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Few things in the world can mystify us and tickle our imagination as much as ancient marvels of engineering that have been left behind by folks we will never come in contact with. Their monuments of culture and art stand as a testament to mankind’s perseverance but also aspiration toward greatness, whether scientific, artistic, or any other kind.

Our world is filled to the brim with such wonders, bestowed upon us by countless different cultures from every corner of the planet. Some are older or more renowned than others, but all remnants of civilizations of the past have one thing in common: they tell us invaluable stories. These are stories of lives led by people who seem infinitely distant from our perspective but might have as well lived yesterday as far as the grand scheme of time is concerned. They might have had a different outlook and daily life, but the essence of humanity remains fundamentally unchanged. 

That human essence, which has always striven toward greatness, adorns the monuments of culture we now behold and admire as tourists and archeologists alike. One of the finer examples of this is the ancient, enigmatic city of Petra, the jewel of present-day Jordan. Tucked away among the canyons and mountainous terrain in southern Jordan, the city of Petra has stood for well over 2,000 years. 

In that time, Petra has gone from an early settlement to a crucial and wealthy trading hub in the region, and then to a forgotten and abandoned city, hidden from the eyes of the Western world for centuries. The city was rediscovered, so to speak, only in the 19th century, quickly becoming a point of strong interest from archeologists and other curious folks. Today, Petra is one of Jordan’s greatest symbols and it draws in hundreds of thousands of tourists every year from all over the world. 

Often referred to as Jordan’s Rose City because of the red color of much of the sandstone used in its buildings, Petra is renowned for its unique, fascinating architecture. Carved in incredibly intricate detail, many of Petra’s most famous structures are essentially buildings that have been sculpted out of rock. Indeed, instead of building structures stone by stone and brick by brick, Petra’s masterful engineers chose to carve out entire buildings out of the abundant rock walls in the location’s many canyons. Of course, the city also has other types of structures, many of which were built via more traditional methods from the ground up. 

While the beautiful, sculpted facades of Petra are a sight to marvel at, they are far from the only wonders of engineering to be found at this ancient location. The builders of Petra were incredibly gifted individuals who accomplished feats in this arid, desert region that impress us to this day. 

Just what the inhabitants of Petra did and how they managed it will become clearer as we explore the history of this gem of world heritage. Of course, a lot of history fits into a period of more than two millennia, so we will journey into Petra’s past while taking into account the context of the realms and states it was a part of during that time. As is always the case with any ancient city, Petra’s history begins thousands of years ago when people were first drawn to the region.
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The history of Petra itself is shrouded in mystery and there are many holes in our knowledge of it. This is especially true for the long period before the city was actually established as the capital of the Nabataean Kingdom, which most likely happened around the 4th or 5th century BCE. However, we also don’t know much about Petra in the centuries leading up to its rediscovery in 1812. After the city lost its strategic importance in trade due to the opening of new trade routes, Petra was abandoned and relegated to obscurity, at least from the Western perspective. 

The city was called Raqmu by its inhabitants at the time while “Petra” is an external name derived from Greek, meaning “stone” or “rocks.” The city is also called Al-Batra in Arabic, owing to this being the official language in contemporary Jordan. 

Petra’s name is certainly appropriate not only because its buildings are either carved out of rock or built with rocks but also because of its locale. The landscape that the city occupies is full of canyons, rocky peaks, hills, tight passages between imposing rock walls, and much else. As fitting as its name might be, it may also be argued that it doesn’t really do Petra justice. 

This isn’t a roughly built ancient settlement or a collection of rocky ruins and collapsed walls that merely resemble something that used to be structures. Petra’s facades are so meticulously sculpted that some of its famous structures might as well be considered works of art. The architecture is a unique blend of various influences such as Greek, Egyptian, and Roman, with beautifully detailed pillars, big, marvelous entrances, and tall structures. All of these things communicate the qualities of a sophisticated, wealthy society, which the builders of Petra certainly were. 

That reputation must have been a thing of legend during Petra’s glory days, and it certainly attracted attention and inspired awe. Being an important trading hub, Petra was often host to many outside visitors, whether they came to do business or just to enjoy a resting stop along their way to parts unknown. However, as can be expected, the city’s opulence attracted unwanted attention as well. Petra was attacked on numerous occasions by various forces such as the Greeks and the Romans. Its rough locale would often prove to be one of Petra’s strengths in such situations, as its gorges and tight passageways were incredibly dangerous chokepoints for any hostile army hoping to capture or sack the city. Often times, Petra was successfully defended, but it couldn’t last forever and was eventually conquered. 

For centuries and in many different cultures that had established contact with Petra and its surroundings, Petra was an object of fascination and a source of many legends. It has also found its place in legends that are very familiar to us because local traditions have often made mention of those legends and added their own touch to them. For one, the Valley of Moses, also known as Wadi Musa, extends through Petra from east to west. 

Traditional accounts speak of an instance when Moses struck a particular rock, causing water to flow from it, sustaining the lives of the Israelites he led. This story is often connected to some of the local, natural springs, which were crucial for Petra’s survival. Additions to Petra’s written history were also later made by the Crusaders who passed through the region during their campaigns. These were the kinds of events that, in the early days, placed Petra into the stories known to some folks in the Western world and later fueled the legends and myths toward the Modern Era. 

Petra’s spectacular rise and somewhat quiet fall will become clearer as we go along the journey that is the tale of Jordan’s Rose City. Of course, as is the case with the history of any other place on our planet, that story begins with the first people. 
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