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Left: Entrance to a communal tomb of the 

Umm an Nar Period (2700 2000 BC) at al Ayn 

Until recently, Oman's rich history was only 
partly documented. CIS is helping write the 

missing pages, as PAUL YULE explains 

GlScovering the 
past in Oman 

When the mains t ream of archaeolog ica l research in the 
Sultanate of Oman began in 1972, v i r tua l l y no th ing was 
known of its successive ancient cultures. In 1977. the German 
Archaeological Oman Expedition began to identify and locate 
the ancient copper mines of Magan/Makkan, long known from 
cune i fo rm tab le ts wr i t t en in the Sumerian and Akkad ian 
languages. The texts date f rom the mid third to early second 
millennia BC and reveal the economic importance of copper. 
Indeed, the Sumerians mythologised Magan, Dilmun (Bahrain 
and its hinterland), and Meluhha (lower Indus), as lands of 
plenty. 

Magan's location in Oman and south-west Iran became 
clear only in the I 980s. Archaeologists had already roughly 
dated the successive cultures mentioned above, but those of 
the subsequent final Pre-lslamic period eluded them. In 1980, 
C.Weisgerber and B.Vogt excavated a grave that contained 
significant f inds. Here, in a Pre-lslamic cemetery at Samad al 
Shan, 140 km south of the capital Masqat, handmade pottery 
and lathe-turned stone bowls were unearthed, together with 
iron weapons. Excavation continued, revealing many - even 
hundreds - of such graves. 

By-product 
Our CIS began in the late 1980s simply as a by-product of 
research on the Samad Culture and evolved as a card file to 
s t r u c t u r e r e f e r e n c e s and p r o j e c t s r e l a t i n g to 1 ,159 
archaeological sites in the entire Gulf area. This catalogues the 
place names; geographic coordinates; type of site; periods 
represented; whether excavated or surveyed; year(s) worked; 
nationality of investigators, and site-related l iterature. 

The database can present, select, and sort attributes in 
l iterally any way. For example, generating a chronological or 
geographic distr ibution for sites of a particular kind or period. 

Ceodata sources 
A great many archaeological sites on the Arabian/Persian Gulf 
l i ttoral have been nominally known for some time, but their 
documentat ion varies, ranging f rom the elaborate,1 , to the 

sketchy or non-existent. Moreover, the maps available in the 
specialist l iterature are small in scale, vary in quality, and are 
in different projections. 

Two main map series of the Sultanate serve our GIS 
needs. These are the K668 and K661I maps in 1:100,000 
scale, and also the 1404 series in 1:500,000 scale. All can be 
read in b o t h Universa l Transverse Merca to r (UTM) and 
spherical coordinates. Some prefer to cite a third system - the 
alphanumeric grid references (taken from the margins of the 
100,000 maps) - although this is less precise. In the pre-GPS 
era (prior to the 1991 Gulf War) the reading of references f rom 
the 100,000 mapping was tedious and mistakes of vary ing 
magnitude impeded the work. 

Mapping activity gathered momentum in the late I 980s in 
line wi th f ie ldwork . The need to standardise data became 
more intense and a major task was transliteration of Arabic 
place names in to Latin suitable for the database. Despite 
considerable problems, the "Gazetteer for Oman" from the US 
Defense Mapping Agency became available in the mid-1980s 
to speed this process. Its content was later made accessible 
to scholars and the general public alike.1 

CIS guidelines 
Since the sites listed in the GIS (see table facing page) were 
f irst compi led to track and tal ly the activi t ies of local and 
foreign archaeological missions, some sites are l isted more 
than once. Certain small sites are not strictly listed according 
to expedit ion. After the date, a ">" means that the site was 
worked on more than one season. "<" means that the site was 
discovered or studied prior to or dur ing the year cited. In 
certain cases the coordinates publ ished di f fer f rom those 
originally reported. Depending on where one in the Sultanate 
measures, a degree lies between 190 and 210 km in width, a 
minute from about 3.1 to 3.5 km width. Mistakes in the one 
minute range are easily possible, depending on the kind of 
data available. 

After coordinates and map references fol low the dates of 
the sites: "A"= aceramic, "P"= Parthian/Hel lenist ic, and "?"= 
unknown. 

Particularly problematic for classification and dating are 
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middle east 

Si te Year Eas t N o r t h K 6 6 1 1 A P ? P u b l i c a t i o n Surv L a n d 

A i n a m , W 1 9 7 6 < W«T 20 09' NF 40-1 5E X Thomas 1929a 108 + Brit 
A m a m . W 1 9 7 6 < 5T4T 20 09' NF40 -1SE X de Cardi et al 1977 30-1 + Brit 
Chadun , W I 9 8 3 > 5 6 4 2 ' 18 '42 ' Nr 40-6C X 6iagi 1 988 site W Chadun. 290 Ital 
Cha rm . W 2 I 9 S 3 > 5 7 ' 3 1 ' I 8 ' 5 0 ' NF 40 iE X Biagi 1988 sue WC2. 290 Ital 
Cha rm , W 1 1983> 57 3 r 18 50' N F 4 0 - 3 E X Biaqi 1988 site WC 1 . 2 9 0 Ital 
Ha i tam, W 2 I 9 8 3 > 56 54 ' 18 '46 ' NE 40 6C X Biagi 1 988 site W Hai tam 2 290 Ital 
Ha i tam. W 1 I 9 8 3 > 56 56' S 47' NE 40 6C X Salm 1988 18 site 001 O m a n 
Ha i tam, W 3 1 9 8 3 > 56 50' 1 8 4 S ' NE 40-6C X Biagi 1 988 site W Ha i tam 3 290 Hal 
Lakabi 1983> 56 30' 18 '13 ' NE 40-6F X Salm 1988 18 site 0 0 6 O m a n 
Lisq, W I 9 8 3 > 56 38' 1 8 3 8 ' NF 40-6C X Biaqi 1988 si te W Lisa. 2 9 0 Ital 
Madrakah Is land 6 1983> 5 7 4 9 ^ 1 9 04 ' NE 4 0 - 3 8 X Biagi 1988 Site WDK6. 290 * I tal 
Mad rakah Is land 5 I 9 8 3 > 5 7 ' 4 9 ' 1 9 04 ' NE 40-3B X Biagi 1988 s i teWDK.5. 290 * Hal 
Qada i lah I 9 7 6 < 5 7 4 7 ' 20 09 ' NE 40 15E X de Card i e t a l 1977 30-1 + Brit 
Ras al Kha lu f I 9 8 3 > 5 7 4 0 ' 19 38' NF 40 3B X Biaqi 1988 Site KLFI . 2 9 0 / Ital 
Ras Madrakah 1 I 9 8 3 > 5 7 ' 4 8 ' 19'04* NE 40-36 X Biagi 1988 site M D K I . 2 9 0 + Ital 
Ras Madrakah 2 1983> S7 '48 ' 19 04 ' NE 40 3B X Biaqi 1988 site MDK2. 2 9 0 Ital 
Ras Madrakah 3 I 9 8 3 > 57 48' I 9 ' 0 3 ' NE 4 0 3B X X Biaqi 1988 site MDK3. 2 9 0 / Ital 
Ras Madrakah 4 1983> 57 '48 ' 1 9 0 4 ' NE 40 3B X X Biagi 1988 site MDK4. 2 9 0 / Ital 
Ras Madrakah 7 I 9 8 3 > 5 7 ' 4 8 ' 19 '03 ' NE 40-3B X X Biagi 1988 site MDK7. 290 / Hal 
Ras Madrakah 8 I 9 8 3 > 5 7 ' 4 7 ' 1 9 0 0 ' NE 40 3B X Biagi 1988 site MDK8. 290 Ital 
Ras M a d r a k a h 9 I 9 8 3 > 5 7 4 6 ' 1 8 59' NE 40 3B X Biaqi 1988 site MDK9. 2 9 0 * Ital 
Saiwan 1984 5 7 3 1 ' 2 0 ' 5 9 ' NF 40-1 5E X Biaqi 1 9 9 4 8 1 - * Ital 
Sarab, W 1929 5 7 ' 4 9 ' 2 0 1 r NE 40 I5E X Thomas 1929a 108 + Brit 
Sawqirah 2 I 9 8 3 > 5 6 3 1 ' 1 8 0 9 ' NE 40 6E X Salm 1988 18 site 008 Oman 
Sawqirah 3 1983> 56 32' 18 0 9 ' NF 40-6F X Salm 1 988 1 8 site 009 +- Oman 
Sawqi rah 4 1983> 55 32' 1807* NE 40-6F X Salm 1988 18 site 010 + O m a n 
Sawq i rah 1 I 9 8 3 > 56 31 1 8 0 9 ' NF 40 6F X Biaqi 1 988 sue Sawqirah. 290 Ital 
Umayr i . W 
west J Salakh 1947 5 6 2 0 ' 21 40 ' NF 40-6B X Thes iqe r 1 9 5 0 167 n 55 Brit 
t o t a l : 2 8 2 3 . 0 5 . 2 0 0 0 
Abbreviated list of the archaeological sites the province al Wusta contained in the CIS (after (Sj). 

the terms "cairns" and "beehive tombs" of ten cited in the 
sources. The f i rs t is nei ther unequivocal ly def inable nor 
datable, and the second can date to the Hafit and/or Umm an 
Nar Period. 

The dates of certain sites, e.g. the cemetery at Amlah, al 
Fueda (of the Northern Pre-lslamic Culture from centuries 
around the time of Christ), are not specified if they do not fall 
into a major category. Tri l i ths (an a l ignment of s tanding 
stones) have been assigned to the Samad Period for purely 
chronological reasons. They are identif ied wi th a "t" in the 
data list. Similarly, shell middens are dated as "aceramic" and 
are also classified with finds ("/"). The bibliography cites the 
first or first major mention of the site. Further to the right, the 
next columns indicate whether the site is known f rom a 
survey ("Surv") or excavation ("Exca"). The symbol indicates 
finds and "+" contexts which are not graves. "/" means that 
both of the former were encountered. "-" indicates graves. "-/" 
means that graves with settlement contexts were registered. 

Legend 
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Late Pre-lslamic sites in 
the Sultanate of Oman 

and the United Arab 
Emirates attributed to the 
Northern Late Pre-lslamic 

Culture (dots) and the 
Samad Culture (squares)0 

Data describing the 'nature' of 
research are, perhaps , the 
mos t d i f f i c u l t to l is t as 
su rveys are f r e q u e n t l y 
undertaken at random during 
idle phases of excavation. The 
f i na l c o l u m n ind i ca tes the 
n a t i o n a l i t y of d i s c o v e r e r , 
writer, and/or project sponsor. 

GIS o u t l o o k 
While informat ion describing 
all the known archaeological 
sites is now available,'1 there 
is a surprising lack of research 
data relat ing to the Batinah 
p la in . This is and was the 
most heavily populated part 
o f the Su l tana te . S t r i k i n g 
research lacunae i n c l u d e 
Palaeolithic, Ubaid, Hellenistic, 
Pa r th ian , and Sasanian 
P e r i o d / C u l t u r e s . A new 

addit ion is the so-called Late Northern Pre-lslamic Culture 
(LNPC), as at Amlah/al Fueda." 

As new data become available, our CIS is reviewed and 
updated. One must be careful how the GPS instrument is set 
in the field (seconds or decimal places) before including new 
readings. Since CPS Selective Availability" was removed in May 
of last year, the opportunity was taken to continue fieldwork 
and update the CPS readings of poor ly-documented sites. 
Similar work is in progress in other countries on the Culf 
littoral, the results of which are for publication at a later date. 
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