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FOREWORD 

I welcome with great pleasure this volume on the Italian researches over al-Balīd site published by the 
University of Naples “L’Orientale”. This is a further sign of how actual, dynamic and tangible is the 
collaboration between Italy and Oman in the archaeological field. Since the 1970s, the contribution of the 
Italian archaeological missions to the development of the relationship between the two countries has been 
essential. Thanks to the enthusiasm of the Omani authorities in promoting studies and research on the history 
of the Sultanate, Italian universities have always found responsive and supporting stakeholders, willing to 
facilitate excavations, analysis and in-depth activities by the archaeologists. Italian universities have always 
shared and agreed the goals and the features of their research with the Omani authorities, thus helping build a 
solid relationship of collaboration and trust, which has turned into a constant dialogue, joint activities and 
publications. These collaborations have also paved the way to a cooperation in the cultural and restoration 
sectors which allowed to share Italian conservation techniques with the Sultanate.  

As part of the Vision 2040, the economic diversification strategy, the Omani authorities are focusing on 
the development of the tourism sector thanks to the appeal of the great historical heritage of Oman. The 
collaboration with Italy also supported the inclusion of several Omani sites studies by Italian scholars in the 
UNESCO World Heritage List. This is a great recognition of Italy and its scholars. 

In this framework, the activity of “L’Orientale” in Dhofar is extremely important. This part of Oman is 
a key area for studies on the development of coastal civilizations in Southern Arabia. The research allows us 
to understand the relations that the Dhofar had with the rest of the region, from the African coasts the shores 
of Asia. This highlights the roots of the openness of the Sultanate to the world, which still today makes the 
maritime dimension a pillar of Oman’s development. The interest of the Omani Authorities for Dhofar – the 
birthplace of late Sultan Qaboos bin Said – and its potential for cultural tourism thanks to the presence of 
important UNESCO sites, makes the continuation of the studies on al-Balīd as promising as ever. 

Since 2021, the Mission led by Prof. Roberta Giunta has received funds from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs and International Cooperation of Italy. Italy has been supporting the work of Italian archaeologists in 
the Sultanate for over 40 years, thus gaining the appreciation of the Omani authorities at the highest level. 
Whilst recalling with great pleasure my participation to the roundtable of June 2021, I wish the mission full 
success in its research, which will be able to clarify still unknown aspects of the long history of Omani 
civilization. 

A special thanks goes to the Ministry of Heritage and Tourism of the Sultanate of Oman, a strong partner 
of Italy and which has been supporting this new project. With the same spirit, I would like to express my 
gratitude to Professor Roberta Giunta and the co-director Dr. Andrea D’Andrea, as well as their working group, 
and Dr. Alexia Pavan in particular, for their dedication and constant collaboration with the Embassy of Italy in 
Muscat. 

Alessandro Garbellini 
Deputy Head of Mission Embassy of Italy in Muscat 





INTRODUCTION 

This volume collects the contributions presented at the remote round table “The site of Ẓafār/al-Balīd 
(Sultanate of Oman). Archaeological investigations between past and present”, held at the University of Naples 
L’Orientale on 18th June 2021. The choice to organise a workshop and not a traditional conference arose from 
the need to create an opportunity for exchange and comparison among the scholars and experts who have 
worked in different fields at al-Balīd during recent years. This opportunity for discussion was also necessary 
given the peculiar historical moment: in 2020 the Office of the Adviser to His Majesty the Sultan for Cultural 
Affairs, under whose aegis the work of J. Zarins and L.S. Newton (2015-2012) and subsequently of A. Pavan 
(2016-2020) had been carried out, was closed and the activities passed under the Ministry of Heritage and 
Tourism of the Sultanate of Oman. Moreover, the pandemic crisis of 2020 had caused a forced and prolonged 
interruption of fieldwork, requiring a change in the strategy of the archaeological activities conducted since 
2021 by the mission of the University of Naples “L’Orientale”, co-directed by Roberta Giunta and Andrea 
D’Andrea. 

It was therefore a priority to organise a meeting from which, on the one hand, the state of the art about 
the current knowledge of the site could emerge and, on the other hand, new research trajectories could be 
outlined. The last few years of work at al-Balīd have been characterised by a multidisciplinary approach, 
which, alongside the more traditional methods of archaeological investigation, first and foremost the 
stratigraphic excavation, has included the collaboration of experts from various sectors, from geo-
archaeological investigations aimed at the reconstruction of the palaeo-environment, to the study of ceramics 
from both the Islamic Lands and East Asia, numismatics and wooden elements reused in architecture and, 
finally, the 3D survey of the citadel.  

Despite the work that has been carried out, there is still much to be understood about the foundation of 
the city, its urban layout with its transformations, its relationship with the surrounding area and the ethnic 
components that are presumed to have inhabited it.  

Only a holistic and interdisciplinary approach will allow us to try to understand many of the still unclear 
issues of the settlement’s development and therefore archaeological field research must necessarily be 
accompanied by a recovery and a re-reading of the available written tradition that may record different sources, 
Chinese, Arabic and also European.  

The geographic location of the site represents a privileged perspective to outline a model of an Islamic 
city in southern Arabia at least for the middle and late Islamic period. In fact, al-Balīd is the only medieval city 
along the Indian Ocean coast where excavations can be carried out, given the political instability in Yemen and 
the lack of evidence along the eastern part of the coast, with the exception of Qalhāt, which was however 
abandoned in the 16th century. 

The proceedings of this conference represent a starting point for a new season of investigations in al-
Balīd including the contribution that scholars from different research perspectives can make to the 
understanding of life of this important crossroad in the East-West trade routes. The main purpose was to 
produce a “handbook” that could be used by those working on-field, also to guide necessary subsequent studies 
on the ancient landscape and on the materials. However, we are committed to continuing our investigations 
through activities aimed at understanding the urban development of the site, but also delineating the cultural 
and natural environment in which the site was able to develop and prosper for many centuries. 

Our heartfelt thanks go to the authors who contributed with their articles and research to this volume. 
The resumption of investigations in al-Balīd can only be achieved by bringing together a young and old group 
of scholars who are experts in different fields and moved by a spirit of interdisciplinary collaboration. 

Works at al-Balīd have been possible thanks to the cooperation with the Ministry of Heritage and 
Tourism and we would like to thank the Minister, HE Salim bin Mohammed Al Mahrouqi, Dr Sultan Al Bakri, 
Director General for Archaeology and Dr Ali Al Mahrouqi, Director of Surveys and Archaeological 



Excavations in Muscat for their support to the resumption of activities at the site. 
In Ṣalālah Mr Khaled Abdullah Al Abri, Director General of Heritage and Tourism in the Governorate 

of Dhofar, Mr Ali Al Kathiri, Director of the Land of Frankincense Sites Department, and Mr Said al Amri, 
Supervisor of the site of al-Balīd, are heartfelt thanked for the strict and fruitful collaboration on the field, in 
the logistic and for their continuous support.  

Warda Al Shahri, Salem Ghassani and Salem Tabook did a great job in the organization of the store and 
the conservation of the findings. 

Warm and due thanks must also be directed to HE Abdulaziz bin Mohammed Al Rowas, former Adviser 
to the former HM the Sultan for Cultural Affairs who first believed in the potential of the site and initiated the 
development of the works at al-Balīd. 

The efforts of surveyors, restorers, technicians and geologists have to be mentioned as well, in particular 
we are grateful to M. Cremaschi, S. Laurenza, A. Massa, A. Tilia, A. Zerboni for their contribution to the round 
table. 

Finally, we really would address a heartfelt thanks to the Italian Embassy in Muscat in the person of HE 
Federica Favi, Italian Ambassador in the Sultanate and Dr Alessandro Garbellini, Deputy Head of Mission, 
whose constant support has been essential for an easier resumption of the activities at the site and the Italian 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation for the economic and political support provided to 
the mission. 

The editors 
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THE HISTORY AS TOLD BY THE POTTERY: 
AN INSIGHT INTO THE LAST OCCUPATION PHASE OF THE CITADEL OF AL-BALĪD 

Agnese Fusaro, ERAAUB Team, Department of History and Archaeology, University of Barcelona 

This paper presents some of the most interesting results of the research work conducted between 2016 
and 2018 on the ceramic findings of the Islamic period collected at the citadel of al-Balīd during the most 
recent excavations (Pavan et alii 2020, 173-174).1 Studies on the pottery from the site were carried out before 
2016 by other scholars within the framework of previous archaeological missions (Fusaro 2019, 130-131); 
they have been essential for this new research project, which is meant to be in continuity with the past efforts, 
although with necessary revisions. A multidisciplinary approach has been chosen as the methodological base 
for the study: the archaeological work, comprising stratigraphic and quantitative analysis of the assemblages 
and stylistic-morphological-technological examination of the pottery, is supported by ethnoarchaeological 
research on modern Dhofari pottery tradition carried out in 2017-2018 and archaeometric analyses, that are 
currently ongoing (Fusaro 2019, 131-132). 

A number of published manuscripts have been already dedicated to the presentation of the whole pottery 
corpus of the Middle and Late Islamic period from the citadel and the first results of this research work (Fusaro, 
2018, 2019, 2020a, 2020b). For this reason, only a brief overview of the main wares circulating at al-Balīd is 
provided. Most of this paper will be devoted to the last occupation phase of the citadel. This is a largely 
unknown and often neglected period of al-Balīd, as it has been usually defined as a phase of decline of the city, 
also according to the available historical sources and the architectural remains. Nonetheless, the ceramic 
evidence depicts a different and quite unexpected scenario, suggesting that al-Balīd was a still lively site, 
largely involved in manufacturing and trading activities (see also Visconti in this volume). 

THE CORPUS 

The ceramic corpus from the citadel of al-Balīd so far analysed totals 12973 items, dated between the 
14th and the 18th century. It is characterised by the abundance and the remarkable variety of the wares, with a 
wide range of types, styles, quality, and provenance. 

A geographical approach has been used to distinguish the wares composing the corpus, with three main 
groups: local wares, regional wares, imports from farther regions. 

Local unglazed hand-made productions are the most abundant. With the label “local”, we suggest a 
possible manufacturing area in the Ṣalālah plain. Four main groups have been identified, according to the 
fabrics and the functions of the vessels. The grit temper ware mainly comprises kitchenware, both for cooking 
and preparing foods, and storage vessels. It has two sub-groups: the coarser variant 1 mainly comprises basins 
and bowls; the finest variant 2, with better finished and more decorated items, was probably used for preparing 
and serving foods. The shell temper ware is almost exclusively associated with cooking pots and jars; however, 
the sub-group 2, which comprises the finest and most decorated vessels, especially pots, jars and jugs, can be 
considered the proper tableware. The same function is also related to the red ware. Its fabric has similar features 
to the grit temper ware, but it is much finer and more compact. The associated vessels, fine bowls, pots, jars 
and jugs, always show well-finished surfaces with rich and varied decoration. The dot-and-circle ware is the 
most peculiar ware of the local manufacture. Bowls, pots and jars are characterised by a well-recognisable dot-
in-circle motif impressed or rouletted over the surface, also combined with other decorative patterns.  

Along with the abundant local pottery, at least two unglazed hand-made regional productions have been 
identified. The clear difference between the fabrics of these wares and the ceramic bodies of the local ware 
point to clay procurement areas other than the Ṣalālah plain. Nonetheless, the morphological and stylistic 
similarities recognised suggest common traditions, thus indicating that these wares come from manufacturing 
centres within Dhofar or neighbouring lands. Two wares have been identified so far, the regional grit temper 
ware and the flakes temper/steatite ware, with a possible third one circulating during the last occupation phase 
of the site. 

The imports collected at the citadel constitute a very important collection within the pottery corpus, with 
their striking quantity and their absolutely remarkable variety and richness. 

1 The Project has been funded by the Italian Mission to Oman, University of Pisa, for the 2016 campaign and by the Max van Berchem 
Foundation (Geneva) for the years 2017-2018. 
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The examination of styles and fabrics of these ceramic items, together with a comparative analysis with 
other coeval corpora, allows recognising different lands of origin: northern Oman, Yemen, the Gulf area, 
Iranian/Iraqi regions, Egypt and/or Syria, Eastern Africa, the Indian subcontinent, and East Asia. 

THE CHRONOLOGY OF THE CITADEL 

The pottery analysis conducted so far greatly contributed to better defining and proposing reliable 
chronological attributions for the constructional and occupation phases of the citadel during the Middle and 
Late Islamic periods. Thanks to the most recent archaeological works, six main phases of the building have 
been outlined (Pavan et alii 2020, 175-180), thus revising the periodisation used by Zarins for the whole site 
(Newton, Zarins 2017, 67-69). The study of the archaeological materials, especially ceramics, recovered in the 
campaigns since 2016 allows dating the last three of them, namely phases IV (end of the 13th-15th century), V 
(16th century), and VI (17th-18th century). In Fig. 12 are shown the rooms and areas of the citadel selected for 
the pottery study, as they are considered the most reliable and untouched archaeological contexts of the 
building; they have been divided according to the chronological attribution suggested by each ceramic 
assemblage and the related occupation phase (Tab. 1).  

The contexts considered are: rooms A31/A33 in the north-western corner; a trench close to room A47, 
in the western part; rooms A2 and A5, in the southern side; a large central-eastern area associated with the SUs 
83 and 100; rooms (A52-A57) interpreted as horses’ stables, leaning just against the eastern curtain wall; and 
the area where an early eastern entrance of the palace has been identified. 

THE LAST OCCUPATION PHASE OF THE CITADEL 

Besides suggesting reliable chronological attributions for the levels of the citadel, the more recent 
pottery study also throws light on some socio-economic aspects of the last occupation phase (VI) of the 
building and, more in general, of the site. This phase was defined by Zarins as a period of decay and collapse, 
with the growth of smaller communities, mainly dedicated to agriculture, at the expense of the formal town 
which shrank in size (Newton, Zarins 2017, 67, 115). A situation confirmed by the scanty architectural remains 
unearthed at the citadel just below the surface layers. They comprise rather poor structures, some made of fired 
brick walls, with an orientation different from the earlier ones. To the same period belongs a tank built in the 
South-western corner of the citadel, that stands on a plaster floor badly preserved. The latter was used as the 
foundation for a number of plastered basins (Pavan et alii 2018, 214).  

Conversely, ceramics recovered in the layers related to phase VI tell another story, depicting al-Balīd as 
a still lively site, intensely producing higher quality and refined ceramic artefacts and actively involved in 
short- and long-distance trade, until its final collapse after the 18th century.3 

To give a comprehensive framework of this period, the ceramic assemblages from different layers of 
the citadel have been considered. SUs 83 and 100, in the central-eastern area, are the layers where the most 
abundant ceramic findings were collected, totalling 2300. SU101 was excavated in the western part of the 
citadel; 113 sherds have been recovered there (Tab. 2). The materials found in the wall collapses in room A2 
and rooms A31/A33, SUs 17 and 48 – with 103 and 111 sherds respectively – also prove to be very useful 
(Tab. 3). Even if it is less reliable, SU1 is also considered, as it is very rich in pottery, with an amount of 588 
selected pieces; it extended over the southern area of the citadel (Tab. 4). 

Local wares 

Local wares represent the great majority of the assemblages dating to the 17th-18th century, totalling 
about 75-86% in each context. The stratigraphic analysis of the ceramic findings has given very useful 
information to better understand the changes that these productions underwent throughout the timespan 
considered (Fusaro 2019, 136). Focusing exclusively on the last occupation period, during the 17th-18th century, 
grit temper ware slightly decreases compared to the previous phases, not surpassing 50% of the whole 
assemblage.4 Meanwhile shell temper ware increases, sometimes reaching the 20% ca. of the total amount; 
this is especially true for its finest variant 2, representing between 1 and 6% of the whole assemblage, while it 
never surpasses the 2% in the previous phases. The red ware shows a general increase as well. Dot-and-circle 

2 Unless otherwise specified, the figures, photographs, and drawings have been made by the author. 
3 See also Visconti in this volume. 
4 The only exceptions are represented by SUs 17 and 48; indeed, being them wall collapses, their assemblages can be mixed and altered. 
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ware completely disappears.5 Meanwhile, a new ware appears, the grit-angular ware, labelled after its temper 
characterised by elongated angular brown/grey inclusions in a red matrix. Surface treatments and forms of the 
grit-angular ware are similar to those of the coeval Grit 2 and the red wares. This ware is particularly well-
represented in SUs 83, 100, and 101. 

In general, the overall quality of the local ware improves. Concerning the grit temper ware, changes 
occur both in the ceramic body and the morphology. The fabric is frequently more compact and the variety of 
sub-fabrics is greater, the variants rich in vegetal temper or with abundant red or white inclusions being 
common; we cannot exclude that this evidence, along with the appearance of the grit-angular ware, could 
testify a higher number of different local workshops active at that time. The surfaces of the vessels are often 
better finished, smoothing and burnishing are more frequently used. As far as the morphology is concerned, 
there is an increase in large bowls, some hemispherical with the inturned upper portion and others with conical 
profile, frequently with a triangular-section rim projecting inward. A higher amount of large pots and medium 
jars also circulate (Fig. 2a-c, e). 

Conversely, sub-group 1 of the shell temper ware changes little, large cooking pots always prevailing, 
even if a slight increase in medium and small jars with a short neck has been noted in the latest stage (Fig. 2d, 
f). There are also some open forms, such as bowls and large bowls, that were almost absent in the earlier stages 
of this production. 

The most interesting changes occurring in the last occupation phase of al-Balīd concern the red ware 
and the finest variant 2 of shell temper ware. Indeed, their quality greatly improves and their manufacture 
becomes more refined, showing a wider morphological and stylistic variety. The high quality of the surface 
finishing and the thinness of the body walls are especially noteworthy. Polishing and red slip, also used in 
association, are widespread. Surfaces are richly decorated with more complex and refined patterns: incisions, 
impressions, also made with a comb, and red painting are used separately or together. The most common forms 
are deep bowls with globular body, small pots, jars with high cone-truncated neck, some with handles, and 
spouted jugs (Fig. 3). 

Finally, it is worth mentioning a small group of nine high-necked jars and bowls, belonging to the local 
grit temper ware 2 and red ware, that bear a peculiar red painted cross-motif with dotted edges. They were 
found in SUs 1,83=100, 101,22=18=19 (only the latter belong to an earlier phase). This motif seems to be a 
simplified version of a trefoiled or trilobed cross; preliminary research so far has revealed interesting 
similarities with cross symbols used by different Christian communities (Fusaro 2020a, 88), thus suggesting 
the possibility that a group of Christian people lived at al-Balīd at least in the 17th-18th century, demanding 
vessels with this specific decoration to local potters. 

Regional wares 

The two regional wares identified within the corpus are absent in the majority of the assemblages 
considered, except for only two fragments in SUs 48 and 101. In parallel, an unglazed ware of probable 
Dhofari/regional provenance is much better represented in this latest period than in the previous ones. This 
ware shows some parallels with the productions of the Late Islamic period in the Hadramawt region (Whitcomb 
1988, 194-198; see also Rougeulle 2015, 157-159, 434). The ware comprises hand-made vessels made of a 
coarse fabric, whose colour ranges from red to reddish-brown/reddish yellow and very pale brown; in some 
cases, the core or the inner surface of the paste has a grey colour.6 The fabric features are the following: low 
compactness and high porosity, probably also due to the presence of vegetal temper; abundant white and grey 
mineral temper, including a few burnt-out white inclusions, and sparse red inclusions. The ware has been 
labelled WSLIP, after its frequent association with a white or white-cream coating.7 There is also a unique 
sherd from SU83 with a red slip. Both coatings are to be found on Hadrami specimens. A very few items also 
bear a red painted decoration over the white-cream slip, a common feature in the pottery from Hadramawt.8 

The morphological repertoire is limited to only three forms recognised: a hole-mouth pot with thickened 
rim and hemispherical shoulder (inv. no. SU61,55; Cf. Whitcomb 1988, figs. 15-r, 16-j; Rougeulle 2015, fig. 
278.6); a shallow conical bowl with thickened rim (inv. no. SU100,20); a large jar with thickened well-rounded 

5 Two residual small fragments have been found respectively in SUs 83 and 48. 
6 This could recall the peculiar black core and the abundant chaff temper so characteristics of the Hadrami ceramics (Whitcomb 1988, 
196; Rougeulle 2015, 157). 
7 In some cases, the presence of coating is doubtful, being most probably an effect of the firing process. 
8 In an earlier item belonging to the necked jar from SU61,54, a horizontal row of red dots has been recognised. For comparisons with 
Hadrami items, see Whitcomb 1988, 198, figs. 13-18, especially fig. 15-f; Rougeulle 2015, fig. 160.11. 
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rim projecting outwards (inv. no. SU100,13; Cf. Ciuk, Keall 1996, pl. 95/27-b, large vat whose presumed 
functions are water storage and dyeing) (Fig. 4). 

If the similarities between the WSLIP ware and the Hadrami productions are not so stringent, at the 
same time some macroscopic resemblances have been detected with fabrics and forms of the grit temper ware 
locally produced at al-Balīd. This evidence could possibly suggest that the manufacturing area of the WSLIP 
ware coincides with the Hadramawt region or with an area between that and the Ṣalālah plain. Further 
confirmation of this hypothesis could come from the large jar inv. no. SU100,13, with an almost completely 
grey body and cream-white surface, characterised by a dark blue content, possibly indigo (Fig. 4c). It is known 
that the cultivation of indigo-producing plants has a long tradition in Northern Oman and Yemen, including 
Hadramawt (Balfour-Paul 2004, 62-65), and also Dhofar (Newton, Zarins 2017, 100-101). 
 
Imported items 

A wealth of imported vessels can be still found in the last occupation phase of the citadel, with a notable 
variety both concerning quality and provenance, even if the proportions among the wares change in comparison 
with the previous phases. Their presence in each assemblage ranges from 12 to 22% ca. The best-represented 
items among the imports belong to the so-called Bahla/Khunj ware, totalling about 1/3 of the whole imports. 
East Asian specimens follow, with an average of 2,4% within the assemblages. Ceramic artefacts originating 
from the Indian subcontinent, Iranian/Iraqi lands and Yemeni regions are more or less equally represented, 
with an average of less than 2% within the assemblages. There are also fewer items whose provenance is less 
certain, some of them could have originated from Egypt and the Gulf regions. 
 

a) Bahla ware 
The Bahla/Khunj ware has been named after the sites proposed as manufacturing centres in Northern 
Oman and Southern Iran, respectively. Many studies testify its wide circulation during the Late Islamic 
period until the 20th century in the Gulf and the northern regions of the Arabian Peninsula (Power 
2015, 28). Nonetheless, abundant items have been also unearthed at numerous sites along the southern 
Arabian coast,9 including al-Balīd. Despite being a common finding in many sites, this glazed ware 
has been long disregarded. Only in recent times, some scholars have concentrated on it, investigating 
some open issues, in particular its provenance. An origin in the area of Bahla or at least in Northern 
Oman seems now proven at least for some items (Živković et alii 2019; Carvajal et alii 2019, 63); the 
ongoing archaeometric analysis on the specimens from al-Balīd could further clarify the question.  
Three fabrics are associated with this production recovered at the citadel: Bahla 1, Bahla 2, Bahla 3; 
two more variants, much less represented, are also identified (Coarse red and Fine red). Their colour 
ranges from light red, red, to grey; sometimes they are visible within the same body, thus indicating 
an uneven firing. All pastes are very compact and hard, with sparse mineral temper, comprising fine 
opaque white inclusions. The only exceptions are Bahla 2 and Coarse red, which are less compact and 
richer in white temper. Bahla 1 is characterised by a sandy texture. The monochrome glazed wheel-
thrown items of the Bahla ware have no slip. The glaze is usually speckled and low quality. The glaze 
colours range from mustard, green, olive green, to russet and brown, with a vast variety of shades. It 
frequently appears matt and altered, only a few items show a glossy glaze. In some cases, the glaze is 
completely covered with a greyish or whitish alteration layer that prevents identifying its original 
colour. The glaze usually covers both surfaces almost completely. Specimens have plain surfaces free 
of decoration, except for a few large bowls and jars showing carved segments or mouldings. The latter 
feature, along with glaze colours and some forms, points to a possible origin of the Bahla ware as an 
imitation of the so-called Martaban products, especially for the jars, and other East Asian stoneware 
vessels, especially for the large bowls. Almost the whole amount of specimens belonging to the Bahla 
ware have been found in the layers of phase VI, arriving to represent up to 10% ca. of the assemblages 
considered. Nonetheless, seven sherds have been also recovered in levels of the earlier phases IV and 
V. Two specimens have been found in SU56, one belonging to an olive green glazed bowl and one 
belonging to a necked medium jar with two light horizontal mouldings on the exterior under a russet 
glaze; three more fragments come from SU61 just below: one thick wall whose inner surface is ribbed 
(possibly belonging to a large conical bowl with a flange) and one wall fragment, both characterised 

 
9 In the last occupation phases of Sharma dated to the 18th-19th century, in the areas of Hadramawt-Mahra and Tihama, in particular al-
Mukha (Rougeulle 2015, 435), at the site of Kawd am-Saïla (Hardy-Guilbert, Rougeulle 1995, 33), and in the Wādī Hadramawt region 
(Whitcomb 1988, 200). 
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by a speckled light green glaze, and one belonging to a monochrome dark brown glazed jar (inv. no. 
SU61,45). Another jar is from SU22. A bowl fragment with a speckled olive-green/brownish glaze 
was unearthed in SU73L. Therefore, it is possible to suggest that Bahla ware started circulating at the 
site of al-Balīd already in the 15th-16th century. This evidence definitely confirms the hypothesis of a 
beginning of the manufacture of Bahla ware in a period earlier than the chronology proposed for the 
majority of the ceramic corpora;10 at the same time, the pottery analysis also confirms that its presence 
becomes significant in the 17th-18th century (Power 2015, 20). Moreover, thanks to the data at our 
disposal it is possible to propose a preliminary chrono-typology for the Bahla ware, with two main 
stages (Fig. 5). During the earliest phase of circulation, in the 15th-16th century, the fabric variant Bahla 
1 largely dominates, with only one specimen made of a coarser and less compact fabric (Bahla 2). The 
variety of glaze colours is already wide as well as its quality. As far as the morphology is concerned, 
half of the items are conical bowls, two with flange and one whose rim shows a deep groove; both 
types will be found also in the later stage of the production (see inv. nos. SU1,668 and SU1,238, Fig. 
5). Three specimens belong to necked medium jars. Therefore, it is possible to state that open and 
closed forms are equally represented in this first stage.11 The proportion changes completely during 
the later stage of the production (17th-18th century), ranging from 1:10, 1:20, and 1:30 ca. between 
closed and open forms; in three assemblages (SUs 17, 48, 101) closed forms are not represented at 
all.12 Closed vessels exclusively consist of medium jars with a short rounded neck, in continuity with 
the shoulder, and thickened rounded rim projecting outwards; no complete jars have been recovered; 
however, an ovoid shape of the body, sometimes provided with handles, can be inferred (see inv. nos. 
SU61,45, 22, 442 and 83, 20, Fig. 5). Within the open forms, small bowls are the least represented, 
with only two specimens, with a unique type of hemispherical bowl with everted rim (see inv. no. 
SU17,8, Fig. 5). Small dishes follow with a total of 14 items recovered; they are characterized by a 
tapered rim, shallow conical well, and ring base; the outer profile of the body is rounded and it could 
have a lower carination (see inv. nos. 83-100, 19 and 1-576, Fig. 5) Deep bowls are quite well 
represented, with a total of 26 items. The morphology is quite limited: the body is conical or slightly 
hemispherical, the rim is simple or tapered, the better-preserved items show a ring base; many have 
ribbed surfaces (see inv. nos. SU1,219, 1, 166 and 12, 16, Fig. 5). Large conical bowls and large 
shallow conical bowls are equally well represented, with 34 and 30 specimens respectively. The former 
type is characterized by a flange or, less frequently, by a simple rim with an inner groove. Many items 
show ribbed surfaces. No complete items have been unearthed, but it is possible to suggest that this 
type also has a ring base (see inv. nos. SU1,220, 1,238, 1,668, 1,321 and 83-100, 17, Fig. 5). The large 
shallow bowls are characterized by a simple rim, sometimes slightly inturned, conical body profile, 
sometimes with a low carination, and very shallow ring base; some vessels bear horizontal carvings 
on the inner surface or parallel carved segments on the outer surface (see inv. nos. SU83-100,18 and 
SU1,712, Fig. 5). 

 
b) Wares from East Asia and the Indian subcontinent 

Items from East Asia and the Indian subcontinent are still well represented among the imports of the 
last occupation phase of the citadel (phase VI), even if in less quantity than in the previous phases IV 
and V (Fusaro 2019, fig. 9). The most remarkable drop can be traced for the Indian vessels. They 
represent an overall average of 1.4%, ranging between 1 and 2.75% ca. in the single assemblages, 
while in the previous phases these wares are among the best-represented imports within the corpus 
(Fusaro 2020a, 86-88). Almost the whole amount of Indian items found at the citadel are coarse 
utilitarian wares, including cooking pots, with no especial aesthetic value; for this reason, they have 
been interpreted as evidence of the presence of an Indian community/communities living at al-Bālid. 
A preliminary analysis of the fabrics and the forms attested in the assemblages from the latest layers 
of the citadel seems to suggest that in this period most of the vessels come from north-western regions 
of the Indian subcontinent, rather than the southernmost ones (Fusaro 2020a, 87). 

 
10 The hypothesis has been already stated by Kennet 2004, 43 and Rougeulle et alii 2014, 306-307, 311; Rougeulle 2015, 435 according 
to the data emerged from the corpora of Julfār al-Matāf and Qalhāt. 
11 It is evident that such a small quantity of items could not be considered totally reliable or representative for the typology of the 
period; nonetheless, this is a preliminary evaluation that could be useful for the future analysis of the Bahla ware in its earliest stage. 
12 The scanty presence of jars within the Bahla ware has been also detected elsewhere for the period from the 18th century onwards 
(see, for example, Bystron 2020, 47, fig. 8.b). 
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Regarding the East Asian imports, a thorough report of the wares and their related percentages is 
presented by Chiara Visconti in this volume (see also Pavan, Visconti 2020). 

 
c) Wares from Iranian and Iraqi regions 

Some imported items have been recognised as products from the Iranian/Iraqi regions. Stonepaste 
vessels are the most remarkable findings among them, both because they are the better-represented 
wares within this group and they are the highest-quality artefacts of the whole imported category, after 
the East Asian vessels. Moreover, these items prove to be useful chronological markers.  
All the forty stonepaste vessels belong to the Safavid Blue-and-White wares and can be dated to the 
17th century-early 18th century. The preliminary comparative analysis points to Kirmān as the probable 
production centre for most of the sherds collected in the uppermost layers of the citadel.13 Indeed, this 
city played a key role in the manufacture of stonepaste items during this period. 
The majority of the stonepaste vessels are small bowls or cups, there is only one bowl with everted 
rim and four large dishes/shallow bowls. The small bowls or cups have simple underglaze painted 
blue, sometimes in two shades, or blue and black decorations. The forms recognised are related to a 
type with a hemispherical profile, deep well, simple or slightly tapered rim, and high ring base with 
straight feet. Bowls/cups can be better compared with Iranian items dated to the second half of the 
17th-early 18th century,14 with a few exceptions among those with blue and black decoration.15 Two of 
the blue-painted small bowls, recovered from SU1, show a lobed rim (Fig. 6a): one with a more 
complex floral pattern in two blues (Cf. Crowe 2002, cat. no. 210; Golombek et alii 2013, figs. 2.38A-
2.39A); one with a simple indented band painted in blue outside the rim (inv. no. SU1,633; Cf. Crowe 
cat. nos. 212, 293). The bowl with flared profile and everted rim (inv. no. SU1,506; Fig. 6h) has a 
much coarser stonepaste body than the other items and is characterised by a simple floral decoration 
in black and blue, with spiral elements on the exterior.16  
Of the dishes recovered, two ring bases with straight feet are the better-preserved specimens and are 
characterised by an underglaze blue paint: inv. no. SU48,10, with a peculiar dragon on a vegetal and 
floral scrolls background (Fig. 6j),17 and inv. no. SU100,11a, with the recognisable depiction of an 
insect in Chinese style (Fig. 6k).18 A third fragment of a large dish/shallow bowl with flange shows an 
underglaze blue painted decoration combined with a moulded fluting in the well (inv. no. SU100, 8; 
Fig. 6i). Such kind of production is dated around the mid-17th century (Crowe 2002, 24; Watson 2004, 
456, Cat. U.8; Golombek et alii 2013, 100). 
Two items, one from SU83 and inv. no. SU100,11b, can be easily distinguished because of the peculiar 
dense red paint used (Fig. 6c-d); they can be safely attributed to the Kirmān Polychrome ware of the 
second half of the 17th century (Watson 2004: 472, Cat. U.26; Golombek et alii 2013, 105, fig. 2.77B). 
Within the stonepaste group, there is also a ring base of coarse buff stonepaste (inv. no. SU101,1; Fig. 
6l) completely different from the other items. The carved fluting on the outer surface and the sea-green 
glaze covering it clearly testify its attribution to the “pseudo-celadons” group produced in Iran during 
the 17th century (Watson 2004, 465, cat. no. U.17; Golombek et alii 2013, 103, fig. 2.75). 
A very small group of underglaze painted earthenware originating from Iranian or Iraqi manufacturing 
centres have been ascribed to the “Manganese painted ware”. Two of the four items recovered at the 
citadel come from the late SU83 (Fusaro 2020a, fig. 16). They are made of fine buff bodies and belong 
to large shallow bowls with flange, covered with white slip and a black or black and turquoise painted 
decoration under a transparent colourless glaze. The stratigraphic data from the citadel suggests 

 
13 Those of the blue and black type, the cups with very simple blue decoration, and the type with red painting (Golombek 2003, 256, 
262-263; Golombek et alii 2013, 105). 
14 Crowe 2002, 140, cat. nos. 481-482; Golombek 2003, 262-263. A strict resemblance is visible between inv. no. SU83,17 (Fig. 6g) 
and Crowe 2002, cat. no. 468. 
15 See, in particular, inv. no. SU1,534 (Fig. 6f; Fusaro 2020a, n. 18) and a bowl from SU83 (Fig. 6e; cf. Crowe 2002, cat. no. 87) that 
can be attributed to the first half or mid-17th century.  
16 Cf. Crowe 2002, cat. nos. 76-77, p. 84, and the “Foliage and Flowers” group for the pattern (first half of the 17th century). Nonetheless, 
due to its much cruder body and painting style, this item is more probable a later product (cf. Crowe 2002, cat. nos. 465 and 468, end 
of the 17th-early 18th century). 
17 Cf. Crowe 2002, form 139, p. 105, form 148, pp. 106; cat. nos. 149 and 155, dated to the mid-17th century. 
18 Cf. Crowe 2002, cat. nos. 122, 132, 139, 143, 148 for form and drawing style and decoration (mid-17th century), cat. nos. 288, 290, 
295, 296, for the general style (second half of the 17th century); Golombek et alii 2013, fig. 2.59 (mid-17th century). 
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circulation of this ware at least from the 14th-15th century19 until the 17th-18th century.20 These vessels 
share interesting similarities, both for morphology and decoration, with the underglaze painted items 
attributed to Yemeni manufacturing centres. 
Two small fragments have been ascribed to the so-called Red-Yellow ware (Fig. 7). They have been 
recovered exclusively in the uppermost layers, i.e. SUs 1 and 101. They are conical bowls, with a 
simple rounded rim, made of a fine buff clay body; its well-recognisable and peculiar feature consists 
of a russet slip which is incised to create a geometric dotted pattern, covered with a transparent 
mustard-yellow glaze. Identical items were found at Rā’s al-Khayma and al-‘Ayn (Kennet 2004, 56; 
Power 2015, 12, fig. 7). According to the texture and the colour of its fabric, this ware could possibly 
originate from Iranian or Iraqi regions. It circulated in the Arabian Peninsula and the Gulf area during 
the 18th century, along with the Manganese painted ware, until the early 19th century. 

 
d) Wares from Yemen 

An important group of glazed vessels has been identified with productions attributed to the Yemeni 
regions, especially the westernmost ones. Among them, there is the so-called Haysi ware, labelled 
after the associated manufacturing centre (Keall 1983, 383, fig. 4/14; 1991, 83-84, figs. 10-11; 1992, 
30-32); it is one of the most important chronological markers for the last occupation phase VI of the 
citadel. Indeed, specimens related to this production have been found exclusively in the uppermost 
layers, therefore confirming their circulation since the 17th century.21 The associated fabrics are two: 
the most common (13 sherds) is a fine sandy pale yellow/whitish body, with no temper visible to the 
naked eye; only two sherds are made of a fine red fabric. This evidence seems to suggest that most of 
the items reaching al-Balīd were produced in the Ḥays manufacturing centre, where kaolin-rich clay 
is available, but some items were also imported from other Yemeni centres, including ‘Aden (Mason 
et alii 1989, 547; Keall 1991, 82-83; 1992, 29). 
These items are covered with a white slip and a green and/or mustard yellow glaze; the glaze always 
appears glossy. Sparse decoration can be used, such as carved segments or impressed dots or notches. 
The morphological repertoire is limited to small cups with an almost cylindrical body and a low 
carination, standing on a ring base, which sometimes is very thick; in some cases, a thin horizontal 
groove marks the junction between the bottom and the wall on the interior (Fig. 8b-c). There are also 
a conical bowl (Fig. 8a) and an element identified as a smokers’ pipe. 
Along with the Haysi ware, the underglaze painted ware is the best represented among the productions 
originating in the Western Yemeni regions, with an amount between 0.5 and 2% ca. within the 
assemblages considered. The vessels show a remarkable variety of red fabrics, from fine and medium 
to coarser variants; there is also a unique hemispherical bowl from SU83 with a peculiar coarse whitish 
fabric. The morphological typology includes quite thick bowls with hemispherical profile, flange, and 
ring base, conical bowls with flange (only one with simple rim), or deep hemispherical bowls (Fig. 
9a-d). Other features of the ware are white slip, transparent colourless glaze, underglaze painted black, 
black and turquoise, blue and turquoise, or even only turquoise decoration, with very simple geometric 
or stylised vegetal/floral patterns. Interesting parallels have been traced with underglaze painted bowls 
from the Zabīd area (Ciuk, Keall 1996, pls. 95/45-48); more in general they can be ascribed to the 
underglaze painted wares commonly spread in western and south-western Yemen (Mason, Keall 1988, 
454, fig. 4; Hardy-Guilbert, Rougeulle 1995, 37-38). The stratigraphic analysis suggests that these 
wares circulated at al-Balīd mainly in the 17th-18th century, with an initial spread in the 14th-15th 
century.22 
From the same region also comes only one fragment of the so-called Blue Tihama ware unearthed in 
SU1.23 It belongs to a conical bowl with thickened rounded rim characterised by a white slip-painted 
decoration, mainly consisting of dots and horizontal bands, applied directly over the body under a 
transparent turquoise glaze (Fig. 9e). Parallels have been detected with items from the Zabīd area 
(Keall 1983, fig. 4.8; 1991, fig. 9). Due to the scanty number of items found at the citadel, we cannot 

 
19 Two sherds come from SUs 43 and 56, related to phases IV and V respectively. 
20 For similar chronology, see Kennet 2004, 51-52; Carter, Naranjo-Santana 2011, 47, 54; Power 2015, 12, 20. 
21 They are represented in all the assemblages considered, except that from SU101. 
22 Four fragments have been recovered in SUs 43 and 61, phase IV. It has been suggested that the underglaze painted wares replaced 
the Yemeni Yellow ware (Whitcomb 1988, 190). 
23 The ware is very scanty in the whole corpus of the citadel, with only two other specimens found in layer 22, related to phase IV. 
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propose any precise chronology for the ware. It has been dated to the 15th-16th century (Keall 1991, 
82);24 therefore, we cannot exclude that this piece could be residual. Almost surely residual are also 
three fragments belonging to the Yemeni Yellow ware, also known as Mustard ware.25 
Monochrome turquoise vessels are also present in some of the layers considered, i.e. SUs 83=100, 48, 
and 1, even if in a very small quantity (less than 1% in each assemblage mentioned). The forms 
recognised recall a unique type of conical bowl with a flange and thick ring base. There are also two 
wall fragments, possibly belonging to jars. They are characterised by a transparent turquoise or green-
turquoise glaze applied over the body, without any slip, that covers almost exclusively the inner 
surface, leaving the outer one unglazed (Fig. 9f-g). These vessels can be ascribed to the so-called Blue 
Speckled Ware (Hansman 1985, 52, figs. 12.a, d, f, g, h; Kennet 2004, 53-54). Even if it is usually 
attributed to Iranian/Iraqi regions, it is also possible that some of the items have a South Arabian origin 
(Horton 1996, 293, fig. 216-o); a more precise production area in Western Yemen has been proposed 
especially for items with red fabric (Hardy-Guilbert, Rougeulle 1995, 37). Indeed, except for only one 
item made of a fine buff ceramic body (inv. no. SU100,2), that can be attributed to Iranian/Iraqi 
manufacturing centres, the monochrome turquoise vessels found in the assemblages of Phase VI are 
characterized by fine fabrics with sparse mineral temper, usually including sand and micaceous 
inclusions,26 that can be considered proper of the ceramic manufacture of western Yemeni regions 
(Mason, Keall 1988, 452-456). The presence of only one item with buff fabric seems to suggest that 
monochrome turquoise vessels from Iranian regions circulated at al-Balīd mainly until the 16th century; 
indeed, these items are much better represented in phases IV and V (Fusaro 2020a, 77). Whereas 
monochrome items probably coming from western Yemeni centres reached al-Balīd until the 18th 
century, along with other products from the same region. 

 
e) Wares from Egypt (?) 

A very few items found in SUs 83, 100, 17, and 1 have been identified as imports from Egypt.27 These 
are fragments of unglazed very fine and thin grey jugs bearing incised and comb incised geometric 
decoration, one specimen shows an epigraphic band in Arabic. Due to the thinness of the sherds, only 
very small fragments are preserved. Nonetheless, it is possible to infer that these jugs are characterised 
by a high cylindrical neck, sometimes the shoulder is carinated, the associated ring base has a 
triangular-section outer profile (Fig. 10). The stratigraphic analysis shows that these vessels have been 
found exclusively in the uppermost layers of the citadel, suggesting a circulation at the site only in the 
17th-18th century. 

 
f) Wares from the Gulf area and other imports 

A very small amount of unglazed imported items has been associated with the Gulf area. They are 
characterized by a coarse dark red fabric, with large and medium red-brown angular and fine whitish 
and whitish burnt-out inclusions, or by a much more compact and hard fabric, with a dark red colour 
and sandy texture, with sparse vegetal and mineral temper, comprising fine white inclusions. In some 
cases, the wall surfaces are ribbed or covered by a dark red or black coating. Most of the vessels found 
are wheel-thrown. The peculiar body of these vessels, as well as their surface treatments, possibly 
suggests a provenance from the Gulf area (Kennet 2004, 58; Rougeulle 2015, 163-165); nonetheless, 
we cannot exclude that they may have also come from southern Iranian regions, as this type of jars is 
common at Sīrāf and the author personally classified and analysed vessels with similar fabric features 
collected in Fars. Among them, the most interesting item is a flat base of a wheel-thrown jar with red 
residue on the surfaces (Fig. 11a), which can be interpreted as a container for transporting dyestuff or 
other valuable content.  
Within the group of the Gulf productions found in the latest layers at the citadel, i.e. SUs 83 and 100, 
there are also two hand-made jars with dark red-brown painted decoration, that probably come from 
Julfār (Fig. 11b).28  

 
24 This dating better fits the other two findings from SU22, phase IV. 
25 Two fragments come from SU100 and one item of more uncertain attribution is from SU48. 
26 They are labelled sandy pale-yellow fabric and medium red fabric. 
27 According to a preliminary comparative analysis they can be possibly defined qulal; for similar items, see Raban 1971, 151-154; 
Smith et alii 2012, 180-181; Zazzaro et alii 2017, 259-260. 
28 Cf. Hansman 1985, 60-64, figs. 14, 17; Kennet 2004, 70-71; Mitsuishi, Kennet 2013, 3, fig. 4 style 5; Saunders 2013, 300, “Julf4”. 
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Two small groups of unglazed jugs and jars are also present in the layers of the last occupation phase 
of the citadel. The first comprises wheel-thrown jugs made of a fine white-cream or buff body, with 
incised and comb incised decoration. This group could be tentatively recognised as the so-called 
Incised White ware attributed to Iranian or Iraqi regions (Kennet 2004, 77), even if multiple production 
centres have been also proposed (Power 2015, 6). These vessels still circulated during the Late Islamic 
Period until the 19th-20th century (Power 2015, 7).29 At the citadel this kind of jugs has been unearthed 
throughout the stratigraphy considered, thus suggesting a long period of circulation since at least the 
14th century, even if in the later periods the artefacts are less in quantity and seem less refined. 
The other category is much more problematic as far as its attribution is concerned. It comprises wheel-
thrown jugs and jars, some with ring bases and globular or sub-globular body; many have incised or 
comb incised decoration. All the items share two main features that make the ware easily recognisable: 
a quite fine, compact, and hard pinkish-red fabric, with moderate presence of mineral fine and medium 
white, red, and grey inclusions; surfaces show a well-distinctive creamy-white colour, that in the 
majority of the cases seems to be obtained during the firing process. This peculiar chromatic 
combination of body and surfaces recalls the description of the Pink & White ware found at Rā’s al-
Khayma, but this identification is not conclusive; no hypothesis has been advanced for its provenance 
(Kennet 2004, 81). Some parallels can be also traced with Western Yemeni productions (Rougeulle 
2015, figs. 166/14-18, 167).30 

 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC ASPECTS OF THE LAST OCCUPATION PHASE 

The analysis of the ceramic wares found in the layers related to the last occupation of the citadel proves 
that, after the crisis of the 16th century (Fusaro 2020a, 79), al-Balīd enjoyed an economic recovery during the 
17th-18th century: besides being a still very active manufacturing centre, the site still played an important role 
in the trading network of the Indian Ocean world. This is testified by two main aspects. The overall 
improvement and the greater variety of the local ceramic productions demonstrate that local potters reached 
quite high technological skills, especially in manufacturing fine tableware; moreover, it seems that ceramic 
production was more diversified and associated with a larger number of workshops. We cannot exclude that 
some changes in forms and styles of the local wares could be also the reflection of a change in the habits of 
the al-Balīd population. In parallel, the pottery study shows the arrival and/or transit at the site of numerous 
ceramic goods of different quality from farther regions, such as Egypt, Yemen, Northern Oman, Gulf lands, 
Iran and/or Iraq, and East Asia.  

Both the revival of the Dhofari pottery tradition and the remarkable variety of the imports during this 
phase could be explained with the rise of the Ya‘rubid (1624-1749) and the Āl Bū Sa‘īd (1749-) dynasties, 
under which there was an intensification of cultural unity in the Western Indian Ocean, and a substantial trade 
expansion, especially from the 17th century onward. Both dynasties are responsible for the creation of the 
modern nation of Oman (Nicolini 2017, 141, 143, 155), the Āl Bū Sa‘īd included Dhofar in this nation 
(Peterson 2004, 257; Nicolini 2017, 147). The latter could also explain the abundance of the Bahla ware, 
circulating at al-Balīd in a period when new, stronger relations started between Northern and Southern Oman.  

The large amount of Iranian stonepaste vessels of the 17th-early 18th century seems a reflection of the 
favourable moment experienced by the Safavid potters, who expanded the export of their blue and white 
products imitating coeval Chinese porcelains both to Europe and South Asia, at a time when porcelain 
production for export decreased during the passage between the Ming and the Qing dynasties (Crowe 2002, 
21-23; Golombek 2003, 254, 268; Golombek et alii 2013, 109). Evidently, al-Balīd was an important trading 
post and outlet involved in the routes network used for the trade of these Iranian products. 

Much cheaper and low-quality products also reached and passed through the site. Among them, there 
are several underglaze painted earthenwares, both from Iranian/Iraqi regions and Yemeni centres, that probably 
imitated the more expensive and higher-quality contemporary Iranian stonepaste items, as suggested by their 
form and colour combinations of glaze and paint. 

 
29 Alternatively, we cannot exclude that the vessels found at the citadel could be attributed to the so-called ‘Ali ware, that has been 
suggested to have been produced in Bahrain during the 18th-20th centuries (Carter, Naranjo-Santana 2011, 47-48). 
30 Jugs and jars with almost identical forms, red body and white-cream surfaces, and incised decoration are better represented in earlier 
levels of the citadel dated to phase IV (SUs 61, 74, 73L, 105=108, with a total of 14 sherds). The only difference detected is the 
moderate to abundant presence of micaceous inclusions in the body, a feature that proves their provenance from Western Yemeni 
regions (Rougeulle 2015, 160). 
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The large quantity of Yemeni ceramic imports at al-Balīd even in the latest occupation layers clearly 
suggests that the city maintained strong, durable relations with the neighbouring country throughout the 
Islamic period, in the form of ruling dynasties of Yemeni origin, moving communities, cultural affinity, 
involvement in the same trade routes, export of specific goods (Fusaro 2020a, 84-85; Newton, Zarins 2017, 
95-107, 109). These relations extended from eastern lands, such as the Hadramawt or areas closer to the Ṣalālah 
plain, to the westernmost regions. In the former case, the WSLIP ware could eventually point to the presence 
of Hadramis at al-Balīd, possibly connected with emigration of people from Hadramawt in the late Islamic 
period, especially from the 17th century (Whitcomb 1988, 194-195). In parallel, westernmost Yemeni centres, 
such as Ḥays and those in the Zabīd area and ‘Aden littoral, provided a good number of varied ceramic vessels 
to the citizens of al-Balīd. 

The presence of Haysi cups and the predominance of cups among the Iranian stonepaste items suggest 
that during the 17th-18th century the consumption of coffee but also tea was a very popular habit throughout 
Europe and Asia (Crowe 2002, 22-23), also including al-Balīd, along with smoking.  

Finally, the pottery analysis also suggests that in the 17th-18th century al-Balīd was a 
multicultural/multireligious centre: Muslim Dhofari people coexisted with communities from other lands and 
of other religious faiths. Indeed, the pottery evidence seems to point to the presence of an Indian community 
and a group of Christian people, whose origin is still to be traced. People from the Indian subcontinent lived 
at the site at least since the 14th century; however, the strong drop in Indian wares within the assemblages 
considered demonstrates that their number, as well as trade with the Indian subcontinent, strongly decreased 
in the 17th-18th century. Hypothetically, both aspects could probably be related to the fact that from the 16th 
century onward the Indian subcontinent and the trade of its items were widely dominated by European powers, 
thus contributing to a decrease in direct free relations of Indian merchants and communities with the Arabian 
Peninsula.  
 
CONCLUSIONS 

The methodology established, the classification carried out, and the results achieved during the 2016-
2018 project are the fundamental premises for continuing the study of the ceramic material within the 
framework of the new Italian archaeological mission at al-Balīd of the Università di Napoli L’Orientale. 

The future research work will be carried out not only on the ceramic findings of the citadel but on the 
whole ceramic material from the site, recovered in old and new surveys and excavations. It aims at filling the 
gaps left by previous works on the pottery from al-Balīd and solving still open issues of the more recent study, 
also thanks to the valuable support of the ethnoarchaeological work and the archaeometric analysis, both to be 
resumed within the new project. Among the main objectives, there are: conducting an in-depth analysis of 
local, regional and imported items, with a precise technological and stylistic characterisation; proposing 
comprehensive typology for each ware; delineating a chronological sequence of the productions circulating at 
the site in different phases of the Islamic period; defining the provenance of regional and imported artefacts; 
examining more in-depth the role of other Dhofari and regional communities and its relationship with the site 
of al-Balīd by means of the comparative analysis between local and regional wares; clarifying the chronology 
of the less known occupation phases of the site, especially the earliest ones; and finally publishing a thorough 
volume on the whole pottery corpus from al-Balīd. 
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Fig. 1 - Orthophotograph of the citadel, with indication of the archaeological contexts selected for the pottery study 
(Plan by A. Massa). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 1 - Table showing the stratigraphic units excavated at the citadel with the associated archaeological phases and the related 
chronological attribution proposed. 
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Table 2 - The composition of the ceramic assemblages from SUs 83=100 and 101, with the percentages of each ware or group 
of wares found. 

 

 

Table 3 - The composition of the ceramic assemblages from SUs 48 and 17, with the percentages of each ware or group of 
wares found. 
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Table 4 - The composition of the ceramic assemblage from SU1, with the percentages of each ware or group of wares found. 

 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 2 - Specimens of grit temper ware (b, e), grit-angular ware (a, c) and shell temper ware (d, f) found at the citadel. a) inv. no. 
SU83,2; b) SU1,362; c) SU100,27; d) SU100,24; e) SU100,28; f) SU1,266. 
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Fig. 3 - Specimens of red ware (a-c) and shell temper ware 2 (d-e) found at the citadel. a) inv. no. SU83,6; b) SU1,563; c) SU1,554; d) 
SU83=100,26; e) SU1,241-244. 

 

 

 
 

Fig. 4 - Specimens of the WSLIP ware found at the citadel. Inv. nos. a) SU100,20; b) SU61,55; c) SU100,13. 
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Fig. 5 - Specimens of the Bahla ware found at the citadel. 
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Fig. 6 - Specimens of Iranian stonepaste wares found at the citadel. a) bowls from SU1, in the centre inv. no. US1,633; b) bowl from 
SU83; c) inv. no. SU100,11b; d) sherd from SU83; e) bowl from SU83; f) inv. no. SU1,534; g) inv. no. SU83,17; h) inv. no. SU1,506; 
i) inv. no. SU100,8; j) inv. no. SU48,10; k) inv. no. SU100,11a; l) inv. no. SU101,1. 
 

 

 

Fig. 7 - Specimens of the Red-Yellow ware found at the citadel. Top: inv. no. SU1,377; bottom: sherd from SU101. 
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Fig. 8 - Specimens of the Haysi ware found at the citadel. Inv. nos. a) SU83,18; b) SU83=100,3; c) SU83,19. 
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Fig. 9 - Specimens of the underglaze painted ware (a-d), the Blue Tihama ware (e), and the monochrome turquoise ware (f-g), probably 
coming from Yemen, found at the citadel. Inv. nos. a) SU17,9; b) SU100,4; c) SU1,536; d) SU1,263; e) SU1,346; f) SU18,22 g) sherds 
from SU83. 
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Fig. 10 - Specimens of underglaze fine grey jugs, probably coming from Egypt, found at the citadel. a) sherds from SU83; b) sherds 
from SU100; c) sherds from SU1; d) inv. no. SU100,5. 

Fig. 11 - Specimens of underglaze vessels, probably coming from the Gulf regions, found at the citadel. Inv. nos. a) SU101,3; b) 
SU100,1. 
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ANNEX 

Visits, archaeological surveys and excavations in Ẓafār/al-Balīd (1834-2019) 
Andrea D’Andrea, Roberta Giunta, Alexia Pavan 

Years Activities References 

1834-36 First visit by Stafford Bettesworth Haines to ‘Awqad (lit. Audád), 
Salalah (lit. Ṣallálah), Ḥāfa (lit. Haffer) and the “extensive ruins 
located two miles and a half E.N.E. of Haffer, near a fresh-water lake”. 

Haines 1845, 118 

1836 Charles John Cruttenden visits Salalah (lit. Solahlah), Dahrīz (lit. 
Dyreez), Ḥāfa (lit. El Hafah), and the remains of an old town called El 
Bellut (i.e. al-Balīd) located between Ḥāfa and Dahrīz. 

Cruttenden 1836, 
187 

1839 Henry John Carter draws the first schematic plan and provides a 
detailed description of the site, which was located between the towns 
of Salalah (lit. Silalah) and Ḥāfa (lit. El Hafa) on the west, and that of 
Dahrīz (lit. Dareez) on the east. He visits the citadel ruins (pp. 229-30) 
and the ruins of the great mosque (lit. Temple or Mosque), which 
originally contained one hundred and eighty-three pillars (p. 230). He 
points out that the site was divided into two parts, of which only the 
eastern one was fortified (p. 225). 

Carter 1844-46 

(The same 
information can be 
found in Carter 
1846) 

1883 and 
1884 

Samuel Barrett Miles draws a historical picture of the region (pp. 498-
514), and gives a description of the site, which he locates between Ḥāfa 
(lit. Al-Hafa) and Dahrīz (lit. Dareez). He clearly identifies the city 
walls, the towers, the ditch, the citadel, the great mosque and the 
custom house (p. 544). He also provides information on the burial 
grounds at al-Ribāṭ (lit. Robat; p. 547). 

Miles 1919; 
Marshall 1989, 74 

1894 The Bents (James Theodore and his wife, Mabel) visit al-Balīd (lit. Al 
Balad) and al-Ribāṭ (lit. Robat), which were the ancient capital of 
Dhofar (p. 115). Based on Sprenger’s work (1864), Bent points out that 
the ancient name of al-Balīd was Ẓafār (lit. Zafar), which was 
destroyed in 618/1221-22, when al-Manṣūra (lit. Mansura) was built, 
“under which name the capital was known in early Mohammedan 
times” (p. 116). 

Bent 1895 

1895 The Bents visit Dhofar region for the second time. With regard to al-
Balīd and al-Ribāṭ, they provide very similar information to that of the 
1894 publication. 

Bent Th. and M. 
1900 

1918 Charles Craufurd visits al-Balīd (lit. Al Bilad), which is in a state of 
complete ruin, and the graveyard located in the western area. He also 
takes the first photographs of the Great Mosque. 

Craufurd 1919 
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Years Activities References 

1930 Visit to the ruined city of al-Balīd (lit. Balid) by Bertram Thomas (p. 
38), “the most extensive ruins of the Dhofar (lit. Dhufar) plain” (p. 8). 
He takes some photos on the site (see also Peyton 1983, p. 75). 

Thomas 1932  

1930 ca. Sultan Said bin Taimur carries out some excavation works along the 
east end of the south side of the citadel. 

(Quoted in Albright 
1982, p. 59) 

1945 Wilfred Thesiger arrives for the first time in Ṣalālah, “the capital of 
Dhaufar”, and visits the site and the numerous ruins scattered around 
the city and the plain (pp. 43-44). 

Thesiger 1959 (ed. 
2008) 

1952-1960 First archaeological excavations (started in spring 1952) under the 
auspices of the American Foundation for the Study of Man (AFSM). 
Wendell Phillips was the sponsor of the expedition; Frank P. Albright 
the main archaeologist and responsible of the whole work. The AFSM 
works involved the city wall, the towers, the two city gates, the citadel 
(“Area A”), the great mosque, the western bridge, four habitations in 
the western side of the walled city (“Area H”), and a number of 
buildings and mosques scattered around the site which are shown on a 
map drawn by Phillips (fig. 21; see also Zarins 2007, fig. 2). However, 
a full account of the excavation work and a complete list of the finds 
are lacking. Albright (p. 106) provides only a list of 90 artefacts, 
summarily described and without graphic or photographic 
documentation. Unpublished materials are held by the AFSM in 
various locales in Virginia. 

Phillips 1971; 1972; 
Albright 1955; 1982 

1977-1981 Paolo Costa leads three seasons of work (started in spring 1978, 
following a first survey in winter 1977) on behalf of the Omani 
Ministry of National Heritage and Culture and in cooperation of the 
local authorities. Costa employs a large team of experts, analyses the 
site for the first time with a scientific approach, and provides a detailed 
site plan with a 50 m interval grid system. The main excavation 
activities concerned the great mosque, the western bridge and city 
gates (called “Area A”), and an area located in the centre of the walled 
city (called “Area B”). However, once again, a final analysis of the 
materials and a study of the ceramic fragments are lacking. 

Costa 1979 

1980 Giovanni Oman, upon invitation of Costa, carries out a preliminary 
study of the epigraphic material from the western cemetery of the site 
(1983), as well as from Ṣalālah and Mirbāṭ (1982). 

Oman 1982; 1983; 
1989 

1994 At UNESCO’s request, Michael Jansen draws up an executive project 
for the development of cultural tourism in the Governatorate of Dhofar. 

Jansen 2015, p. VII 

1995-2003 The German archaeological mission from Aachen University, directed 
by M. Jansen, in cooperation with the National Committee for the 
supervision of Archaeological Survey in the Sultanate, carries out 
numerous campaigns. The main activities carried out by the mission 
were: the first topographic surveying of the site (1995-1996; Jansen 
2015, p. 31); the application of digital prospection and three-
dimensional documentation in conservation of architectural remains 
(1997-2000; Id., pp. 32-37); the documentation methodology for the 
archaeological activities (2001; Id., pp. 37-40). The excavation activities 
involved the Great Mosque (Sept. 1995; Sept. 1996; March 1997; Aug.-
Nov. 1997; Id., pp. 49-92); the citadel (March 1997; Aug. 1998; March 
1998; Febr.-April 1999; Oct.-Dec. 1999; spring 2000; Nov.-Dec. 2000; 
March-April 2001; Id., pp. 161-208); the northern and western city wall 
(Sept. 1996; Sept. 1997; March-April 1998; Oct.-Dec. 1999; March 

Powell, al-Salmi 
1997; 1998; Jamme 
1998; Koschick 
1998; Powell 1998a; 
1998b; Yule 1998b; 
1999a; 1999b; 
Hermann 1999; 
Jansen 1999; Al 
Shamsi 1999, White 
1999; 2000a; 2000b; 
White, Unterlechner 
1999; 2000; Peshkov 
2001; Peshkov, 
Voyakin 2001; 
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Years Activities References 

2000; Nov.-Dec. 2000; March-April 2001; Id., pp. 93-160); the small 
mosques 655 and 940 (spring 2000; Id., pp. 219-226); the House 803 
(May-June 2000; Id., pp. 231-232, 258-263); the courtyard 720 (May-
June 2000; Id., pp. 228-231, 237-257); the residential area south of the 
citadel (March 2000; Id., pp. 232-233, 235-236). Seven soundings 
(1998; Id., pp. 270-284) were moreover carried out with the aim of 
finding pre-Islamic evidences which, however, did not emerge. A 
number of conservation actions, such as the restoration of a number of 
columns, were performed as well.

Stevens 2001; Urban 
2001; Franke-Vogt 
et alii 2003; Jansen 
2001; 2002; 2003; 
2015 

1996-1997 Two excavation campaigns lead by an archaeological team of the 
Sultan Qaboos University focused on the so-called “funerary mosque” 
with its facilities and burial area. 

Ibrahim, Al Tigani 
1997; see also 
Jansen 2015, pp. 
209-217. 

1996-1998 Mauro Cremaschi conducted a number of geomorphological surveys 
within the works carried out by the Italian Mission to Oman (IMTO) in 
the coastal area of Dhofar and in the interior of the region. In 1997 a 
palynological study was carried out as well with the samples processed 
by the University of Amsterdam (Carina Hoorn). At al-Balīd tests were 
conducted on three different spots in order to collect palynological 
samples. The results confirm the idea of Costa that the settlement was a 
kind of virtual island and that the lagoon was connected to the sea until 
recent time. 

Hoorn, Cremaschi 
2004 

1997-2004 First studies on ceramic material with proposals for typologies Yule 1998a; Franke 
Vogt 2002; Yule et 
alii 2005; Yule, 
Muhammed 2006 

1998 Within the frame of the Oman Maritime Heritage Project, Jana Owen 
made a short reconnaissance campaign in the lagoon of al-Balīd. 
https://museum.wa.gov.au/maritime-archaeology-db/maritime-
reports/oman-maritime-heritage-project 

Owen 1998 

2000 A first sedimentological study is conducted by the Canadian Edward 
Reinhardt who prepared a PhD thesis discussing the development of 
the site from a palinoligical, sedimentalogical and 
micropalaeontological perspective. 

Reinhardt 2000 

2005-2012 Archaeological works are carried out by Juris Zarins and Lynne 
Newton under the auspices of the Office of the Adviser to H.M. the 
Sultan for Cultural Affairs, directed by Abdul Aziz bin Mohammed Al 
Rowas. Their work focused on the citadel, the western and south-
eastern areas of the walled city, jetties, breakwaters, southern towers 
and gates, “Custom House”, a small mosque located to the east of the 
citadel and the building complex in the southwestern corner, outside 
the city wall. Most of the excavated material were cleaned, classified 
and placed in boxes. 

Zarins 2007; 
Belfioretti, Vosmer 
2010; Newton, 
Zarins 2010; 2014; 
2017; Zarins, al-
Jahfali 2012; Zarins, 
Newton 2006; 2012 

2012-2018 Krista Lewis of the University of Arkansas at Little Rock directs new 
excavation works that lead to the discovery of a large multi-storey 
building, located in the south-western part of the site. 

Lewis 2012; 2013a; 
2013b; 2013c; 2014; 
2015 
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2015-2016 Excavation campaign by the Italian Mission to Oman (IMTO), 
University of Pisa, headed by A. Avanzini and directed by A. Pavan 
(October-December) and S. Lischi (February-March 2016). Works 
were carried out exclusively on the citadel following the request of HE 
Abdul Aziz bin Mohammed Al Rowas. 

Pavan 2015; Lischi 
2016; Pavan, Lischi 
2016 

2016-2019 The most recent archaeological work carried out at the site focused on 
the citadel and was conducted by Alexia Pavan under the auspices of 
the Office of the Adviser to H.M. the Sultan for Cultural Affairs, 
directed by Abdul Aziz bin Mohammed Al Rowas. New and important 
results have also been achieved through the study of ceramic and 
porcelain material, as well as ship timbers and coins. 

Pavan 2017-18; 
2019; 2021; Fusaro 
2018; Pavan et alii 
2018; 2020; Fusaro 
2019; Pavan et alii 
2019; Annucci 2020; 
Fusaro 2020a; 
2020b; Ghidoni 
2020; Pavan, 
Visconti 2020 
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