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This report, published by Vittoria Buffa, marks a milestone for the reconstruction of the history of the port of Sum-
huram in Dhofar.

Many of the historical hypotheses discussed at length with alexander Sedov, Vittoria Buffa and the young mem-
bers of the mission find support here, which is backed up by archaeological evidence. a detailed reconstruction of all 
phases of the history of Sumhuram and its relations with the world remains and perhaps will remain impossible in the 
future, but now, for the first time, a general picture emerges clearly and is supported by archaeological evidence.

when I arrived at Sumhuram many years ago, I was certainly impressed by the beauty of the site’s location, chosen 
by the Ḥaḍramis to found their port. however, in truth I was not convinced that such new and interesting historical 
data would emerge from the resumption of excavations at Sumhuram. 

What we could have known about the history of Sumhuram had already been written in the Periplus Maris 
Erythraei describing the port of Moscha Limén (incidentally, even today we have no incontrovertible evidence on 
the identification of Sumhuram with Moscha, but such a hypothesis is quite likely) and confirmed by the american 
excavations of the ‘50s.

Sumhuram was a commercial outpost of the kingdom of Ḥaḍramawt, with a relatively short history (first-third 
centuries AD). Also from the Periplus there emerges the charm of the place; isolated, high on the lagoon, Moscha 
Limén is protected by a god. But, commercially, the port is represented in the Periplus as being completely secondary 
if compared to Qaniʾ, the main port of Ḥaḍramawt. The only product traded was frankincense, which was loaded onto 
rafts and arrived in Qaniʾ. The port of Moscha Limén was not a centre for the redistribution of other commercial prod-
ucts, and did not seem to be a port active in international long-distance trade by sea. The Periplus added, it is true, an 
interesting detail: Indian traders spent the winter there. The study of Indian imported pottery, found at Sumhuram, 
confirms the fundamental importance of Sumhuram’s trade relations with India.

after the american excavations and again in Report 1, the foundation of the port was at the beginning of the first 
century aD, at the time of the flourishing sea trade of the roman period.

The excavations conducted by IMTO at the beginning of this century (Report 2) have led to a substantial change in 
the overall historical picture. Pottery and numismatic materials were evidence of a longer history: Sumhuram already 
existed at the end of the third century – beginning of the second century BC; and the presence of a port of South ara-
bian culture lasted until the fourth century AD.

I have already pointed out that the backdating of the foundation of Sumhuram, a port involved in international 
trade from the beginning, was well embedded in the general historical rethinking of sea trade between the Mediterra-
nean and India. The results of the excavations in Egypt, Sri Lanka and India have demonstrated the existence of trade 
relations starting from the end of the third century BC, prior to the great development of the roman Empire period. 
Sumhuram became part of this new emerging picture; it was a stage between the various commercial segments that 
linked distant ports, and it was also a centre of redistribution of goods already in the centuries before Christ.

Foreword



8

The organisation of urban space in some districts emerges clearly in this book.
an aspect that historically seems to me to be most interesting is that here we have evidence of a hypothesis, which 

until now I considered only highly probable, but for which I had no archaeological evidence. It was, by banal com-
mon sense, totally unlikely that Sumhuram would be surrounded by imposing walls from the earliest construction 
phase. an earlier settlement was conceivable. The buildings near the city walls had been built by ‘binding’ them to 
the fortification, including the large building that protected the well. The buildings were, however, posterior to the 
fortification of Sumhuram. 

what is deemed highly probable was the presence of buildings far from the city walls, independent from them and 
older than them, in the centre of the city. a massive isolated construction (MB2), not structurally linked to the walls, 
looked like a building from the earliest phase of the settlement. now, thanks to the analysis of the pottery, carried out 
by Vittoria Buffa in this volume, we have archaeological evidence of this hypothesis. not only was the MB2 fortress 
erected prior to the construction of the walls, but also nearby buildings can be placed chronologically at this stage. 
we are not able to draw a complete plan of the settlement prior to the monumental phase of Sumhuram, but, for the 
first time, areas within the city are able to provide certain evidence. as is clear from Buffa’s reconstruction of the area 
near MB2, even in this first phase, the Ḥaḍramis did build imposing buildings, perhaps still lacking in insightful ur-
ban organization, but, from the beginning of its history, Sumhuram had to have an appearance of considerable visual 
impact.

Thanks to the ceramic typology published in Report 3 by alexia Pavan and to the vast numismatic corpus, in this 
report it is possible to arrive at a chronological grid, to connect the construction phases of some areas with the mate-
rial, to recognize diagnostic ceramic typologies, and to specify, in conclusion, the history of the city.

among the many results of the volume that I find interesting are some conclusions to which Vittoria Buffa arrives 
at by placing in the chronological grid of the history of the port types of imported ceramics from various regions of 
the world which relate to Sumhuram. Privileged sea routes can be drawn in some periods. Already in its contacts with 
India alexia Pavan had identified two routes. The first was more ancient, going to Muziris and Sri Lanka; the other, 
from the first centuries of our era, went to Barygaza and the mouth of the Indus. now, with the distinction between 
fine tableware, kitchenware and containers, the history of the various contacts and privileged types of imported mate-
rial acquires a historically stimulating scenario. 

It is also important to publish in this volume a building of much larger dimensions than private houses. Its presence 
is proof of a differentiation in the social status of the inhabitants of the port. I don’t know if it was really the viceroy’s 
house, as Vittoria Buffa suggests, but it was certainly big enough to be distinguished from other houses. 

Buffa’s hypothesis that it was the viceroy’s house is based on a complete dedicatory tablet that was found in a wing 
of this palace. It was commissioned by a viceroy who thanked the god for the protection granted to him on his journey 
from Sumhuram to Yemen and for the divine protection of the bronze material he carried with him.

In my opinion and also in the opinion of Vittoria Buffa, the presence of the dedicatory tablet is absolutely not an 
indication of a religious function of the building, even if we do not know why it was not in the temple of Sin, its natu-
ral location. In the palace there was perhaps a private place of worship. In confirmation we can recall some dedicatory 
texts found in the royal palace of the Qatabanian capital, which at first led to the erroneous conclusion that the build-
ing was a temple. The explanation may, of course, be even more banal; the tablet, which was restored in ancient times, 
may have been preserved in this building after its restoration.

The text with its allusion to bronze (objects/material) is evidence of metalworking in the port. The numerous 
furnaces excavated by IMTO are clear evidence of the various industrial activities of the inhabitants of the port. The 
tablet was certainly forged at Sumhuram; moulds for bronze inscriptions were found at Sumhuram. within the com-
munity there were, therefore, specialized craftsmen able to produce artefacts not only of daily use. 

Sumhuram was evidently not a technical stopover for sailors engaged in their long voyage, but also a centre for the 
redistribution of goods traded or produced in it. 

Some objects found in recent years by IMTO, demonstrate the refined taste of the inhabitants of the port. The 
regular layout of the city, with its streets that intersect orthogonally, its squares with regular perimeters, its mighty 
walls, and its monumental door, are proof of an architectural plan set out before the construction of the city. Perhaps 
Sumhuram was not protected by a god, but it was certainly a splendid small town.

AleSSAndrA AVAnzini
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Sumhuram’s contacts with Yemen were not limited to the motherland. The presence of Qatabanian jars with identi-
cal seals found on jars of the same ceramic typology in the royal palace of the Qatabanian capital is a historical fact of 
great interest. Vittoria Buffa suggests that the jars arrived at Sumhuram by sea from the Qatabanian ports, a complete-
ly sustainable hypothesis. Today we know that the relationship between Qatabān and Ḥaḍramawt, in the centuries 
around our era, was more complex than previously believed. The king of Ḥaḍramawt had to resort to Qatabanian aid 
to counter the autonomous tendencies of the tribes of wadi Ḥaḍramawt; Qatabanian communities resided in Shabwa. 
The surprising amount of Qatabanian containers at Sumhuram could be testimony to this period of political and com-
mercial alliance. 

Of course, too little is known of the general history to find justifications at certain historical junctions. and it tends 
to be the case that we more often ask questions than find answers. 

Let me give you an example: some external structures, published in Report 2, are associated with the site: a small 
temple, a small agricultural settlement. These structures have a shorter life span than the city and are abandoned at 
the end of the first century aD. Even within the city at the same time a new construction phase begins. It would be 
interesting to understand if any event is the reason why the inhabitants of the port seem, at the end of the first century 
aD, to prefer not to maintain external structures and to lock themselves within its walls.

we might think of some event in the history of Ḥaḍramawt or international trade, but, more likely, the abandon-
ment of buildings in the territory around the city could depend on the change in relations with other actors in the his-
tory of Sumhuram, which, even up to not so long ago, have entirely vanished from our eye, but which, nonetheless 
were certainly present: the local inhabitants of Dhofar.

In recent years, for the first time the locals and their settlements can provide archaeological testimony. The reper-
cussions of international trade upon the ancient inhabitants of Dhofar, (who were probably semi-nomads) and their 
relations with the inhabitants of Sumhuram are important topics to affront in future research.

allow me to further praise this volume: often final reports of archaeological excavations are aimed only at spe-
cialists. This book is not guilty of having such limits. Its results are summarised and presented to readers who are not 
strictly speaking archaeologists. and for this I am profoundly grateful to Vittoria. 

Alessandra Avanzini

Foreword



Sumhuram. General plan with excavation areas.



The Italian Mission to Oman (MID, then IMTO), under the direction of alessandra avanzini, is active with excava-
tions being carried out at the site of Khor rori (ancient Sumhuram) since 1997. results of excavations in the colony 
of the kingdom of Ḥaḍramawt have been published in two volumes: avanzini a. (ed.), Khor Rori Report 1, 2002 and 
avanzini a. (ed.), A port in Arabia between Rome and the Indian ocean (3rd C. BC – 5th C. AD). Khor Rori Report 2, 
2008. a comprehensive typological classification of the pottery from the site has been published recently: a. Pavan, 
A cosmopolitan city on the Arabian coast. The imported and the local pottery from Khor Rori. Khor Rori Report 3, 
2017. Preliminary reports of each excavation campaign are available online: www.arabiantica.it.

The site was tested by the american Foundation for the Study of Man in 1952-1953 under the direction of F. al-
bright. The results have been published by F. albright in 1982: The American archaeological expedition in Dhofar, 
Oman 1952-1953 (aFSM, 6), washington DC. h. Comfort published an article on imported pottery at Khor rori: 
Some imported pottery at Khor Rori (Dhofar), Bulletin of the american Schools of Oriental research 160: 15-20. 
R.L. Cleveland published the article: The 1960 American archaeological expedition to Dhofar, Bulletin of the ameri-
can Schools of Oriental research 159: 14-26.

The present report 4 volume combines three distinct subjects of research. 
In Part one the results of several years of excavation of what we have named “residential Complex” in area a, 

consisting of three houses, are published. It became clear toward the end of the excavation that the three houses were 
linked by a passage at the level of the first floor, thus tracing out a complex of about 350 m2 in the middle of area a, 
with one of the houses, Ba6, the largest building found so far. It seemed possible to make the hypothesis that such 
a large compound could have been the siege of a high official. The discovery in one of the houses of an inscribed 
bronze plaque mentioning the viceroy of the king of Ḥaḍramawt, could confirm our hypothesis. 

The buildings are presented following the construction phases already attested in Sumhuram in Area A. Pottery 
and small finds are presented, divided according to buildings and phases.

Part two is devoted to the publication of the large corpus of bronze coins unearthed in the 2004B-2016B cam-
paigns. More than 700 pieces are studied; the majority is illustrated. 

In Part three, starting from the pottery assemblages of the residential complex and from all the published ceramics 
of area a, it was possible to build a chronological sequence of building activities that spans from the middle 1st cent 
BC to the end of the 4th cent aD. Since area F has been the subject of recent research projects, including deep sound-
ings in the area of the Monumental Building 2 and of the temple, a similar sequence has been built on the basis of ce-
ramics from these layers. a chronological correlation is proposed between events in area a and in the core of area F, 
with particular attention to the very early occupation of the town, attested in area F and absent in area a. 

In Appendix 2 analysis of pollen from building Ba6 and street a45 provide interesting information about the 
physical environment around Sumhuram and about the diet of its inhabitants. 

In Appendix 3 the processes leading to the identification of the content of some vessels are described. Three frag-
ments of the ring bases of straw tempered ovoid jars, of well known South arabian origin were analysed. The results 
lead to an interesting hypothesis about the content of the jars and of their possible multiple use. 

Introduction 
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FiGure 1 - Sumhuram. area a, general plan with the residential Complex highlighted in grey.



area a, South of the Gate Complex, has been the subject of excavations since the beginning of the IMTO 
project (pl. 1). The report of excavations of five buildings, Ba1, Ba2, Ba3, Ba4, Ba5, built either along 
the city wall or the Monumental Building 1 (MB1), and the square or streets bordering them, a8, a45, a75, 
have been published in 2008: avanzini (ed), A port in Arabia between Rome and the India Ocean (3rd C. BC-5th C. 
AD). Khor Rori Report 2.1 we now add the results of excavation of three buildings that, for their plan and configura-
tion, assume a particular significance in the general picture of the town (fig. 1). 

The three buildings, Ba6, Ba12 and Ba15, stand in the center of area a, to the East of the main street a75 enter-
ing the city from the City Gate; they are bordered also by street a45 to the north, a113 to the East, a248 to the South. 
One of them, Ba6, is, for its size and grand entrance, the most prominent residential structure unearthed so far in 
Sumhuram (fig. 2). 

Between Ba6 and Ba12 an elongated rectangular space, consisting at first of two rooms (a176 and a177) and 
later of a single space (a57), was the junction between Ba6 and Ba12. This space and part of Ba12 have been exca-
vated down to the bedrock, bringing to light some stretches of early structures, difficult to understand. 

we present the results of excavations according to the division in chronological phases that has already been pro-
posed in report 2.2 About the absolute chronology of the phases see Part three in this volume.

The authors of this section are: Cleto Carbonara for buildings Ba16 and Ba12; Giulia Buono for building Ba15; 
Vittoria Buffa for all the remaining part of this section.

Four deep soundings were dug in the four streets bordering the three buildings, a75, a45, a113, a248 in order to 
verify the stratigraphic sequence of the building activities in area a and in the entire town, as it has emerged lately 
with a revised overall chronological reconstruction of the history of Sumhuram. 

The area occupied by buildings Ba6 and Ba12 had been partially excavated by the aFSM expedition in 1952-
1953.3 The mainly undocumented work made at times difficult to understand at length the stratigraphy of the early 
phases unearthed by IMTO, in this case of structures partially unearthed below Ba12 and Ba6. Structures unearthed 
below Ba12 have been named Ba16 in the assumption that they belong to a single unit. 

The deep sounding in street a75 illustrates well the stratigraphic sequence in this part of town (fig. 3; pl. 2.1). One 
of the most relevant find is a short stretch of a channel built of limestone slabs, running SE-nw found under the foun-
dation filling in street a75. Its stratigraphic position attests that this feature belongs to a phase pre-dating the building 
activities of the town in area a (pl. 2.2).4 

1. Excavated structures 

VittoriA buFFA, GiuliA buono, cleto cArbonArA 

 1 hereinafter Report 2.
 2 buFFA And SedoV 2008: 15-123.
 3 AlbriGht 1982: 35, fig. 5; Ba6: V, B22, C22, D24, E24, F24; Ba12: V L20 and V K22.
 4 about this question see Part three in this volume.
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FiGure 2 - area a, plan of the residential Complex.

VittoriA buFFA, GiuliA buono, cleto cArbonArA
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ThE 1ST COnSTrUCTIOnaL PhaSE

In the initial phase of the fortified town of Sumhuram the Monumental Building 1, buildings Ba2, Ba4, overlooking 
street a45 and Ba5, overlooking square a8 and street a75, were constructed in the area entering the town from the 
internal door of the City Gate.5

Square A8 and streets A45, A75 

The first habitation level in square a8, eastern part, is US76floor, found at the elevation of 28.24 m. The level raised 
slightly toward South in street a75, reaching the elevation of 28.40 m at the southern end of the sounding along 
the western wall of Ba12 (US846floor). The space between the bed rock and the earliest floor was filled up with 
lime chips covered with hard packed reddish loam mixed with medium size and large stones (US 87, US88, US89, 
US91,US775), the so-called “foundation filling” unearthed in several soundings.6 The foundation filling evened out 

 5 buFFA And SedoV 2008:15 -29.
 6 buFFA And SedoV 2008: 17-19.

FiGure 3 - area a, section of sounding in street a75.

1. excAVAted StructureS
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the irregularities in the elevation of the bedrock: the bedrock near the city-wall M15 had been found at the elevation 
of 27.32 m, raising to 28.25 m at the far southern end of the sounding in a75. The sounding in a75 confirmed also the 
East-west drop in the bedrock mentioned in report 2: near M15 27.32 m, near M16 26.39 m. Further South, at the 
junction with street a45 the bedrock drops from 28.24 in the street to 27.47 m near M66, the eastern external wall of 
building Ba5. a channel running South – north to exit the town through the City Gate has been documented on this 
first floor.

an iron nail was found in US846 (MI285). The foundation filling US775 yielded two bronze coins (Co972 and 
Co982).7 

In street a45 and a113 the level of the earliest floors was reached only in two soundings. In street a45 the uneven 
bedrock, found at the elevation of 27.67 – 28.00 m, was covered by the foundation filling US168; above it, the first 
floor, US165floor, of hard packed reddish loam, was topped by the accumulation (US165) of loam mixed with small 
stones and layers of mudbricks. In US165 a whetstone was found (S820).

In street a113 the bedrock was found at the elevation of 28.36 m and over it the first floor was set at 28.71 m.
In street a248 the bedrock was found at 28.20 m. To level the uneven bedrock a depression was filled with mud-

bricks. The first habitation floor, US780floor, was set at the elevation of 28.54 m. In US780 a coins was collected, 
Co933.

Room A176 and building BA16 

The space delimited by walls M126a to the north and M767 to the west was excavated, in relation to the first con-
structional phase, only very partially: a stretch in the north named a176, and another to the East and South named 
Ba16, not contiguous with a176. The western part of the rooms attributed tentatively to a building Ba16 has not 
been excavated. 

The anthropic deposits excavated in this area are described, starting from the northern ones, with no attempt to 
reconstruct the original layout, maintaining the numbering given to the areas at the moment of excavation (fig. 4).8

Room A176. The space denoted a176 is delimited in this phase by walls M126a to the north, M767 to the west 
and M514 to the East. here a series of walls were unearthed; the spaces defined by the walls were given different 
numbers. They do not seem to belong to a residential structure, but rather possibly to a sort of workshop of unknown 
nature. In the eastern part of a176 a mud-brick wall, M520, was laying on a foundation of large limestone stones. It 
had an nE-Sw oblique orientation and its continuation was found in the space that has been named a199a. 

In a176 the bedrock was reached at the average elevation of 28.46 m. Between walls M743 and M741 the founda-
tion filling, US775, at the elevation of 28.38 m. Stratigraphic units (US) are described in their position, attesting only 
the existence of unknown structures in the very first phase of activities in the area. 

US811, in the space between walls M743 and M741, was covering the foundation filling, US775, at the elevation 
of 28.38 m. The layer consisted of a medium compact brownish grey loam, incorporating some mud-bricks, char-
coals and burned animal bones. Some pottery fragments were recovered. US814 in the rest of a176 consisted in a 
light brown deposit, set on the foundation filling, US775, at the elevation of 28.56 m. In it some pottery fragments 
(1 amphora) and a bronze nail (MB937) were found. US814 is equal to US803 in room a199a of Ba16. US803 is an 
accumulation layer composed of medium compact brownish loam mixed with some limestone and sandstone blocks 
of small in size, incorporating ashes, charcoals and burnt animal bones. US803 covered directly the bedrock, found in 
this area at an elevation of 28.50 m. The removal of US803 brought to light an alignment oriented nE-Sw, leaning on 
M738. US803 yielded 3 amphora fragments, a fragment of a South arabian straw tempered storage jar, and an Indian 
cooking pot; a bronze coin (Co963), a bronze ring (MB922), and an iron blade (MI270) were also found. US812 in the 
space denoted a257, closed by three mud-brick walls, to the north M519, to west M741, to the East by M742, rested 

 7 Sedov, Part two in this volume.
 8 For the excavation in this area: G. russo, in Preliminary Report SUM11C; a. Pavan and C. rizzo, in Preliminary Report SUM15C; C. 
Carbonara, in Preliminary Report SUM15C. 

VittoriA buFFA, GiuliA buono, cleto cArbonArA
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FiGure 4 - area a, Building Ba16 and room a176: 1st constructional phase.

1. excAVAted StructureS


