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Al-Hijaz – a region in the west of present-day Saudi Arabia defined primarily by its western border on 

the Red Sea.  Its main city is Jeddah, but it is probably better known for the Islamic holy cities of 

Mecca and Medina. 

Arabia – See Map A. 

Baghdad – commonly spelled Bagdad, this city is currently the capital of Iraq, sitting on the Tigris 

River in the heart of ancient Mesopotamia.  Known officially as Madinat al-Salam, the City of 

Peace, Baghdad was founded by the khalifahs of the Abbasid dynasty, replacing Damascus as the 

center of the Muslim empire.  In order to satisfy the class hierarchies, it was built as a circular 

fortress separated into quarters, each quarter housing a different tribe or social group.  At the center 

of the ring was the khalifah’s palace and the mosque, further isolating and emphasizing the 

khalifah’s superiority and power.  A thriving center of learning, commerce, and the arts, it features 

prominently in several of the stories of Arabian Nights and it is assumed that certain versions of the 

Arabian Nights tales were compiled at Baghdad’s court; however, there is no sufficient historical 

evidence to confirm that this is true. This was the location of Hârûn al-Rashîd’s court. See Map A. 

See Map B. 

 

 

Al-Raasheed Street in Baghdad 
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Basrah – the principle port located on the Persian Gulf in southeastern Iraq.  Although a center of 

cultural advancement, its history is fraught with conflict as a myriad of factions between the 7
th

 and 

16
th

 centuries fought for control of the city.  It is mentioned often in the Arabian Nights, especially 

as the home of Sinbad the Sailor.  See Map A.  See Map B. 

Iraq – a central country in the Middle East, Iraq is the home of Baghdad, the capital city of the Islamic 

world during the Abbasid dynasty.  See Map A.  See Map B. 

Kurdistan - an extensive plateau and mountain area, 

spread over large parts of what are now eastern 

Turkey, northern Iraq, and western Iran and 

smaller parts of northern Syria and Armenia.  

Although never a unified people, Kurdish society 

relies heavily on tribal units.  Their military 

prowess is well known and, therefore, they are 

often sought after as mercenaries.  See Map D. 

 

 

 

 

 

Malabar Coast – general term to describe the 

southwestern coast of India.  It lies between 

the Western Ghats range and the Arabian 

Sea and runs from south of Goa to Cape 

Comorin.  Although almost a continuous 

belt of sand dunes, the area has traditionally 

been the site of major trading ports and its 

cities are still considered quite 

cosmopolitan today. 

Hasankeyf, Kurdistan 

The small village of Kovalam on the Malabar Coast 
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Mecca – located in present day Saudi Arabia in the area known as al-Hijaz.  According to Islamic 

tradition, this city was the settlement of Ishmael’s descendants.  In addition to being Muhammad’s 

birthplace, Mecca was the principle site of Muhammad’s receipt of the Qur’ān and is considered the 

holiest city in Islam.  All Muslims are called to undertake the Hajj (See pdf on Islam), or a 

pilgrimage to this city each year and most achieve the Hajj at least once in their lifetimes.  Over 13 

million Muslims visit the city each year and although it has grown over the years in population and 

modernity, non-Muslims are still prohibited from entering the city.  See Map A.  See Map B. 

Medinah – located in present day 

Saudi Arabia in the area known as 

al-Hijaz, north of Mecca.  In 622 

C.E., Muhammad and his followers 

were warned of a plot to 

assassinate the prophet and 

escaped to the city of Yathrib, 200 

miles north of Mecca.  Upon their 

arrival, the prophet renamed the 

city Madinat un-Nabi or “City of 

the Prophet.”  As the second 

holiest city of Islam, it was here 

that Muslims believe Muhammad 

received the final verses of the 

Qur’ān (known as the medinan 

sûras).  The city is home to several 

important mosques, including the 

three oldest mosques in Islam: Al- 

Masjid al-Nabawi (The Prophet's Mosque) which also contains the tomb of Muhammad, Quba 

Mosque (the first mosque in Islam's history), and Masjid al-Qiblatain (the mosque where the qibla, 

or direction of daily prayer, was switched to Mecca).  Like Mecca, the city is restricted to Muslims 

only.  See Map A.  See Map B. 

Mosul – currently the third largest city in Iraq, it lies in the northeastern region of the country on the 

west bank of the Tigris River.  During medieval times, the city was a large producer of luxury 

textiles interwoven with silver and gold threads.  The city has had a traditionally Kurdish population.  

See Map B. 

 

 

 

Al-Masjid al-Nabawi (The Prophet's Mosque) 
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Persia – until 1935, Persia was the name 

for the area now known as the country 

of Iran.  It is the location of several 

powerful empires dating back to the 6
th

 

century B.C.E. and its culture was 

highly influenced by a series of 

invaders including Alexander the Great, 

the Sāsānids, and finally Muslim Arabs 

in the 7
th

 century C.E.  Persia officially 

adopted the name Iran in 1935.  For 

more information see the Encyclopædia 

Britannica’s articles on Iran and 

Ancient Iran.  See Map A.  See Map B. 

Iranian molded tile showing four nobles at the court of 

Nāṣer al-Dīn Shah; Ceramic, mid-19th century 

http://www.britannica.com.erl.lib.byu.edu/EBchecked/topic/293359/Iran
http://www.britannica.com.erl.lib.byu.edu/EBchecked/topic/851961/ancient-Iran
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Map A - Abbasid Caliphate and Fragmentation, 786 to 1194 
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Map B – Current Middle Eastern Boundaries 
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Map C – Middle East – Area Comparison 
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Map D – Kurdish Settlement 
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