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Roy Marom
The Cave of the Patriarchs (al-Haram al-Ibrahimi) in Muslim Tradition

The article examines a corpus of Muslim traditions relating to the Cave of the Patriarchs
(al-Haram al-Ibrahimi), found in the historical chronicle of Mujir al-Din al-Hanbali
(d. 925 AH) and the travelogue of ‘Abd al-Ghani al-Nabulsi (d. 1143 AH). Hebron was
relatively unknown to early Muslims, and the identification of the Cave of the Patriarchs
with the tomb of Patriarch Abraham (Ibrahim al-Khalil) stems from its longstanding
identification in Judeo-Christian tradition. On the political level, Muslim traditions relating
to the Cave of the Patriarchs aim to appropriate the sacred spaces of the defeated religions.
This appropriation underscores the primacy and legitimacy of the new religion over the old
ones, and mirrors the appropriation of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem.

In the spirit of Judeo-Christian tradition, the Cave of the Patriarchs was identified as the
final resting place of members of Abraham’s extended family. These included Abraham’s
wife Sarah; his son Isaac, alongside his wife Rebecca; his grandchildren Esau and Jacob,
the latter alongside his wife Leah; and even his great-grandchild Joseph. Pilgrimage rites
developed around the purported sepulchers of Abraham’s family. In prayers first recorded in
the thirteenth century CE, Abraham’s extended family is termed ah! al-nubu’a wa ma ‘din
al-risala (“The Kinship of Prophesy and the Origin of the Apostleship”). Muslims identified
the complex as the burial place of Adam, Noah and Shem, and connected it with the deeds
of Solomon and the Prophet Muhammad. These last two identifications are independent
developments within Muslim tradition, and did not circulate extensively. Indeed, their

circulation was limited to al-Sham (Greater Syria), and therefore was local in character.

Keywords: Hebron, Al-Khalil, Cave of the Patriarchs, Al-Nabulsi, Muslim tradition
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