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Arabian archaeology

Qatar
Although today Qatar is ris-

ing to prominence as one of 
the wealthiest of the Arab 
Gulf states, historically the 

country is something of an enigma. For 
example, the Qatar peninsula, which 
points northwards from the middle of 
the Arabian Gulf (Fig 1), did not rou-
tinely appear on maps until the mid-
19th century. Before then the towns and 
villages of Qatar were shown as part of 
a gently curving coastline which con-
tinued unbroken from Kuwait to Abu 
Dhabi. Similarly the history of Qatar is 
less well known than that of its neigh-
bours, though recent research and doc-
umentation have begun to place the 
country within its historical context.

The first scientific archaeological 
fieldwork in Qatar was carried out by a 
Danish expedition in the 1950s, which 
focused on prehistoric remains. In 
1973 the British archaeologist Beatrice 
di Cardi carried out a rapid survey of 
archaeological sites of all periods, and 
this has formed the basis for subse-
quent fieldwork in the country. Later 
in the 1970s and early 1980s, a series 
of French missions conducted excava-
tions and surveys in the region of al-
Khor on the east coast. 

The results of this first phase of field-
work provided a fascinating glimpse at 
the archaeology of Qatar. For example 
there is little evidence for human occu-
pation in Qatar prior to the Neolithic 
and the earliest excavated settlement 
of al-Shagra on the south coast has 
been dated to 6000 BC. Other sites 
from the Neolithic period include 
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the site of al-Da’asa on the west coast, 
where sherds of ’Ubaid pottery from 
Iraq indicate contacts with the ancient 
civilisations of southern Mesopotamia 
as early as the 5th millennium BC. 
French excavations in the vicinity of al-
Khor revealed a number of Bronze Age 
sites from the 2nd and 3rd millennium, 
including a series of installations for 
producing purple dye from the shells 
of sea snails. The most significant late 
prehistoric remains discovered thus 
far in Qatar are in the vicinity of Umm 
al-Ma’ on the west coast, and com-
prise a large number of small burial 
mounds. A small proportion of these 
have been excavated to reveal buri-
als with iron swords dating from the 
1st century BC to the 1st century AD. 
From the Islamic period the most sig-
nificant work has been the investiga-
tion of the Abbasid site of Murwab by 
a series of French expeditions. The site 
includes a fort, a mosque, and more 
than 250 houses, and is one of several 
8th-century Abbasid sites known in the 
Arabian Gulf.

In recent years, Qatar Museums 
Authority under the leadership of 
Abdullah al-Najjar and the Head of 
Antiquities, Faisal al-Naimi, have 
begun a vigorous programme of 
archaeological research aimed at pro-
viding a firm base for understanding 

Qatar’s unique archaeological heritage. 
Several archaeological excavations had 
been undertaken in Qatar in previous 
years, although the majority of these 
were quite small in scale, and were pre-
dominantly concerned with prehistoric 
settlement and connections with the 
ancient civilisations of Mesopotamia, 
which controlled the north-western 
shores of the Gulf. However, Qatar also 
has a rich heritage from the Islamic 
period (AD 630–1900), and the coun-
try contains interesting sites that were 
virtually unknown before the recent 
initiatives carried out by the Qatar 
Museums Authority.

One of the most significant features 
of the Qatar coast is the presence of the 
world’s largest pearl bank, which lies 
off the north-west shores of the coun-
try. The location of this pearl bank, 
together with the availability of fresh 
water around the northern coast, led 
to the development of a large number 
of settlements during the 18th and 19th 
centuries. Some of these sites are men-
tioned in historical documents, but 
neither their date nor size is generally 
recorded in the literature. However, the 
largest of the coastal settlements was 
the ancient city of Zubara located near 
Ras al-Sharig on the north-west coast 
of Qatar. The large and abandoned site 
was also one of the few settlements to 

Islamic period

Fig 1. The peninsula 
that forms the emirate 
of Qatar protrudes 
into the Arabian Gulf. 
Photo: NASA, courtesy 
of the SeaWiFS 
Project, Goddard 
Space Flight Center, 
and ORBIMAGE.
 
Fig 2. Silver Indian 
Rupees found hidden 
in the wall of the 
mosque at Murwab.
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have been investigated before the cur-
rent series of archaeological projects, 
while it continues to be the subject of 
excavations presently being carried out 
by researchers from the University of 
Copenhagen. However, Zubara did not 
exist in isolation and a series of exca-
vations undertaken by the University 
of Wales has investigated some of the 
less well known settlements that flour-
ished before, during, and after the rise 
of Zubara.

The most recent excavations car-
ried out by the University of Wales on 
behalf of the Qatar Museums Authority 
focused on a coastal site on the west-
ern side of Ras al-Sharig, located less 
than 5km from Zubara. The excava-
tions were carried out in the context 
of a development proposal and were 
intended to be exploratory in nature, 
though the presumption was that the 
site was little more than a temporary 
coastal fishing settlement. The excava-
tion lasted for over three months and 
revealed a series of substantial stone 
walled buildings stretching over 500m 
along the edge of a small bay. The loca-
tion of the site is significant because it 
is one of the few places on the north-
ern Qatar coast where deep water is 
located next to the coast forming a 
natural port. The attribution of the site 
as a port is confirmed by the presence 
of an ancient stone built jetty, which 
protrudes into the sea and gives direct 
access to the deep water. Prominent 
structures at the settlement included 
a mosque, a fort, several large court-
yard houses and at least 30 smaller 
buildings. 

The mosque is located at the high-
est point of the site in the centre of 
the settlement, and faces west towards 
the sea. It comprises a small rectan-
gular building with a courtyard, por-
tico and prayer room with a recessed 
mihrab (prayer niche) and minbar 
(pulpit). A series of rooms were also 
attached to the rear of the mosque 
with their own separate entrance. The 
mosque appears to have been built in 
several phases, the last of which saw 
the structure supported by exterior 
buttresses. Finds within the mosque 
complex included an inscribed piece 

of plaster from near the mihrab and a 
hoard of silver Indian rupees hidden in 
the wall of one of the rooms in the rear 
(Fig 2).

The fort is located to the south of  
the mosque and comprises a large rect-
angular enclosure with at least one 
corner tower (the excavation is incom-
plete and it is anticipated that more 
towers will be located). The masonry 
of the enclosure wall and the corner 
tower are of high quality, though no 
more than two courses high. This sug-
gests that the stones were removed for 
use in other (later) buildings on the 
site (Fig 3). One of the more interest-
ing finds from this part of the site is 
an iron cannonball, which was found 
next to a collapsed section of wall (Fig 
4). It is thought that the cannonball 

Fig 3. Corner tower of 
the fort at Murwab.

Fig 4. Cannon ball 
from 19th century 
destruction.

Fig 5. Bronze bell 
excavated from the 
courtyard house.

Fig 6. Date-press 
(madbassa) during 
excavation.
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dates to the bombardment of the site 
by British ships in the late 19th century. 
Canonballs were also found elsewhere 
on the site and may account for the 
final destruction of the settlement.

The third main element of the site 
to be excavated was a large courtyard 
house at the northern end of the site. 
This building was evidently in use for 
some time, and at least four different 
phases of construction were identified. 
In addition there were several destruc-
tion levels, which appear in the dra-
matic form of thick, burnt layers. The 
earliest phase of occupation at this site 
is represented by a series of post-holes 
cut into the bedrock. Neither the date 
nor function of these is known, but 
their presence clearly indicates human 
activity prior to the construction of the 
stone buildings. 

The finds from the excavation 
included many different artefacts, 
ranging from Chinese coffee cups to 
bronze bells and wooden smoking 
pipes (Fig 5). The date range of this 
material appears to be 18th–19th cen-
tury, though as yet there are no defini-
tive dates for the earliest phase of the 
site. 

One of the most interesting aspects 
of the site is the presence of more than 
15 date presses (Fig 6). A date-press 
(madbassa) is a specialised storage area 
where dates are stored in sacks for sev-
eral months, during which time date 
syrup seeps through the sacks and is 
collected in special jars or tanks. Date-
presses are known from at least the 3rd 
millennium BC, and have been found 
near date palm plantations in most 
countries of the Gulf, from Oman to 
Kuwait. However, date palms are not 
numerous in Qatar today, suggesting 
that the fruit may have been imported 
to the site from neighbouring regions 
such as al-Hasa in Saudi Arabia, or 
the islands of Bahrain. Alternatively, 
date palm plantations in the area may 
have disappeared due to a change in 
the groundwater conditions in north-
ern Qatar.

This excavation, together with the 
other archaeological projects in north-
ern Qatar, will significantly change 
our understanding of the late Islamic 
period in the Arabian Gulf. From being 
an area largely unknown to archaeolo-
gists, Qatar will become a key compo-
nent in understanding how the Gulf 
became integrated into international 
trading systems from the 15th century 
onwards. n

Dr Andrew Petersen is a lecturer in 
Islamic archaeology at the University 
of Wales and has carried out 
fieldwork across the Middle East.
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