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Abstract 

 South Arabia, in particular Najran, was the scene of many political, 

social, and religious events before the king of Aksum, Kaleb Ella 

Asbeḥa, gained the justification he needed to launch a large-scale attack 

with a Byzantine support. The justification was that Yūsuf dhū Nuwās 

persecuted Christians in southern Arabia. This attack began in 525 AD 

and ended with the death of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās and the occupation of a 

large part of southern Arabia by Abyssinian forces under the so-called 

Second Abyssinian Occupation.  

This paper aims to shed light on the factors that prompted the 

Abyssinian king Kaleb to launch this campaign, the external roles in 

supporting him, and the situations of King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās on external 

roles in southern Arabia. 
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When the news of the killing that took place in southern Arabia after 

Yūsuf dhū Nuwās returned to power reached the Byzantine Emperor 

through his ambassadors in al-Hira, and to the Abyssinian king through 

some Himyarite Christians, the Byzantine Emperor sent a message to the 

Abyssinian king about the necessity of launching a military campaign 

against the Himyarite King, Yūsuf  dhū Nuwās, who harmed 

Byzantium‟s commercial interests, killed its subjects, and deprived it of 

the trade route linking it to India, and at the same time sought an alliance 

with the Persians
1
. 

The period between Yūsuf dhū Nuwās‟ persecution of Christians and 

the second Abyssinian campaign is estimated at seven years
2
. During this 
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period, the Abyssinians did not react to the religious wars taking place in 

southern Arabia. There are those who explain the reasons for this delay 

by the preoccupation of the Abyssinian and Byzantine allies with their 

internal situations: Abyssinia witnessed a political struggle for power, 

and Byzantium was preoccupied with its foreign policy and managing its 

relations with its traditional enemy, Persia
3
. There are those who believe 

that the Abyssinian king spent seven years preparing for the campaign 

and building ships
4
. 

Greek evidence estimates the period between the persecution and the 

Abyssinian campaign to be only two years, as it dates the time of the 

second Abyssinian intervention to the year 525 AD and the date of the 

persecution to the year 523 AD
5
. Although this evidence is unique among 

contemporary sources, and is the closest to the logic of the events, it is 

difficult to support it due to the criticisms directed at the dates by 

provided it due to the great confusion in the dates of the events of this 

period. 

Preparations for the joint Byzantine-Abyssinian role, politically and 

militarily, began. Politically, the presence of the Himyarite King Yūsuf 

dhū Nuwās, the king of the Jewish faith, in power poses a clear threat to 

its interests of both parties on the eastern trade route through the Red 

Sea. Byzantium may lose its influence if the Jewish king remains in 

power. Therefore, preparing for the campaign required a diplomatic effort 

before taking any military step, and it also required an attempt to isolate 

King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās from his potential allies, the kings of Persians 

and al-Hirah. The Ramla Conference was an excellent opportunity to 

achieve this goal. These diplomatic efforts succeeded in isolating King 

Yūsuf dhū Nuwās from the only power that could have helped him 

confront the Christian alliance
6
. 
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After the success of the first step, military preparations began. The 

Abyssinian King Kaleb was able to form a large fleet that came to 

Abyssinia from various ports. The total number of these ships is 

questionable. In the Greek version of the Martyrdom of Harith, the 

numbers reached 60 ships
7
. In the Arab version, the number reached 

209
8
. The Abyssinian records, it reached 354 ships

9
. 

In this context, it is difficult to rely on previous sources to determine 

the size of the Christian fleet, or the identity of the largest contributor to 

providing ships: the Abyssinians or the Byzantines?
10

. Especially since 

the Greek sources are silent about any Byzantine contributions
11

. The 

Editor of the Arabic version of the martyrdom of Al-Harith bin Ka„b 

believes that there is difficulty for the Abyssinian king to gather this 

number of ships in a short time, and the Roman merchants must have 

volunteered their ships to help their co-religionists
12

. 

This fleet consisted of large ships to carry fighters and others to carry 

horses
13

. All these ships gathered in the port of Adulis
14

 by order of the 
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Abyssinian king
15

, and it represented power in terms of the number of 

ships
16

. 

After the general preparations for the attack were completed and the 

decisive moment arrived
17

, King Kaleb, according to the Arabic version 

of the martyrdom, sent a small exploration campaign across the land, 

consisting of a thousand soldiers, and ordered them to stay in a specific 

place located east of the country of Himyar. However, all of these 

soldiers died of thirst before they reached the place to which the 

Abyssinian king directed them
18

. 

Syriac and church sources describe the Axumite campaign and 

Kaleb‟s most important actions before its beginning. Book of the 

Himyarites indicated that King Kaleb consulted on the eve of the 

campaign with Bishop Euprepios about how to deal with apostates from 

Christianity in Himyar. King Kaleb headed to the church in which the 

kings of Abyssinia and their bishops were buried and prayed there. The 

Abyssinian king's campaign left in 525 AD, and his fleet was divided into 

two groups at sea, the first of which was the smallest and was under the 

king's command. It consisted of 20 ships that docked in the nearest place 

on the coast, and there is evidence that they disembarked in the port of al-

Mukhā in South Arabia
19

. 

The Himyarite army had extended chains along the coast up to the 

Bab al-Mandab Strait to obstruct the arrival of the Abyssinian ships
20

, but 
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the high waves lifted the ships off those chains and they were able to 

bypass them
21

. It is likely that these chains were prepared by King Yūsuf 

dhū Nuwās to protect against any external attack. 

Near the site where the first Abyssinian forces anchored, the 

Himyarite King sent 30 thousand men and ordered them to enter the 

water with their horses to fight the Abyssinians. Yūsuf dhū Nuwās did 

not have a fleet to fight the Abyssinians when they landed on the coast
22

. 

Three days after the first group anchored on the coast of southern Arabia, 

the second, larger group arrived with a fleet of 40 ships. This group had 

retreated due to a sea storm that threw it backward, but it was able to 

reach the coast of southern Arabia within three days
23

. In the meantime, 

King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās learned that he had anchored the great 

Abyssinian fleet in another area, so he headed to him with the largest part 

of his forces to obstruct any Abyssinian landing operation and left one of 

his leaders or relatives to confront the smaller group. Dhū Nuwās thought 

that the Abyssinian king was in the other 40 ships
24

. 

Moberg believes that the landing of the Abyssinian took place in two 

different places, based on what was indicated in the Book of the 

Himyarites: that the leadership of the Abyssinian fleet was divided 

between two commanders: the first was Kaleb, and the second was 

Z'WNS
25

. 

Inscription CIH 621, also indicates that the landing of the Abyssinians 

took place in two different places. This is inferred from the word zarfatan 

 meaning an army division, as in the Sabaean dictionary. As for ,(زرفتن-)

the Abyssinian inscription, RIE195, it mentions that the Abyssinian king 

directed half of his forces to one side and the other half to another. The 

essence of the Abyssinian plan was to launch a surprise attack 
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simultaneously on the two most important strategic points on the coast. 

In doing so, it relied on the assumption that King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās 

would not be able to rely on the support of al-Aqīl الأقيال(-القيل ) of the 

coastal areas
26

. 

After King Yusuf dhū Nuwās left the first location where the small 

group landed, thinking that the Abyssinian king was in the other large 

group, the forces of the small group were able to descend to the coast and 

engage in a battle with the Himyarite forces stationed there. They 

defeated them, and the Himyarite leader was captured. The Abyssinian 

king took him as his guide in the country, and the Abyssinians were able 

to penetrate into the Arabian Peninsula and seize the capital, Ẓufār
27

. 

In the atmosphere of victories that the Abyssinian king Kaleb was 

experiencing, these reached the Himyarite King, who was besieging the 

second group of Abyssinian forces. The soldiers of this group had begun 

to get tired of the length of the siege, and because the ships had run out of 

supplies, they decided to disembark and fight, and they came up with a 

plan that consisted of linking The ships held each other with ropes, then 

they began to descend, and as soon as they reached the coast, the two 

teams clashed in a battle in which the victory went to the Abyssinians. 

After news of the entry of the Abyssinian King Kaleb into his capital 

reached him, the Himyarite King ordered his soldiers to chain him and 

his senior commanders in the tent he was using as his headquarters. 

When the Abyssinians finished killing the Himyarite soldiers, they 

arrived at the king‟s tent and found him and his senior commanders 

chained, so they arrested them and took them to the Abyssinian king, 

who built an altar to kill Yūsuf dhū Nuwās, the Jewish king, and his 

senior leaders, according to the Arabic version of the martyrdom of Al-

Harith bin Ka„b
28

. 

According to the Book of Himyarites, the killing of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās 

was at the hands of an Abyssinian soldier. The soldier was able to catch 

King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās and drag him to the seacoast in shallow water, 

then cut off his head with a sword
29

. The book provides a description of 
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this soldier, saying that he was Christian, strong, religious, and that he 

had one eye
30

. The characteristics of this fighting soldier are similar to 

those of Abraha, who later assumed power in the south of the peninsula, 

according to Kudryavtsev
31

. As for the Greek version of the martyrdom 

of Al-Harith, it indicates that King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās was captured first 

and then killed later
32

. 

After their victory over the Himyarite forces, the Abyssinian forces 

entered the country of Himyarites according to the consensus of the 

ecclesiastical and Syriac sources, plundering and destroying; even the 

city of Najran was not spared from these acts. The Abyssinian king 

released all the Christians who had been imprisoned by Yūsuf dhū 

Nuwās upon his exodus from Najran. With the killing of Yūsuf dhū 

Nuwās, the Himyarite resistance collapsed, and the Himyarite soldiers 

began preparing their horses to escape, and the Abyssinians hurried to 

catch up with them, either to kill them or take them prisoner
33

. When the 

Himyarite Christians saw this, they decided to draw the sign of the cross 

on their hands so that if the Abyssinians saw it, they would release them. 

This is because they cannot tell the Abyssinians that they are Christians 

due to their ignorance of their language. The Abyssinian king had warned 

his soldiers against killing those who found the sign of the cross on his 

hands, and when the news spread, the Jews also marked that sign so that 

they would be spared from being killed. After Kaleb finished pursuing 

the Jews and those involved with Yūsuf dhū Nuwās, both leaders and 

soldiers, he began spreading the Christian religion. He sent a message to 

the Patriarch of Alexandria, informing him of the victory. The latter sent 

a message to the Byzantine Emperor informing him of this
34

, and the 

Patriarch sent a bishop to the south of the Arabian Peninsula, and Kaleb 

established monks in the cities and went to the city of Najran, built it and 

renovated its churches, appointed a deputy over it
35

, and appointed a 
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bishop and ten thousand Abyssinian Christian soldiers at his side. Then 

the Abyssinian king returned to his country, and the Arabic and Greek 

narratives indicate that he became a monk
36

. 

The Book of Himyarites states that Kaleb "took a man, one of the 

notables of the Himyarites, who was also of the royal family there. And 

because he had seen in him good to be baptised and to be a Christian, and 

made him his spiritual son"
37

. 

The Abyssinian king resided in Himyar for seven months, during 

which he was concerned with establishing the foundations of the 

Christian religion in a country on which Judaism had been forcefully 

imposed. He appointed a king over the region, imposed taxes on it, and 

left the elite of his army to guard the new king and the churches he had 

built. He took with him many prisoners from the people of Himyar and 

50 princes from the royal family
38

.  

The Arabic evidence conveys another picture of the Abyssinian-

Byzantine roles in the sixth century AD, Arab historians, provide 

multiple narratives that do not differ much in essence from what was 

mentioned previously, and their information is limited to explaining only 

the formal pretexts for the Abyssinian campaign
39

. In the first narration, 

"When Dos dhū Thalaban came with Caesar‟s letter to the Negus, the 

ruler of Abyssinia, he sent with him seventy thousand Abyssinians and 

commanded over them 'Ariat and entrusted him, if you appear against 

them, then kill a third of their men, devastate a third of their country, and 

capture a third of their women and children. So, 'Ariat went out, and with 

him in his soldiers was Abraha Al-Ashram, and he embarked on the sea, 

along with Dos dhū Thalaban, until they landed on the coast of the 

southern Arabian Peninsula, and Yūsuf  dhū Nuwās heard about them, so 

                                                                                                                   
martyrdom of Al-Harith, it is stated that the son of Al-Harith ibn Ka„b was appointed 

governor of Najran. There are indications of the appointment of Dos Dhu Thalaban as 

leader of his people. See: Kitchen, Kenneth, Documentation for Ancient Arabia, 

Bibliographical Catalogue of Texts, part I, Liverpool University, Press, 2000, 230; 

Fell, “Die Christenverfolgung in Südarabien Und Die Ḥimjarisch-Äthiopischen Kriege 

Nach Abessinischer Ueberlieferung,” 73; Christides, “The Himyarite-Ethiopian war 

and the Ethiopian occupation of South Arabia,” 115-146; Bausi, “The massacre of 

Najrân,” 244; Wahb ibn Munabbih, Kitāb al-Tījān fī Mulūk Ḥimyar, [The Book of 

Crowns on the Kings of Himyar], 1st ed., Markaz al-Dirāsāt al-Yamanīyyah, San„a, 

1928, 349.  
36

 Ibrāhīm, Al-Nuskhah al-’Arabīyyah min istishhād al-Qiddīs al-Ḥārith ibn Ka‘b wa-

aṣḥābuhu fī Najrān, 139-340; Detoraki, Le martyre de saint Aréthas et de ses 

compagnons, 248. 
37

 Moberg, The Book of the Himyarites, CXL-CXLI. 
38

 Ibid, CXLII-CLIV. 
39

 Al-Jarw, Al-Tārīkh al-Siyāsī li-Janūb al-Jazīrah al-’Arabīyyah, al-Yaman al-Qadīm, 

288. 



- 9 - 
 

he gathered Himyar and those who obeyed him from the tribes of the 

southern Arabian Peninsula, but there was no war except that Yūsuf 

engaged in some fighting, and then they were defeated. And 'Ariat 

entered it, and when Yūsuf dhū Nuwās saw what had befallen him and 

his people, he turned his horse into the sea and threw himself into it"
40

. 

The second narration lists other details of the stages of that role, and 

according to the narration, after the ships arrived from Caesar, the Negus 

carried his army in them, and they went out on the coast of the Bāb al-

Mandab. When Yūsuf dhū Nuwās heard, he wrote to al-Aqīl inviting 

them to demonstrate with him and that their command in fighting 

Abyssinia be one, but they refused and said: Each one fights for his area. 

When he saw that, he made many keys, then carried them on several 

camels, and went out until he met their group and said, these are the keys 

to the treasuries of South Arabia. I have brought them to you. You have 

the money and the land. They spared the men for it. Their leader wrote to 

the Negus about this, and he wrote to him saying that they accepted that 

from them. Yūsuf dhū Nuwās followed them until, when he entered 

Sana‟a
41

 with them, he said to their leader, direct your trustworthy 

companions to seize these treasuries. So, his companions dispersed to 

seize them, and he gave them the keys. Yūsuf dhū Nuwās had secretly 

written to all al-Aqīl (الأقيال-القيل) , ordering them to slaughter every 

Abyssinian soldier who came to them. Thus, all the Abyssinian leaders 

were killed, leaving only the fugitive among them
42

. When the Negus 

heard this, he became angry and prepared a second army numbering 

seventy thousand, with two commanders, one of whom was Abraha Al-

Ashram, and in another narration, 'Ariat and al-Ashram, and he ordered 

them not to accept peace, and this was in reference to the first peace with 

which he deceived the Abyssinians. When they reached the south of the 

peninsula and Yūsuf dhū Nuwās saw that he had no strength to fight 

them, he rode his horse, crossed the sea, and broke into it, thus marking 

the end of his era, and he established Abraha the Abyssinian as king of 

the south of the Arabian Peninsula
43

. 

                                                
40

 Ibn Hishām, Al-sīrah al-Nabawīyah, [The Biography of the Prophet], commented on 

„Umar „Abd al-Salām al-Tadmurī, Vol. 1, Dār al-Kitāb al-„Arabī, Beirut, 2006, 37. 
41

 Al-Dīnawarī says: "Ariat entered Sana'a, and its name is Đamār, but San„a is an 

Abyssinian word meaning fortified, so it was called Sana‟a". See: Al-Dīnawarī, Abū 

Ḥanīfah, Al-akhbār al-Ṭawwāl, [Long news], edited by „Abd al-Mun„im „Āmir, 1st 

ed., Wizārat al-Thaqāfah wa-al-Irshād al-Qawmī, Egypt, 1912, 62.  The city of San„a 

may have been a part or extension of the city of Đamār at that time, especially if we 

look at the distance between them, which is around 100 km. 
42

 Al-Dīnawarī, Al-Akhbār al-Ṭawwāl, 61-63; Al-Tabarī, History of Nations and Kings, 

325. 
43

 Ibn Qutaybah, Abū Muḥammad „Abd Allāh, Al-Ma‘ārif, [Knowledge], edited by 

Tharwat „Ukāshah, 4th edition, Dār al-Ma„ārif, Cairo, (n.d.), 637; Al-Maqdisī, al-



- 11 - 
 

Al-Samarqandī narrates in his interpretation that the man who came to 

the King of Abyssinia said to him: "Indeed, the people of your religion 

were kindled with fire, and they were burned with it, and their books 

were burned, so he saw what he had brought, so the king was alarmed by 

that, and he sent to the Roman ruler and wrote to him asking for 

carpenters to build ships for him. So the Roman ruler sent him someone 

to build the ships for him, and he loaded the people into them. So he went 

out with it. So they went out from the coast of Aden to the coast of Jazān 

 and the people of Yemen went out to them, and they met them in ,)جازان(

Tihāmah )تهامة(, and they fought, but the king of Himyar did not see that 

he had any strength to defeat them, and he feared that they would take 

him, so he struck his horse until he fell into the sea and died in it"
44

. 

Ibn Habīb refers to that invasion by saying: "Because of him, 

Abyssinia came to the south of the Arabian Peninsula and defeated it 

because of what the Christians did, and when Yūsuf dhū Nuwās attacked 

Abyssinia, they eliminated his army, and he intercepted his sea horse and 

drowned for fear of being captured, so it was the last of the era with 

him"
45

. Al-Himyari Nashwān points out that the southern resistance 

continued after the killing of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās: "Al-Nu„mān ibn „Afīr 

Abū Sayf gathered a group of people from the south of the peninsula and 

fought the Abyssinians in the plains, and they defeated him. And among 

those who followed him from the people of the south, the Abyssinians 

caught up with them and fought them, but they had no strength, and 

Abyssinia took control of the south of the Arabian Peninsula"
46

. In 

another narration, the resistance leader was called Dhū Jadān, and he met 

the same fate as Yūsuf dhū Nuwās. He took refuge in the sea and stormed 

it
47

, and that was the last time he lived there. One researcher believes that 
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this resistance did not last long, and the defeat of Dhū Jadān occurred in 

the same year in which Yūsuf dhū Nuwās was killed, so Dhū Jadān's role 

was overlooked
48

. 

The Byzantine sources also touch on the Abyssinian role in the 

religious war in the south of the Arabian Peninsula, as Procopius 

reported, as previously mentioned, that the Abyssinian king mobilised a 

war fleet with which he fought the Himyarites and defeated them, killed 

the Himyarite King, appointed his deputy in the region called 

Esimiphaeu, and imposed tribute on him
49

. Mordtmann and Malalas 

provide other details about that role. After the Himyarite King Yusuf dhū 

Nuwās killed the Roman échants and prevented them from passing 

through the Himyarite country, trade between the Romans, the Indian 

kingdoms, and the Kush interior stopped, so the King of Kushite sent a 

letter to the Himyarite King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās blaming him. In order to 

cause harm to his kingdom, war broke out as a result of these actions, and 

Ayduk decided that if he defeated the Himyarite King, he would embrace 

the Christian religion. Indeed, the Kushite king defeated the Himyar king 

and was able to capture him, kill him, and subject the country of Himyar 

to his rule. He converted to Christianity after that victory
50

.  

All sources agree on the Judaism of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās and the 

Christianity of King Kaleb. The previous narration indicates that the 

Abyssinian king was a pagan during his campaign against the country of 

Himyar and that he converted to Christianity after his victory over Yūsuf 

dhū Nuwās
51

. Some researchers support this narration and argue that 

there was a return to paganism in the Kingdom of Aksum in the fourth 

and fifth centuries and that Kaleb was a recent convert to Christianity to 

get closer to Byzantium
52

. Some reject this opinion because all sources 

documenting the events of the period confirm the Christianity of the 
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51
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Abyssinian king and that jealousy over his religion was what prompted 

him to wage war against the Himyar king
53

. 

There are those who believe that there were two wars that took place 

after the Judaization of the Himyarite Kings, one between Damian the 

Abyssinian and the other between Yusuf dhū Nuwās and Kaleb Ella 

Asbeha
54

, and others believe that the Ayduk mentioned in this narration is 

one of the pagan Al-Aqīl of the southern Arabian Peninsula, and he 

protested to the Himyarite King, Yusuf dhū Nuwās, for his bad policy 

directed against Christian merchants, and he fought Yusuf dhū Nuwās 

and killed him, then he converted to Christianity
55

. 

We conclude from all of the above that the narratives and opinions 

related to the Abyssinian-Byzantine role in the religious conflict and the 

story of the Himyarite-Abyssinian war came from sources of diverse 

origins and different information. At the same time, if we exclude the 

inscriptions, we find that they do not mention much information about 

the Aksumite-Byzantine role in southern Arabia in the sixth century AD. 

The inscription (CIH 621. Figure 1) is the only inscription that indicates 

one of the results of the external roles, which was the killing of Yūsuf 

dhū Nuwās, the king of the Jewish faith
56

. 

This text embodies a military battle of the Abyssinian in the south of 

the Arabian Peninsula
57

 and the works of fortifications and restorations 

carried out by Sumyafa„ Ashwa„ and his sons, Sharhabal Ekml and Mu„dī 

Karab Yafer, after they had just returned from the land of Abyssinia, and 

that their return accompanied the arrival of the Abyssinian, who swept 

through the country of Himyar and killed the king of Himyar and his 

leaders
58

. 
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The opinions of researchers in interpreting the information in this 

inscription varied greatly
59

. Where is the origin of this al-Aqīl? His 

loyalty, his subordination to Yūsuf dhū Nuwās, and the identity of the 

murdered king, and what corresponds to the date of the text in AD, and 

whether this al-Aqīl الأقيال(-ل)القي  was the one who was installed by the 

Abyssinians over the country of Himyar after the killing of Yūsuf dhū 

Nuwās or by someone else? Was the Sumūyafa„ Ashwa„ in this text the 

same as that mentioned in the previous three Yūsuf dhū Nuwās 

inscriptions or not? 

Most researchers' points of view tend to be that the Himyarite King 

who was killed by the Abyssinians in the country of Himyar, as in the 

previous text, was Yūsuf dhū Nuwās, even if the inscription does not 

indicate that
60

. It is known from the writings of historians that Sumyafa„ 

Ashwa„ is one of the al-Aqīl of dhī Yazan who sided with King Yūsuf 

dhū Nuwās in his wars against the Christians
61

 and that the Abyssinians 

installed him as king of the southern Arabian Peninsula who owed 

vassalage to them after their victory over Yūsuf dhū Nuwās
62

, as in the 

text (Ist 7608 bis. Figure 2)
63

, and as Procopius believe
64

. 

The Abyssinian inscriptions also embody the external roles in the 

religious conflict within the Himyarite state in the second decade of the 

sixth century AD, as the inscription RIE195 refers to a topic related to the 
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presence of the army and South Arab port, the pursuit of fugitives, the 

arrest of prisoners, and the killing of people
65

. 

The author of the text, as historians believe, is the Abyssinian king 

Kaleb. It refers to the entry of the Abyssinian campaign army and ships, 

crossing the Red Sea and landing in two places, and that the battle took 

place on the coast. It is believed that the port referred to is Adulis, and it 

records the victory of the Abyssinian army
66

. 

Based on everything mentioned in the previous sources, which 

documented the external roles in the religious wars in southern Arabia in 

the sixth century AD, we find that they agreed that the primary motive 

for the two Abyssinian-Byzantine campaigns against southern Arabia was 

the persecution that Christians were suffering there from Jews; this is the 

apparent cause of these wars, as mentioned above. The sources also 

agreed that the Himyarite forces led by Yūsuf dhū Nuwās confronted that 

Christian aggression, and they also agreed on the defeat of the Himyarite 

army and the killing of King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās when he was stationed on 

the coast with his Himyarite leaders
67

. 

It seems that each source has its own way of documenting how Yusuf 

dhū Nuwās was killed. In the Syriac sources, the Himyarite book 

mentions that King Yūsuf dhū Nuwās was killed by an Abyssinian 

soldier who beheaded him at sea, and in the Arabic account of Al-

Harith‟s martyrdom, he was killed by the hand of the king
68

, and the 

Ethiopian account is not different. From the Arabic narration, it refers 

first to the arrest of the king of the Jewish faith and those close to him; 

then King Kaleb ordered their heads to be cut off
69

. As for the Byzantine 
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sources, they differ in how King dhū Nuwās was killed, as Procopius 

indicated that the killing of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās was at the hands of the 

Abyssinian king Kaleb
70

, while Malalas refers to his capture first and 

then his killing
71

. 

 Islamic historical narratives are unique in how they document the 

killing of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās and believe that he committed suicide. 

"Yūsuf  dhū Nuwās saw that he had no strength to fight them, so he rode 

his horse, crossed the sea, and broke into it, thus marking the end of his 

era"
72

. 

It is difficult to accept this account of Akhbārīs because the logic of 

events does not accept this ending for a king who wasted his years of rule 

in jihad in order to rid his country of foreign tutelage. If we look at his 

situations and efforts in confronting the Abyssinian campaign by building 

fortifications on the coast to confront his enemies, it makes us rule out 

the hypothesis of his escape, even though he had previously fled from 

facing the first campaign, but his escape was to restore and gather his 

supporters and rearrange his situation. It's possible that he actually 

stormed the sea because he thought he could defeat the Abyssinians more 

easily than if they were able to descend to the sea and rest or seek refuge 

in positions that would help them hold out until the completion of the 

disembarkation of their forces
73

. Akhbārīs' accounts are also 

contradictory about how the battle took place in Sana'a
74

. The Himyarite 

King is heading to the sea. Did he come all the way to the beach to throw 

himself into the sea?
75

 There are those who assume that he was killed in 

the midst of the turmoil of the battle that took place on the coast, where 

the campaign landed, without his matter being known
76

. 

The reasons for the defeat of the forces of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās were 

numerous, and many researchers and historians cite the reasons for the 

defeat of these forces, some of which relate to the internal conditions of 
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the state, others to the military preparation for the campaign, and 

international positions towards the Judaized state of Himyar
77

. 

It is likely that the reasons for the defeat of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās are 

related to the time and place in which the engagement occurred, the 

amount of southern presence, the king‟s negligence in his perception of 

it, and the failure of the Himyarite army‟s deployment plan on the coast 

and its reliance on fortifications
78

. 

If we want to follow the approach of Akhbārīs in considering Yūsuf 

dhū Nuwās as the hero of the story of the people of the groove, then the 

method of killing the groove‟s hoof differs from all the methods 

previously mentioned in the Arab and ancient sources. Some 

commentators' interpretations are that the killers of the Groove died by 

burning in the fires they lit. In light of this, is it possible to be measured 

by the person responsible for torturing the people of the Groove 

mentioned in the Holy Quran?
79

 

Based on all of the above, the Abyssinians and Byzantium succeeded 

in playing the most important role in the religious conflict in southern 

Arabia during the sixth century AD and in igniting the Christian 

persecution of Najran. The actions of persecuting the Christians there and 

their seeking help from these allied forces were nothing but a green light 

that both forces worked to obtain to interfere in the affairs of the region 

and control its trade route. Taking the region as a point of pressure on 

Sassanian Persia in its ongoing wars with Byzantium, and with the two 

allies destroying the Jewish state in southern Arabia
80

, the entire region 
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came under Christian Abyssinian occupation for more than fifty years
81

. 

The Christian religion regained its position, and a group of southern and 

Abyssinian kings took over the administration of the country on behalf of 

the Negus. 

These conflicts left a clear and significant impact on the political life 

of southern Arabia, as the region was subject to Abyssinian occupation 

and direct Byzantine influence. The Abyssinians extended their complete 

control over the region through a number of rulers who were classified as 

kings of the country by King Kaleb the Abyssinian. At the forefront of 

them is King Sumyafa„ Ashwa„, who was a tool used by the Abyssinians 

to extend their control over southern Arabia. When matters settled for 

them, they did not delay in removing him and replacing him with an 

Abyssinian ruler, Abraha Al-Ashram, who made the region of southern 

Arabia a region revolving directly in the orbit of Abyssinian and 

Byzantine politics, despite his political independence from those powers. 

Perhaps, in Abraha‟s military campaign against the tribes of central 

Arabia, as in the inscription (Ry 506. Figure 3), and in the famous 

campaign against Mecca, there is evidence that the political trend of 

southern Arabia follows the orbit of the Byzantine camp against the 

Sassanian Persians, and in his adoption of the Chalcedonian doctrine, the 

doctrine of Constantinople, there is another indication that confirms 

that
82

. It is known that Abraha's campaign against Mecca failed 

miserably, and as a result, he died. His sons Yaksum and Masruq 

succeeded him, but in 571 AD or 579 AD
83

, the Persian campaign that 

put an end to the second Abyssinian occupation of southern Arabia 

overthrew them from power. The Persian occupation is one of the most 

severe political consequences of the religious conflicts in southern 

Arabia, as the Persians finally succeeded in winning the last round in the 

international conflict over southern Arabia against the traditional enemy, 

Byzantium. 

                                                                                                                   
Shahid, Irfan, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century, Vol. 1, Part 2, 

Ecclesiastical History, 1995, 729; Bausi, “The massacre of Najrân,” 242. 
81

 Fell, Die Christenverfolgung in Südarabien und Die Ḥimjarisch-Äthiopischen Kriege 

Nach Abessinischer Ueberlieferung,” 47. 
82

 Al-Azraqī, Abū al-Walīd, Akhbār Makkah, [Mecca News] ed. by Rashīd Ṣāliḥ, Vol. I, 

3 ed., Maṭba„at Dār al-Thaqāfah, Mecca, 1978, 141-147; Sahab, Elaf Quraysh,142; 

„Abd al-Hamīd, Al-ṣirā„ al-dawlī ḥawla Shibh al-Jazīrah al-‟Arabīyyah, 298-300; 

Lundin, “Yemen during the sixth century BC,” 23-24; Shahid. Irfan, “Byzantium in 

South Arabia,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers, Vol. 33.1979, 27; Smith, “Events in Arabia 

in the 6th Century A. D.” 435. 
83

 Al-Azraqī, Abū al-Walīd, Akhbār Makkah, Vol. I, 141-147; Ibn Qutaybah, Al-Ma‘ārif, 

[Knowledge], 638; Fell, Die Christenverfolgung in Südarabien Und Die Ḥimjarisch-

Äthiopischen Kriege Nach Abessinischer Ueberlieferung,” 47; Christides, “The 

Himyarite-Ethiopian war and the Ethiopian occupation of South Arabia,” 115-146. 



- 18 - 
 

Conclusion 

 We can say that the external roles in the religious conflicts in southern 

Arabia in the sixth century AD were part of the global conflict between 

the traditional enemies of Persia and Byzantium. The presence and strong 

influence of the two allies Axum and Byzantium in the south of the 

Arabian Peninsula, before Yusuf dhū Nuwās assumed power, played a 

very important role in Yūsuf dhū Nuwās‟s hostile situation against the 

Christians of his citizens and subjects of those powers, and in the city of 

Najran reaping the largest number of those situations. 

Accordingly, it can be said that the situations of Yūsuf dhū Nuwās on 

the Jewish and Christian religions and the Abyssinian-Byzantine roles 

before the persecution of the Christians of Najran led to the ignition of 

the religious conflict in South Arabia. It was the city of Najran that felt 

the full impact of these different situations, both internally and externally, 

before the ignition of the Himyarite-Abyssinian War, and then the impact 

of these situations spread to the entire region after it was subjected to the 

second Abyssinian occupation. 
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Appendices 

Fig. 1, Inscription CIH 621 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

sent the army to the land of Himyar when they killed the king of Himyar and his 

leaders. 
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Fig. 2, Inscription Ist 7608 bis. 
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Fig. 3, Inscription Ry 506. 
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