krawulski, 626.
42 Al-HimyarT was hitherto approximately dated between the Xllth and XIVth century. A recent analysis has

brought to light that the author is probably to be dated fairly late. I owe this information to an oral
communication of M. Chapoutot-Remadi, to whom I wish to express my gratitude.
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