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7000 year old settlement discovered  

on Marawah Island 
    

     
            View of Room 1 at MR11                              Pottery vessel from MR11 

 
Highlight of the winter season was the 
unearthing by ADIAS of a well-preserved 
7000 year-old Neolithic village on the island 
of Marawah. The site, known as MR11, has 
the still intact remains of sophisticated stone-
built houses. A variety of artefacts was 
recovered during the excavation. Important 
finds include a human skeleton which 
represents the earliest inhabitant of Abu 
Dhabi so far discovered, as well as the oldest 
most complete pottery vessel ever found in 
the United Arab Emirates (above right). 
 
This spring’s Marawah excavation season at 
MR11 began on the 3nd March and continued 
until the 3rd April 2004. Excavations were 
directed by Dr Mark Beech (ADIAS Senior 
Resident Archaeologist), and the team 
included John Martin, a veteran of numerous 

ADIAS campaigns, and Richard Cuttler and 
Derek Moscrop from Birmingham Archaeology 
Unit in the U.K. Mohammed Hassan from 
ADCO also provided valuable field assistance 
during the excavation period. Dr Heiko 
Kallweit (University of Freiburg, Germany) 
joined the team towards the end of the 
excavation to study the lithics finds from the 
site. 
 
The aims of this second excavation season 
were to undertake detailed mapping of the 
site, and to continue excavations on the large 
building complex in Area A. 
 
THE BUILDING STRUCTURE 
 
The building, formerly believed to be a 
church, largely on account of its apsidal wall 

mailto:adias@erwda.gov.ae
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and fine architecture, proved to be a very 
interesting multi-phase building dating to the 
Neolithic period. Two radiocarbon dates from 
site MR11 suggest that the buildings there 
were in use at least 6500 to 7000 years ago 
(see the ADIAS January 2004 newsletter for 
more details). 
 
After removing many large stone slabs and 
stone rubble, which represented collapse from 
the original walls of the structure, it was 
possible to define the shape of part of the 
structure. It is now clear that Area A is a 
large building with at least three phases of 
development. Just one of the rooms, Room 1, 
has been excavated so far. This is about 4.6 
metres long and 1.8 metres wide, oriented 
NE-SW. The northern end of this room had an 
outwards projecting apsidal wall. There were 
three doorways leading into this room 
through the east, west and southern walls. A 
similar shaped and sized room was located to 
the south, and there were traces of two 
further rooms to the east of Room 1. The 
room located to the south appeared to be the 
earliest part of the building so far identified, 
as the walls of Room 1 were clearly bonded 
onto it (see photograph opposite). The walls 
of the rooms located to the east of Room 1 
were bonded onto the eastern wall of Room 
1, suggesting that they were built after it (see 
photograph below). 
 
 

Detail of wall 49, the northern end of Room 1 
 
The walls of this structure were extremely 
well built. They appeared to have been 
constructed using a double-skin method, 
large stones were first placed as inner and 
outer layers, smaller stones being used to 
infill the cavity. This is an extremely 
sophisticated method of wall construction 
which has not been identified until now on 
sites of this early date in south-east Arabia. 

THE SKELETON 
 
What was the purpose of this structure? We 
had initially assumed that it was purely 
domestic, as archaeological finds recovered 
included a broad range of typical artefacts 
and food debris (see below). We were then 
somewhat surprised when we discovered that 
the room had a secondary use as a burial 
chamber. A series of large stone slabs had 
been deliberately placed across the southern 
end of the room, immediately against the wall 
by the southern doorway. A human burial had 
been placed on top of these slabs. It seems 
likely that this burial was secondary to the 
original use of Room 1, since someone 
entering from the room to the south would 
have trod on the burial upon entering.  
 

 
The skeleton found on the stone platform  

at the southern end of Room 1 
 

The skeleton was from an adult (of as yet 
undetermined sex) and looked as though it 
may have originally been in a highly flexed 
position turned slightly on its left side, which 
would mean that its head was facing NE. 
Unfortunately the majority of the bones were 
very poorly preserved. This was probably the 
result of post-burial disturbance events, as 
well as the eventual collapse of the walls and 
roof of the structure on top of the burial. All 
that remained of the skull were some parietal 
fragments plus a poorly preserved maxillar 
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fragment and loose teeth. This was located 
close to the SW corner of the room. The trunk 
of the body was represented by cervical, 
thoracic and lumbar vertebrae, some ribs, a 
sacrum fragment and both pelves. These all 
appeared to be largely in-situ. There were 
also fragments of the arms. Most of the left 
femur remained, and part of the right tibia. 
The position of these suggested that either 
the legs had been bent up in a highly flexed 
position, or that the legs had been bundled 
post-mortem with the rest of the body. 
Clearly the burial has been disturbed, with 
the right femur being found out of position 
towards the SE corner of the room. The feet 
from this individual were found in articulation 
but some two and a half metres away in the 
northern half of the room! One of the feet 
was found next to a cluster of pottery sherds 
which turned out to be the greater part of the 
pottery vessel (see below). There are either 
some peculiar burial practices going on here, 
or it can be explained by accidental animal or 
human interference. The fact that conjoining 
pottery fragments were found which are 
distributed across the room perhaps indicates 
that there has been some linear pattern of 
disturbance across the room. The lighter 
coloured potsherd from the pottery vessel 
(see the photograph on page 1, and middle 
left side in the photograph below) was found 
at the southern end of the room, whilst the 
remainder of the vessel was found at the 
northern end of the room. 
 

 
Potsherds from Room 1, prior to  
the vessel being reconstructed 

 
THE POT 
 
Most spectacular amongst the finds recovered 
from the occupation layer excavated in Room 
1 was an almost complete pottery vessel 
which must rank as probably the earliest, 

most complete, pottery vessel ever found in 
the United Arab Emirates (photograph on 
newsletter cover). The vessel had an intricate 
and intriguing painted design on its exterior. 
The usual type of pottery found on sites of 
this period is known as “Ubaid” ware, after 
the type site of Tell Al-Ubaid in southern Iraq. 
Such pottery is generally characterised by its 
hard well-fired and pale greenish fabric and 
by painted decoration in the form of black 
geometric lines and chevrons on its exterior. 
Whilst the fabric and painted components are 
clearly “Ubaid” in tradition, this vessel, 
however, does not appear to fit with the 
previous material found in the UAE, nor for 
that matter with Ubaid potsherds found 
elsewhere in the Gulf e.g. in Kuwait, Bahrain, 
Qatar and on the coast of Saudi Arabia. This 
shape of vessel, as well as the combination of 
five nested chevrons with dotted lines 
between them, with inverted triangles, has 
not been previously found in this region. 
Interestingly, the shape and pattern on the 
vessel appears to have closer parallels with 
south Mesopotamian sites located in western 
Iran during the early 5th millennium BC. More 
research will be carried out on the pottery 
this summer to clarify its precise origin and to 
search for parallels for it. It would be 
fascinating if the pottery does prove to be an 
import from the Susiana/Deh Luran plain area 
in western Iran. This pottery vessel may 
provide the earliest evidence for contact 
between this area of western Iran and the 
southern Gulf. Special thanks go to Prof. 
Ernie Haerinck (Univ. of Ghent, Belgium) and 
Prof. Dan Potts (Univ. of Sydney, Australia) 
for their provisional comments on the MR11 
pottery vessel. 
 
PLASTER VESSELS 
 
A large number of fragments of plaster 
vessels were also found in the occupation 
debris within Room 1. The majority of these 
were plain, although some of them had traces 
of pinkish-red and dark grey paint on the 
outside of them (see photograph below). 
Some of the fragments were clearly pieces of 
quite large vessels with walls almost 1cm in 
thickness. One body fragment had traces of a 
lug which must have been used to help lift 
these heavy vessels. There were also some 
very fine fragments of plaster vessels, which 
were only about 4mm in thickness. 
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Such plaster vessels are only known on one 
other site in the lower Gulf, that is from the 
ADIAS excavations at the Ubaid period 
settlement on Dalma island. The discovery of 
plaster vessels here confirms the presence of 
this local tradition in the southern Gulf at this 
time. Some of the plaster vessel fragments 
from Dalma have already been analysed in 
the British Museum laboratories in London. 
This revealed that they were largely 
manufactured from locally occurring gypsum, 
although some pieces were also made using 
lime plaster. 
 

 
Painted plaster vessel fragments 

 
The tradition of using plaster is something 
which is known from the early Neolithic period 
in the Levant and Mesopotamia. It is 
interesting that following the ceramic 
connection with southern Mesopotamia, this 
may have then become the avenue through 
which the idea for manufacturing plaster 
vessels originated. It is interesting that the 
peoples of the lower Gulf felt the need to 
make such vessels and that this was a 
tradition practiced on both Dalma and 
Marawah islands. The copying of dark lines 
and chevron patterns on some of the plaster 
vessel fragments seems to emulate the 
designs on the pottery. 
 
LITHICS 
 
A small quantity of lithic tools was recovered 
during the excavation. These included a 
number of flint projectile points (see 
photograph below). Other tools included a 
“tile knife” made from a piece of grey tabular 
flint. All the lithics are currently being studied 
by Dr Heiko Kallweit. 
 

 
Selection of flint projectile points 

 
 
OTHER FINDS 
 
All the sediment removed during the 
excavation was dry sieved. This was carried 
out to ensure the recovery of small objects, 
easily missed during hand excavation. This 
proved to be a very worthwhile exercise as 
over a hundred beads were recovered from 
within the occupation layer in the structure.  
 

 
A selection of beads 

 
The beads have now been catalogued, 
measured and databased by Karen Cooper 
from the ADIAS team. They were generally 
made from shell, although there were a few 
which may be made from coral, and several 
which were made of different types of stone. 
The majority of the beads were extremely 
small, just a few millimetres in size, although 
there were also a few larger tubular beads 
(see photograph above). 
 
These beads are similar to those found 
previously on other broadly contemporary 
sites in the UAE, as on Dalma island and at 
Jebel Buhais in Sharjah. 
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Pearl oyster buttons  

 
Two buttons made from pearl oyster were 
amongst the most delicate and beautiful finds 
from this season’s excavation (see 
photograph above). 
 
The remains of food consumed by the 
inhabitants of the house included bone 
fragments from sheep or goat, dugong, 
marine turtle, as well as various types of fish 
including requiem shark, grouper, emperor 
and seabream. Shellfish were also collected 
by the occupants and these included 
predominantly pearl oyster, Pinctada spp., 
the gastropod species, Lunella coronata, 
bivalves. Barbatia spp., and other species.   
 
It is planned that excavations will resume at 
this important site in March 2005. 
 
The results of this season’s excavations on 
Marawah were recently presented at the 2nd 
Symposium on Recent Archaeological work in 
the United Arab Emirates, held in Al Ain from 
7-8 April 2004 (see later in this newsletter for 
more details). 
 
FORTHCOMING LECTURES 
 
Dr Mark Beech will be giving a lecture about 
the results of this season’s excavations on 
Marawah island to the Abu Dhabi branch of 
the Emirates Natural History Group on 
Tuesday 15 June 2004. The lecture will be 
held in the 1st floor auditorium of the Cultural 
Foundation in Abu Dhabi starting at 8 p.m. 
 
This summer further details of the work on 
Marawah will be presented at the Seminar for 
Arabian Studies. This conference is being held 
at the British Museum from 22-24 July, 2004. 
For more details visit the following website: 
www.arabianseminar.org.uk  
 
 

 
 

New ADIAS book published 

ADIAS is pleased to announce the publication 
of its latest book. Written by ADIAS Senior 
Resident Archaeologist, Dr Mark Beech, the 
book is entitled: “In the Land of the 
Ichthyophagi: Modelling fish exploitation in 
the Arabian Gulf and Gulf of Oman from the 
5th millennium BC to the Late Islamic period.” 
The book is published in the well-known 
British Archaeological Reports International 
Series, Volume S1217. ISBN 1841715778. xxi 
+ 293 pages; 126 figures, maps, plans, 
drawings, photographs; 232 tables; 8 
Appendices of data, remains and sites. The 
book can be ordered from ArchaeoPress, 
Gordon House, 276 Banbury Road, Oxford 
OX2 7ED, U.K. tel/fax: +44 (0) 1865 311914. 
email: bar@archaeopress.com – website: 
www.archaeopress.com and is priced 39 UK 
pounds. It can be also purchased online via 
www.oxbowbooks.com. 
 
This book is the culmination of fours years of 
research by Mark Beech for his PhD (awarded 
in 2001) in the Departments of Archaeology 
and Biology at the University of York in the 
U.K. The geographical framework for this 
study is the Arabian Gulf/Gulf of Oman, with 
a particular focus on the southern Gulf region 
and present day coastline of the United Arab 
Emirates. The environmental and 
archaeological background to the region is 
considered first and modern fisheries data, as 
well as ethnographic data relating to 

http://www.arabianseminar.org.uk/
mailto:bar@archaeopress.com
http://www.archaeopress.com/
http://www.oxbowbooks.com/bookinfo.cfm/ID/40532/OnlyResult/Yes
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traditional fisheries is presented. An 
evaluation is carried out of all the 
archaeological evidence for the adoption of 
particular fisheries technology. The principal 
data forming the basis for this study are 23 
archaeological fish bone assemblages from 
sites located throughout the Arabian Gulf/Gulf 
of Oman. The chronological focus is from the 
5th millennium BC to the Late Islamic period. 
This research provides for the first time a 
detailed insight into the status of past 
fisheries resources in the region as well as an 
insight into the fishing strategies utilised by 
the early coastal inhabitants of the Gulf 
during the course of the past 7000 years. The 
work’s special focus is on the use of 
biometrical techniques to enable size 
reconstruction of economically important fish 
groups. The overall aim of this research (the 
first in a planned series of Abu Dhabi Islands 
Archaeological Survey Monographs) is to 
consider the interactions between the goals of 
the coastal societies, their fishing strategies 
and environment; the work overall goes some 
way towards addressing some of the key 
questions of relevance to the archaeology of 
south-east Arabia. 

     
Prof. Graham Evans    Dr. Tony Kirkham 

 
Sabkha Workshop  

 
ADIAS,in collaboration with the Environmental 
Research and Wildlife Development Agency 
(ERWDA), organised on 14 March 2004 a half 
day workshop on the Abu Dhabi Sabkha. A 
slide, overhead and video presentation was 
made by Professor Graham Evans and Dr. 
Tony Kirkham. The meeting was attended by 
staff from ADIAS, the Environmental 
Protection Division (EPD), Marine 
Environment Research Center (MERC), and 
Terrestrial Environment Research Center 
(TERC) from ERWDA. Further details of the 
seminar and speakers are provided on our 
website at: www.adias-uae.com/sabkha.html. 

 
 

2nd Archaeology Symposium  
 

A 2nd Symposium on Recent Archaeological 
work in the United Arab Emirates was held 
from 7-8 April 2004 at the Mercure Hotel 
Grand Jebel Hafeet in Al Ain. The symposium 
was organised by the Zayed Centre for 
Heritage and History and ADIAS Executive 
Director Peter Hellyer, under the patronage of 
HH Sheikh Sultan bin Zayed Al Nahyan.  
 
The Symposium included the following papers 
by ADIAS staff and associates: 
 
Dr. Heiko Kallweit, Dr Mark Beech (ADIAS 
Senior Resident Archaeologist) and Dr Walid 
Yasin Al-Tikriti (Department of Antiquities and 
Tourism, Al Ain) presented a paper entitled: 
“Neolithic occupation in the southeastern 
region of the United Arab Emirates”. 
 
Dr. Mark Beech, (ADIAS), Richard Cuttler and 
Derek Moscrop (Birmingham University), Dr. 
Heiko Kallweit (ADIAS & Freiburg) and John 
Martin (ADIAS), presented a paper entitled:  
“New results from excavations of a Neolithic 
settlement on Marawah island, Abu Dhabi, 
United Arab Emirates” 
 
Dr. Geoffrey King (Department of Art and 
Archaeology, School of Oriental and African 
Studies, SOAS, University of London and 
ADIAS Academic Director) presented a paper 
entitled: “Mosques of the Islands of Abu 
Dhabi”.  
 
Dr King is currently preparing a book for 
ADIAS on Mosques in Abu Dhabi, which is due 
to be completed later this year. 
 
ADIAS Associates, Dr. Michele Ziolkowski and 
Abdullah bin Suhail al-Sharqi, presented a 
paper entitled: “Fujairah Fort and its 
Associated Settlement.” 
 
It is planned that the papers from this 
symposium will eventually be published by 
the Zayed Centre for Heritage and History.   

http://www.erwda.gov.ae/
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/
http://www.adias-uae.com/sabkha.html
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/eng/pages/aboutus/org/epd.html
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/eng/pages/aboutus/org/epd.html
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/eng/pages/aboutus/org/merc.html
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/eng/pages/aboutus/org/merc.html
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/eng/pages/aboutus/org/terc.html
http://www.erwda.gov.ae/eng/pages/aboutus/org/terc.html
http://www.adias-uae.com/sabkha.html
http://www.mercure.com/mercure/fichehotel/gb/mer/3573/fiche_hotel.shtml
http://www.mercure.com/mercure/fichehotel/gb/mer/3573/fiche_hotel.shtml
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Visit to Kuwait 
 
ADIAS Senior Resident Archaeologist, Dr Mark 
Beech, and ADIAS associate, Dr Heiko 
Kallweit, were invited to give lectures to the 
Department of Antiquity and Museums in 
Kuwait on 20 April 2004. This department is 
part of the Kuwait National Museum and the 
National Council for Culture, Arts and Letters. 
They presented lectures on the recent work 
carried out by ADIAS on Miocene fossils, 
neolithic desert settlements, and a newly 
discovered Neolithic settlement on Marawah 
island. 

 

 
Kuwait National Museum 

 
Drs. Beech and Kallweit accompanied Sultan 
Al-Duwish and Mohammed Al-Ghanem on a 
day-long tour around the newly discovered 
archaeological sites found by the Department 
in Kuwait. These are predominantly located 
along the north coast of Kuwait Bay, just to 
the south of the main coastal road. Rescue 
excavations had been carried out on a 
number of burial mounds in advance of them 
being destroyed by a new pipeline being built 
parallel to the main road. Some of these 
tombs contained poorly preserved human 
skeletal remains and shell beads. Most had 
been robbed in antiquity. A number of the 
tombs looked similar in structure and form to 
Dilmun-type tombs on Bahrain. One tomb 
was of an elongated type, looking similar in 
appearance to the long Wadi Suq-type tombs 
known in Shimal, Ras Al-Khaimah. 
 
Fruitful meetings were held with Shehab 
Shehab, Director of the Department of 
Antiquity and Museums in Kuwait, to discuss 
future collaboration and projects. It is 

planned that a Kuwaiti colleague will join our 
team working at Khor Al Manahil in the SE 
deserts of Abu Dhabi in January 2005. This 
project to investigate the important Neolithic 
settlement sites identified in January 2004 is 
a joint project between ADIAS and the 
Department of Antiquities and Tourism in Al 
Ain.  
 
Dr Mark Beech also held useful meetings with 
Dr Sulaiman Almatar (Department Manager of 
the Mariculture & Fisheries Dept. in the 
Kuwait Institute for Scientific Research, KISR) 
and with Dr Mohsen Al-Husaini (Head of the 
Fish Ageing Laboratory, Mariculture & 
Fisheries Dept., KISR) discussing ongoing 
projects, and collaborative work being 
undertaken by Dr. Beech and Dr. Al-Husaini 
on marine catfish (Ariidae) otoliths from the 
Neolithic settlement of H3, Sabiyah, Kuwait. 
 

 
 

Oman conference 
 
Dr Mark Beech recently participated in the 
International Conference, "Magan, an Early 
Arabian Civilization and the first Maritime 
Trade between India and the Near East". This 
conference was organised by the Ministry of 
National Heritage & Culture of the Sultanate 
of Oman. It was held from 24-25 April in the 
Intercontinental Hotel in Muscat. Following 
the conference there was a two-day excursion 
(26-27 April) to the main prehistoric sites 
explored by the Italian/French Joint Hadd 
Archaeological Project along the coastline 
between the towns of Quryat and Suwaih. 
The well known prehistoric settlements and 
cemeteries at Ras Al-Hadd and Ras Al-Jinz 
were visited, as well as the famous green 
turtle nesting beach. One of the outcomes of 
the conference was the announcement of the 
launch of a new journal called MAGAN, to be 
published by the Ministry of National Heritage 
and Culture in Muscat. This will publish all 
works related to the archaeology of ancient 
Magan, including Oman and the United Arab 
Emirates. The first issue of this new journal is 
to contain all the papers from the conference. 
 

http://www.kuwait-info.com/sidepages/culture_nationalmuseum.asp
http://www.kuwait-info.com/sidepages/culture_nccal.asp
http://www.mnhc.gov.om/
http://www.mnhc.gov.om/
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Fossil Display 

 
Work on the fossil display is continuing. 
Casting of the scale model of the Late 
Miocene elephant, Stegotetrabelodon syrticus, 
is taking place in the next week or so. 
Construction of the display case is underway 
and should be completed by the end of the 
summer. Official launch of the display is 
planned for October 2004. 
  
 

More support from 
ADIAS sponsors  

 
Further sponsorship has been received by 
ADIAS from a number of Abu Dhabi-based 
companies for our work during the current 
year. We are grateful to all of them for their 
support. Our activities continue to expand, 
both in the field and in terms of our 
databasing, analysis and publications 
programmes. We would be unable to carry 
out this work, or as much of it, without 
continued generous support of this kind.  
 
Further support is always welcome! 
 
 
 
 
------------------------------------------- 
The ADIAS Occasional Newsletter is 
edited by Dr. Mark Beech & Peter Hellyer. 
---------------------------------------
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