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Kawkaban 

Fernando Varanda 

Ancient seat of a kingdom, capital of a 
province until the Republican revolution, 
and literally deserted since then, Kawka
ban sits on the edge of a steep cliff (at 
the foot of which nestles Shibam), domi
nating the valleys and hills from beyond 
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Thula to the plains of Sana'a. The town 
stretches along a ridge from a gate, Bab 
al-Hadid, that can be reached from Shi
bam by a stone path of steps carved out 
of the cliff. 

The origins of Kawkaban go back to the 
Himyarites. The oldest part of the town, 
or what is left of it, coincides with the 
ancient stronghold referred to by al-Ham
dani. An impregnable place until the 
advent of aeroplanes, Kawkaban was im
portant for centuries as the capital of the 
imams of the same name. Shibam held 
many lands and important towns (inclu
ding Hajjah, Tawila, Mahwit), and main
tained its independence both from the 
imams of Sana' a and from the Turks until 
its capitulation during the second Turkish 
invasion. It was a stronghold of the Re
publicans during the Civil War of 1962. 

The destruction caused by war and aban
donment has greatly ruptured the urban 
fabric of Kawkaban, but one can still see 

that large open spaces were included 
within the perimeter of the walls: in par
ticular, a central square which has the 
main mosque as one point of reference 
and, as another, the administration 
house. This may have been due to the 
town's role as a refuge for nearby vil
lages, one capable of resisting long 
sieges; hence, also, the granary pits and 
cisterns able to support a population that 
might swell to three times its normal size. 

The houses are sturdy, quadrangular 
standstone constructions, three to four 
storeys high. Detached buildings in 
walled compounds are found, as are 
buildings with roof courts and light wells 
for the floors below, a feature that is also 
found in Thula, in the regions of Sa'ada, 
and Dhamar. 

In the decoration of facades, elements 
appear that are of a tradition common to 
remote areas of the country (e.g. Khu
ban) such as friezes and flower-like inlays 



made with square stones disposed as 
lozenges. The strongest designs, however, 
are part of a vocabulary that extends its 
influence all the way to Mahwit and has 
its most striking expression in Thula. The 
quality of the stone itself - sandstone 
with pink or grey tones - probably con
tributed to the comparative restraint of 
inlays around windows, friezes along the 
floor and roof lines, and fan-light de
signs. In more recent buildings, decora
tive treatment has strong affinities with 
the style current in Tawila. Some very 
good examples of plaster carving and 
woodwork in interiors were observed in 
the very dilapidated houses of the imam. 

The market, which is of fair size and 
multi-linear, widens as soon as the walled 
precinct encircling the gate is crossed, 
and narrows as it approaches the square 
and the mosque. At the eastern end of 
town is a cluster of small houses and an 
isolated row of market stalls, now aban
doned, that formerly served the Jewish 
community, at a walking distance of 
some 20 minutes from the town. 

The recent opening of a motor road to 
Kawkaban and the introduction of 
modern utilities (electricity and tele
phone, but not, as yet, piped water) are 
causing an increase in new construction, 
in some cases super-imposed on the old 
structures. Some of the old houses have 
been externally plastered, apparently to 
consolidate loose stones, with green-dyed 
cement. A new school was built in the 
stretch of the square adjoining the main 
mosque, obscuring the former relation of 
the mosque to the square. 

The new buildings, including the 
school, have little to do with the appear
ance of historical Kawkaban. The stone 
used is white lava, and black lava is used 
for simple decorations. Lava is quarried 
and brought in by lorries. Openings are, 
in general, large windows that have be
come popular in the last ten to fifteen 
years, with takhrim fan-lights. To date, 
there is neither an official programme for 
the development of the town nor for the 
conservation of its unique characteristics. 
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