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The Qur’an qibla
By way of Quranic background, {2.155} states:
“To God belong the East and West wheresoever you turn,
there is the Face of God. God is All encompassing, Knowing.”
The clear implication of this verse is that there is no religious significance in any direction, as God is
omnipresent. However in {2.145-50} the Qur’an, whilst using the same formula that appears in
{2.155} - ‘To God belong the East and West’ - appears to contradict the purpose of that verse by
attaching religious significance to a specific direction and changes that direction.
{2.144} reads:
“We have seen the turning of thy face unto heaven. And indeed, We will turn
thee to a qibla well pleasing to thee, So turn thy face towards the Masjid alHaram and wheresoever you are turn your faces towards it.
Truly those who have been given the book know that it is the truth from their
Lord. And God is not heedless of what they do.’
The traditional Islamic narrative is that Mohammed had at one stage faced Jerusalem when he
prayed, but that this verse instructed him and his followers to instead pray towards the Kaaba in
Mecca.
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Post-Byzantine Arab rule qiblas prior to 750
Cook & Crone
Modern interest in the orientation of early mosques was prompted by Patricia Crone and Michael
Cook’s Hagarism: The Making of the Islamic World that noted:

‘… it is towards somewhere in north-west Arabia that (the early Muslims) appear to
have turned in prayer. In the first place, we have the archaeological evidence of two
Umayyad mosques in Iraq, that of Hajjaj in Wasit and another attributed to roughly
the same period near Baghdad. These mosques are oriented far too north by 33
degrees and 30 degrees respectively; and with this we may compare the literary
testimony to the effect that the Iraqi qibla lay to the west. Secondly, we have the
literary evidence relating to Egypt. From the Islamic side there is a tradition that the
mosque of ʿAmr b. al-ʿAs in Fustat pointed too far north, and had to be corrected under
the governership of Qurra b. Sharik’
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Dan Gibson
A thorough study of early Islamic qiblas has been made by Dan Gibson with his results published in
Early Islamic Qiblas: A survey of mosques built between 1AH/622 C.E. and 263 AH/876 C.E, 2017.
Gibson maintains an online data base lined with updated and revised information:
http://thesacredcity.ca/data.html. This features links to the locations of the sites on Google Earth,
overlaid with the directions from each site to Jerusalem, Mecca, Petra, and a point midway between
Petra and Mecca, and also the actual orientation of the site in question. Screenshots from this
website, which are pictured below, in which:
 Black arrows indicating the direction to Jerusalem
 Red arrows indicating the direction to Petra
 Green arrows indicating the direction to Mecca
 Yellow arrows indicating the direction to a point midway between Petra and
_ A blue line indicating the actual orientation of the site.

Accessed in March 2020, this database proposes 39 Islamic sites with ascertainable qibla directions
likely built prior to 750 (the date of the Abbasid Revolution). It is considered that six of these sites
have slim evidential weight.
•

The original qibla direction of the Mosque of ’Amr ibn al-’As, Fustat, Egypt and the Qasr ElBai’j cannot be reliably determined,

•

Um el-Jimal was a settlement in which the possible identification of a building (orientated
towards Petra) as a mosque is uncertain,

•

The Graveyard of Sidi Ukba is problematic because it would rely upon the orientation of
individual tombs, and of bodies within graves.

•

Two sites, the Zeila Qiblatain, a ruins of a mosque in Somalia, and the Sana’a Grand
Mosque, are of little help since in both cases they lie upon a virtually straight line that links
them with all three of the cities which form proposed qiblas: Jerusalem, Petra and Mecca:
Zeila Qiblatain,
Somalia

Sana’a Grand
Mosque, Yemen
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The Petra Qibla
Of the remaining thirty-three sites, fifteen appear to be oriented towards Petra.
Of these only three may pre-date the reign of Abd al-Malik:
The Hama Great
Mosque, Syria

Aqaba (Ayla) Mosque
at the Gulf of Aqaba

The Church of the
Kathisma Mihrab

(in the satellite
photograph Gibson
appear to have
mistaken the Great
Mosque, here circled,
which he describes, for
another mosque, but
due to the street plan
both appear to be
similarly aligned.)

Ayla (Aqaba)
The official archaeological report on the Ayla mosque ruins1 draws attention to a mihrab in the
south-west facing wall, suggesting that the building was in fact oriented southwest rather than
north-east towards Petra. If this was so, it would have been oriented directly towards Mount Sinai, a
place to which pilgrims departed from Ayla.2 However, Dan Gibson points out that mihrabs are only
known to have been added to buildings in the eight century and that by the time that this mihrab
was added, mosque authorities may have considered the southern direction preferable as closer to
Mecca than the northern wall.

Archaeological diagram of Ayla showing the pillared
mosque with a mihrab in the south-west facing wall
(circled in red).

1
2

See Ayla: Art and Industry in the Islamic Port of Aqaba, 1994, Donald Whitcomb
Byzantium and Islam: Age of Transition, 7th-9th Century, 2012
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For the Church of the Kathisma, see Who Wrote the Qur’an? … VIII The Church of the Kathisma.

Two sites are likely built by Abd al-Malik (ruled 685-705), both of them parts of the Temple Mount
complex: (see Who Wrote the Qur’an? VIII The Masjid al-Haram)

The Dome of the
Chain, Jerusalem

Al Aqsa mosque,
Jeruslaem
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Two Petra-facing buildings, the Khirbat al-Minya and Anjar Palace Mosque, Beirut are sites believed
to have been built by Abd al-Malik’s immediate successor, his son Walid I (ruled 705-715).
One, Qasr Qastal, is attributed to his brother Yazid II (ruled 720-724),
Another, the Khirbat al Mafjar, is attributed to a further son of Abd al-Malik, Hisham ibn Abd alMalik (ruled 724-743).
A further building, the Qasr al-Mushatta is believed to have been guilt by Yaziid II’s son, Walid II
(ruled 743-744).

Khirbat al-Minya,
shore of lake Tiberias

Anjar Palace mosque,
Beirut

Qasr Qastal,
Jordan

Qasr al-Mushatta
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The Khirbat al Mafjar
mosque, Jericho

A further five sites oriented towards Petra are of unknown date:
Qasr Humeima,
Jordan

Qasr Mushash,
Jordan

Um Walid near al
Zafaran

Mosque of the Seven
Sleepers, Jordan
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Jerash Umayyad
Mosque

The ’Between’ Qibla
Gibson also identifies sites that appear to be oriented towards a point mid-way between Petra and
Mecca. These include a the ruins of a mosque that he proposes to be the first of this ‘Between’ qibla
mosques, the historically significant Al-Wasit mosque, built by Abd al-Malik’s governor of the
eastern provinces Abu Muhammad al-Hajjaj, the important Aman Citadel and five large mosques
still in use today.
Al-Wasit (Al-Hajjaj)
Mosque, Iraq

Damascus Umayyad
Mosque

Masjid al Tarikh
Khana, Northern Iran

Jami'a al-Umawi
al-Kabir, Aleppo

Mosque of Bosra,
Syria

Amman Citadel,
Jordan

Baalbek Mosque
The Lebanon

Harran University &
Mosque, Turkey

Qasr Al-Kharana,
Jordan

Khan el Zabib,
Jordan

Qasr Hayr al-Gharbi,
Syria

Qasr Hayr al-Sharqi,
Syria
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The ‘Parallel’ Qibla
Gibson identified a further qibla, (after Jerusalem, Petra and the ‘Between’ qibla), which he names
as the Parallel qibla i.e. following a line broadly parallel to the line between Petra and Mecca. These
are mostly in Spain and North Africa, and many are built after 750. Those built before 750 include
the Sidi Ghanem Mosque, Algeria, claimed to be the oldest African mosque, having been founded in
678, and Jami Ul Zaytuna, Tunisia.

Sidi Ghanem Mosque,
Algeria

Jami Ul Zaytuna
Tunisia
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The Mecca Qibla
The only three mosques that Gibson could identify as likely built before 750 and oriented towards
Mecca, are: the ruins of a mosque at Banbhore, Pakistan, which bears an inscription dating it to
727, Qasr Bayir in Jordan and the Amman Palace, also in Jordan (of which a mosque is separately
oriented towards the ‘Between’ qibla, see above).

Banbhore,
Pakistan

Qasr Bayir,
Jordan

Amman Palace,
Jordan

Only one mosque, dated prior to 750, unambiguously faces towards Jerusalem: Qasr Tuba:

Qasr Tuba,
Jordan
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Summary
Excluding those sites for which the qibla is unclear or ambiguous, and the Dome of the Rock which is
clearly designed to focus attention inwardly rather than towards any external point, Gibson has
located thirty-three buildings, built or converted by the Arab conquerors in the first one hundred
and twenty years following the reported death of Muhammad for which a qibla can be discerned.
These are as follows:

15 x

Petra

3x

Mecca (the earliest dateable of which was built in 727)

1x

Jerusalem

12 x

towards a point midway between Petra and Mecca,

2x

(both North African): parallel to a line between Petra and Mecca
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Dan Gibson’s thesis
Based upon these findings, Dan Gibson proceeds to assert a three-stage process of mosque
construction:
1. All early mosques were oriented towards Petra.
2. The qibla directions thereafter show a ‘time of confusion’ in which:
•

some mosques continued to be built facing Petra,

•

others were built towards a midway point between Petra and Mecca,

•

some, especially in North Africa and Spain faced south, along a line
parallel to the line from Petra to Mecca, and

•

from 727, some mosques started to be built facing Mecca itself.

3. After the Abbasid Revolution of 750 all new and rebuilt mosques were
constructed facing towards Mecca.

Gibson proposes that Petra was the birthplace of Islam: the place where Mohammed received his
first revelations, the setting for the ‘Masjid al-Haram’ and the ‘Ka’aba’ referred to in the Qur’an,
His supports this thesis by observing, in addition to the early mosque qiblas, the following:
Petra lies about sixty kilometres from the Dead Sea and features associated
with Lot’s Wife and the destruction of Sodom, referred to as nearby in the
Qur’an3.
Petra fits the topographical and vegetation description of Mecca contained in
the biographies of Mohammed:
▪

It is located within a narrow, steep sided valley, with an upper and
lower valley entrance, and adjacent to a parallel valley,

▪

it has trees and fields, and a loamy soil, consistent with the
traditional accounts;

It boasts spectacular rock hewn buildings that might reasonably earn it a
soubriquet such as ‘mother of cities’.
There are caves in the surrounding hills that show signs, such as devotional
carvings, of having been used for religious contemplation, such as that
described as having been undertaken by Mohammed.
It has/had, consistent with traditional Islamic narratives:

3

{37.137}, see Who Wrote the Qur’an? II Quranic Themes and Sources.
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▪

a prominent man-made water channel running from one side of the
main valley to the other, such as Ibn Umar was said to have followed,

▪

city walls

▪

a Temple to Dushara, referred to in an early Islamic account

It has been called:
▪

‘Mecca’ and,

▪

in Roman times, ‘the Mother of All Settlements’, per Emperor Marcus
Aurelius,)
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Petra
 Petra caves, probably originally tombs
but some also showing signs of use for
religious contemplation

This tourist map of Petra
showing the two parallel valleys



The water channel is now used as
a tourist footpath to preserve the
ruined colonnaded street
(shown with two parallel lines of
blue dots on the tourist map)
to which it runs parallel.
 A rock-hewn facade along the
narrow path linking the two
valleys

The red circle shows
the site Gibson
identifies as the
original Ka’aba.
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Petra contains a stone structure, close to the Temple of Dushara, within a walled precinct. This
structure is said by Gibson to match the dimensions given for the Ka’aba by Muhammad ibn
'Abd Allah Al-Azraqi in Kitab Akhbar Makkah, thought to have been written in the eighth
century. Al-Azraqi gave dimensions for a structure that he described as the original Ka’aba
built by Abraham (although the precision of these dimensions suggests that Al Azraqi was
measuring out a structure that still existed in his lifetime:
He (Ibrahim) built the house and made its height nine cubits, and its length thirty-two
cubits from the black corner to the Shami (Syrian) corner …
and made the width between the Shami corner to the gharbi (western) corner …
twenty two cubits, and made the width of the Yamani (Yemen) side twenty cubits and
this is similar as the basis of Adam’s building He created a door opening … and Ibrahim
did not put a roof for the Ka’bah’4
The fourth side is said to be 31 cubits, although this does not appear in the quotation above.
However, an attempt by Gibson to replicate Al-Azraqi’s dimensions onto a Google Earth image of the
Patra ‘Ka’aba’, (reconstructed below) is inconclusive.5

4

From The Second Mosque on earth that Islamic Jerusalem Forgot, revealing the Ancient Al-Aqsa Mosque.
Haithem GF. Al-Ratrout, Journal of Islamic Jerusalem Studies, 2003.
5
Another Arab historian of early ‘Mecca’, al-Fakhi, described the boundaries of the Masjid al-Haram area:
‘On the route to Madinah (i.e. north) it is before the area of Tan‘im, three (Arab) miles from Makkah,
both naming the houses of Nifar as the limit in this direction. This is the closest area of the Hil to the
Haram at just over six kilometres away from the centre, i.e. the Ka‘bah.
On the route to Yemen (i.e. south), it is at Ida’at Libn by the Valley of Libn, seven (Arab) miles away,
known today as al-‘Ukayshiyah.
On the route to Jeddah (i.e. west), it is at the intersection of al-A‘shash, ten (Arab) miles away,
approximately 21 km, known today as al-Shumaysi (or al-Hudaiybiyah).
On the old route to Taif (i.e. southeast), it passes by the mount of Arafat passing through the valley of
Namirah, at eleven (Arab) miles.
On the route to Iraq (i.e. northwest), by the valley of Khall, seven [Arab] miles away, about 15 km
away close to the village of al-Sharaa’i‘.
On the route to alJi‘ranah (i.e. north-northwest), by the neighbourhood (shi‘b) of Aal Abdullah ibn
Khalid ibn Usayd, nine [Arab] miles away, approximately 19 km)
Mapping the Sacred: The Haram Region of Makkah, Khalid El-Awasi
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In relation to the establishment of modern Mecca, Dan Gibson draws attention to the twelve-year
rebellion (680-692) of Abdullah ibn Zubayr. This is described most fully by al-Tabari in the ninth
century, who states that ibn Zubayr’s rebellion took place in Mecca, and that at some stage, for an
unexplained reason, ibn Zubayr destroyed the Ka’aba. Gibson points out inconsistencies between
this setting and journeys to Damascus that various parties to the story are said to have made. He
also points out a missing year in al-Tabari’s account, shortly after ibn Zubayr is said to have acquired
a number of horses and camels, animals that Gibson points out would have had little use in
defending a siege.
Gibson proposes that the significance of the original Masjid al-Haram/Ka’aba/Mecca was as a setting
for the ‘black stone’ (that is embedded into a corner of the current Ka’aba). Gibson speculates that
al-Zubayr had sent the black rock into the safety of the remote Hijazi desert, and that after the
crushing of his rebellion its guardians built a new Ka’aba for it there, beyond the reach of the
Umayyads. The building of the Ka’aba is marked by an inscription discovered near Ta’if dated ‘78’ (ie
697)6. Gibson proposes that the new location for the Black Stone/Ka’aba was given official
recognition when the Umayyad Caliphate was toppled by the Abbasid Caliphate in 750, and an
official biography of Muhammad was commissioned from Ibn Ishaq.

6

See Who Wrote the Qur’an? VI Inscriptions
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Conclusions
1. Dan Gibson’s discoveries demonstrate beyond doubt that Petra clearly had great
religious significance to the early post-Byzantine Arab rulers. That so many
important buildings oriented towards, or in relation to Petra cannot be a
coincidence. The earliest Meccan orientated mosque is the Bambhore
Gibson’s proposed explanation for the founding of present day Mecca is plausible and
corroborated by the ‘building of the Ka’aba’ rock inscription.
However, Gibson’s thesis has three major limitations:
i.

It offers no clear explanation for the changing of the qibla in the Qur’an.
If this had been a change away from somewhere, towards Petra (as the
subsequent Petra-facing buildings might suggest) where did the Quranic
community originally face and what was the significance of the new
direction?

ii.

Moreover, much of his thesis is based upon Petra fitting the traditional
biography of Muhammad, but this biography can be demonstrated to be
wholly unreliable as evidence, since it:
contains many important episodes that replicate biblical
stories,
makes no explanation for key elements of the Qur’an, such
as its Jewish and Christian themes and sources.
As a result, it may well be the case that Muhammad’s first biographer, Ibn
Ishaq, merely placed the Muhammad story in a landscape resembling
Petra as a place that he was familiar with, whilst projecting this landscape
far south into Arabia.

iii.

Only three of Gibson’s qibla-structures even possibly predate the rule of
Abd al-Malik, and none of these are definitely seventh century. Therefore
Gibson’s findings do not contradict the possibility that the first postByzantine Arab rulers’ religious orientation was towards Temple Mount in
Jerusalem and that the first religious buildings constructed by the Arab
conquerors were there, including the Dome of the Rock, which did not
have a qibla, and was inwardly oriented.7

7

see Who Wrote the Qur’an? VIII The Masjid al-Haram). The Dome of the Chain is particularly interesting. It
appears to be built at the same time and in the same style as the Dome of the Rock, but, by providing a qibla
direction away from the Dome of the Rock, detracts from the Dome of the Rock’s fundamental purpose, to
focus prayers upon the former Holy of Holies
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It may be noted that at least one of the three potential pre-Abd al-Mallik buildings
(the Ayla mosque) is more likely to be oriented, not towards Petra but in the
opposite direction towards Sinai (Sinai being the only religious site unambiguously
referred to by name in the Qur’an), and another points to Jerusalem (Qasr Tuba),
whilst Muslims may have used the Church of the Kathisma for many years without
changing their direction of prayer.
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