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Ancient Arabia has promptly been pictured as a vast empty desert. Yet, for the last 40 years, by digging 
out of the sand buried cities, archaeological researches deeply renewed this image. From the second half of 
the 1st millennium BC to the eve of Islam in East Arabia, and as early as the 8th century BC in South Arabia, 
the settlement process evolved into urban societies. This study aims at reviewing this process in South and 
East Arabia, highlighting the environmental constraints, the geographical disparities and the responses of 
the human communities to ensure their subsistence and to provide for their needs.

Evolution was endogenous, far from the main corridors of migrations and invasions. Influences from 
the periphery did not cause any prominent change in the remarkably stable communities of inner Arabia in 
antiquity. The settlement process and the way of life was primarily dictated by access to water sources and 
to the elaboration of ever-spreading irrigation systems.

Beyond common traits, two models characterise the ancient settlement pattern on the arid margins of 
eastern and southern Arabia. In South Arabia, the settlement model for the lowland valleys and highland 
plateaus results from a long-term evolution of communities whose territorial roots go back to the Bronze 
Age. It grew out of major communal works to harness water. Into a territory of irrigated farmland, the south-
Arabian town appeared as a central place. Settlements constituted networks spread across the valleys and 
the plateaus. Each network was dominated by a main town, the centre of a sedentary tribe, the capital of a 
kingdom.

In East Arabia, the settlement pattern followed a different model which emerged in the last centuries BC 
along the routes crossing the empty spaces of the steppe, in a nomadic environment. Each community spread 
over no more than one, two or three settlements. These settlements never grew very large and the region was 
not urbanised to the same degree as in the southwest of the Arabian Peninsula. Permanent settlements were 
places for exchanges and meetings, for craft productions, for worship, where the political elites resided, 
where the wealth from long-distance trading was gathered, and where surplus from the regional economy 
was held. Each town was isolated, like an island in an empty space. IN
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note
Except where otherwise mentioned, dates are “AD”. For the centuries and millennia before the Christian era, “BC” is 
always added.

The South Arabian inscriptions are referenced by their current inventory number. Their references can be found 
either in the on-line Corpus of South Arabian Inscriptions (http://dasi.humnet.unipi.it) or in K.A. Kitchen (2000) Docu-
mentation for Ancient Arabia, Part II. Bibliographical Catalogue of Texts, Liverpool. To avoid overloading the text, a 
bibliographic reference will be added only for those inscriptions that do not figure in these works, or which have been 
published since.

Except where otherwise mentioned, the names of sites are the current place names. The ancient names are in italics 
when they are simply transliterations (e.g. Mryb) and in regular text when they are vocalized (e.g. Maryab). We will 
try to conform as much as possible to a rigorous transliteration. However, when there is a need for clarity, we kept the 
approximate spelling used by the team who first explored the site, particularly for the East Arabian sites (e.g. Mleiha, 
Muweilah, etc.). Country names are written with their usual English spelling, as are those of the main towns (e.g. Sana’a, 
Aden, etc.).



Arabia is a field in eastern archaeology that is still little known. The first real archaeological excavations to produce 
publications began in the 1950s. There then followed many years during which relatively few exploratory projects were 
undertaken in this part of the world, still partly under the system of protectorates. The Danish teams, after some work in 
the Oman Peninsula and Northeast Arabia, focused on the island of Baḥrayn. In Yemen, explorations were sporadic, the 
latent tribal instability preventing long-term projects.

From the 1970s onwards, as territories gained independence and states emerged, they created antiquities departments 
which promoted archaeological projects. In the United Arab Emirates, an Iraqi mission explored the better-preserved ruins 
of sites throughout the federation. In Saudi Arabia, nationwide American-Saudi surveys mapped the archaeological re-
mains, province by province. In the Sultanate of Oman, British, German and French teams produced the first elements of the 
archaeology of the region. In Qatar, a French mission focused particularly on prehistory. In Southern Arabia, the Russians, 
followed by the French, Germans and Italians, began long-term projects in both the former Arab Republic of Yemen (North 
Yemen) and the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen (South Yemen). This dynamic was partly the result of political 
changes in Iran and Afghanistan that led several teams to turn to the other shore of the Persian Gulf and the Gulf of Oman.

Benefiting from experience gained over the previous decades elsewhere in the Middle East, and from formalised sur-
vey methods, growing computerisation and the impetus provided by various theoretical approaches that were transform-
ing the discipline, the archaeology of Arabia expanded surprisingly rapidly.

The amount of information gathered over the last forty years appears to be considerable. It reveals a multiplicity of 
communities, cultures and ways of life succeeding one another on the coastlines, in the oases and in the mountains and 
valleys of this arid peninsula.

In reality the documentation is still very fragmentary. As one might try to reconstruct a fresco from pieces whose later 
layers have been removed, so reconstruction of the past is slow and is accompanied by hypothetical constructs which attempt 
to give an overall sense to the patchwork of our knowledge. It seems that at this stage of archaeological research, a review of 
ancient settlement in South and East Arabia should be presented, highlighting the environmental constraints, the geographi-
cal disparities and the responses of the human communities to ensure their subsistence and to provide for their needs.

The chronological frame is not quite the same across the whole area under study. The period we are considering saw 
the formation of the first urbanised societies in the south and east of Arabia. In East Arabia, this period is the so-called 
Late pre-Islamic, from the second half of the 1st millennium BC to the eve of Islam (4th/3rd centuries BC – 6th century 
AD); in South Arabia, it began when writing first appeared, in the 8th century BC.

A few incursions into earlier periods will be necessary to define the processes that led to the formation and expansion 
of these societies. The duration of the formative phases differs from one region to another, reaching back to the 3rd and 2nd 
millennia BC in South Arabia and to the 1st millennium BC in East Arabia.

In the late 1st millennium BC, southern and eastern Arabian societies displayed numerous similarities though they are 
differentiated by their settlement patterns; they interacted, made exchanges, confronted each other and formed alliances, 
and eventually, along with the other Arabian communities, produced the seeds of Islam.

Introduction
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Our area of interest covers the territories on the northeast, southeast and southwest fringes of the extensive Rubʿ al-
Khālī desert which cuts them off from the regions to the northwest, that are culturally closer to the societies of Levant 
and Mesopotamia (fig. 1).

It comprises two wide areas:
- to the east, the mountains of Oman, their foothills and the Arabian shore of the Persian Gulf are conventionally 
called East Arabia, subdivided into Southeast Arabia (the Oman Peninsula and central Oman) and Northeast Arabia as 
far as the Shaṭṭ al-ʿArab (along the Persian Gulf);
- to the southwest, the so-called South Arabia comprises the area covered today by Yemen, the regions bordering 
Saudi Arabia (ʿAsīr, Wādī Najrān) and Oman (Dhofar).
First and foremost, this area is characterised by its aridity. Nevertheless, each region has its own geographical charac-

teristics. Communities adapted themselves, developing differing subsistence strategies according to local environment 
but also according to the lifestyles structuring the groups and defining their territories.

Figure 1 - Map of the Arabian Peninsula showing the main sites.
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In East Arabia, maximum temperatures are often above 48° (52° at Abqaiq in July, 50.8° at al-ʿAyn).1 Evaporation is 
between 2000 and 3000 mm per year on the very humid coast of the Persian Gulf, but reaches 4000 to 5000 mm per year 
inland. Precipitation is rare in the low areas, a bit more frequent in the highlands: in Dhahrān, the annual mean calculated 
over almost half a century is 77 mm per year, with a maximum of 277 mm; in the mountains of Oman precipitation can 
be more abundant and reach as much as 325 mm, as was the case in Fujairah in 1995.

The region bordering the Persian Gulf as far as the mountains of Oman is a low area, with little relief. Its central part is 
covered by aeolian sands, and elsewhere there are exposures of alluvial silts, sands and pebbles. Along the coast there are 
numerous lagoons and sabkhas. The lagoons sometimes shelter mangroves. Sabkhas are frequently found inland, in de-
pressions filled by rainwater, underground flows and aquifers. Oases, such as that of Hasa, are supplied by karst springs. 
Rains on the southeastern mountains of Oman feed groundwater underflow and the seasonal water courses which dissect 
the mountains.

The mountains of Oman stretch from Raʾs Musandam in the north to Ṣūr in the south; Jabal Shams peaks at 3009 m. 
The mountain chain was created by obduction, and its ophiolites and serpentinites form a complex landscape of ridges 
and arid hills. Soft stones (chlorites), and iron and copper ores were abundantly exploited from the Bronze Age onwards. 
Despite the bold relief of these mountains, the rain is insufficient to feed permanent water courses. Water flows and pen-
etrates into fractured and karstic rocks, feeding the mountain springs. The eastern foothills are marked by a short glacis; 
the rains, more abundant here than on the west side, have made this area an attractive place for human settlement. The 
western foothills seems always to have been less populated; the wādīs that flow out there become lost in the sands, gener-
ally not having a sufficient flow to reach the sea (fig. 2).

Figure 2 - The steppe on the arid margins of East Arabia. 

 1 sAnlAville 2000: 128 ff.
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South Arabia is on the edge of the monsoon region. The inter-tropical convergence zone moves as far as north Yemen 
in the summer. Nevertheless, for local climatic reasons, the rains remain occasional except in the mountains of Yemen 
and ʿAsīr. The western mountain formation is part of the crystalline Arabian shield that stretches from ʿAqaba in the 
north to the south end of the peninsula. The altitude of this massif increases southwards reaching a maximum of 3760 m 
at Jabal an-Nabī Shuʿayb. The highlands are made up of rocky basalt, sandstone and limestone hills alternating with hol-
lows and basins containing more fertile soil. In places, lava flows and volcanic cones are of more recent formation. To 
the east of the mountain peaks, a plateau dips gently to the northeast. This mountain region is of considerable importance 
in the environment of South Arabia: it enjoys two rainy seasons, one in spring;2 the other in summer, caused by the south-
west monsoon. Precipitation reaches 1161 mm per year in Ibb, less on the Sana’a plain, which receives only 228 mm 
on average. These mountains act as a vast water tower, catching the rains which then feed water courses that dissect the 
plateaus and rush eastwards down deep valleys that open onto the sandy depression of the Ramlat as-Sabʿatayn. The up-
stream end of these valleys are like a vast pool whose network of wādīs drains water towards the lowland steppe down-
stream, where rain is rare and limited. Thus during the main flood of April 1987, the Wādī al-Jūba had a flow of 120 to 
260 m3/second near Hajar at-Tamra;3 the Wādī Dhana, at the mouth of which is Maʾrib, capital of the kingdom of Sabaʾ, 
has the largest of the catchment areas (9000 km²) and its floodwaters flow at an average of 200 to 400 m3/second, the 
strongest reaching up to 1700 m3/second.4 These floods are very irregular and unequally distributed; in the Wādī Bayḥān, 
for example, there are up to nine per year upstream, but only one every three years at the mouth.5 In the lowlands, at the 
end of the valleys, agriculture is possible thanks to the diversion of the seasonal floods that pour down the wādīs from the 
mountains (fig. 3).

 2 This phenomenon is «lié à la circulation d’ouest déviée vers le sud par le rift de la mer Rouge et alimentant des orages de convection que 
favorise le rapide réchauffement du sol» (sAnlAville 2000: 206).
 3 overstreet & grolier 1996: 359.
 4 schmidt 1988a: 59.
 5 coque-delhuille & gentelle 1998: 159.

Figure 3 - The Wādī Markha valley, towards its mouth.
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Further east, the Ḥaḍramawt is a bare, rocky limestone pla-
teau, still rather sparsely populated; it slopes gently to the east-
northeast towards Dhofar in Oman. It is crossed by a wide val-
ley fed by numerous tributary wādīs that dissect it creating a 
complex and deeply incised hydrological network. High, ver-
tical cliffs enclose the valleys, dominating the thalwegs by 200 
to 300 m. The central valley broadens out to several kilometres 
wide at the point at which it opens to the west onto the desert 
of Ramlat as-Sabʿatayn. Downstream, to the east, the valley 
narrows and the water in Wādī Masīla flows on the surface. 
This is the only perennial watercourse in Arabia (fig. 4).

The Ḥaḍramawt is an arid region where rainfall is very lim-
ited and can locally be almost non-existent. Nevertheless, in 
depressions and valley bottoms, sufficient runoff water concen-
trates to allow communities to lead a pastoral lifestyle and in 
places even to settle and develop agricultural activities.

Finally, at the heart of South Arabia, the Ramlat as-Sabʿatayn 
stretches between the edge of the crystalline and volcanic 
plateaus of western Yemen and the limestone plateau of the 
Ḥaḍramawt. This triangular-shaped erg is an interior desert 
about 200 km wide (fig. 5). It forms a funnel into which the val-
leys that dissect the surrounding plateaus open out. It is crossed 
by groundwater underflow that extends that of the Jawf valley, 
recharged by the waters of the north Yemen mountains. It con-
tinues eastwards in the central valley of the Ḥaḍramawt. Here 
and there in the heart of the erg, exposures of fine sediments 
from palaeo-lakes bear witness to Holocene surface runoff.

Figure 4 - Wādī Masīla, the central valley of the Ḥaḍra-
mawt.

Figure 5 - The erg of the Ramlat as-Sabʿatayn.
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These regions are all contact zones between two ways of life that, in Arabia, are deeply linked: nomadism and sed-
entary culture based on irrigated agriculture. In pre-Islamic times the pastoral, nomadic and camel-rearing populations 
lived on the margins of the deserts and mastered the routes that crossed them. But these territories also sheltered com-
munities that were able to take advantage of the water concentrated by runoff in particular places, as well as of seasonal 
wādīs, groundwater underflow and natural depressions to build their agricultural territories and live a sedentary life. 
These are the communities that will be at the heart of our discussion.

The area is vast and the discontinuity of the documented areas prevents us from establishing a complete archaeologi-
cal and historical synthesis of the settlement patterns. The last forty years of explorations have been the most productive 
in the archaeology of Arabia. Each project and each team chose the most promising sites according to political, scientific 
and financial opportunities. The result is a patchwork of documentation, the pieces of which must be linked up. In South 
Arabia, the epigraphic data help to complete the abundant archaeological documentation. In East Arabia, because of a 
lack of significant texts, the only information comes from archaeological excavations. One has to look at both fieldwork 
and thematic studies in order to extract synthetic ideas that go beyond the local picture of one site or the static framework 
of a single period. Thus, interpretative analyses are crucial in an exercise that tends to build up hypothetical models 
which will need to be tested against the results of current and future research. However, we perhaps need reminding that 
the main interest in establishing the current state of the art, even based on very fragmentary evidence, is precisely to fa-
cilitate the construction of these models and the formulation of hypotheses. By establishing this overview and examining 
the available data, we provide the tools to implement future research programs.

Therefore, rather than attempting to present the same degree of analysis for all the territories and cultural domains of 
the arid margins of South and East Arabia, it seemed more useful to provide a detailed study of the best understood areas 
and leave aside the shadowy zones, in order to obtain study cases that, given our current knowledge, might provide a 
basis for more general reflection.

The result of these studies has produced two models of settlement.
In South Arabia, the formation of societies in the lowland valleys and on the high plateaus was founded on long-term 

agricultural conquest based on the slow development of irrigation techniques and the gradual building up of territorial 
identities. South Arabian society carried with it a long sedentary tradition which culminated, at the beginning of the 
1st millennium BC, in the urbanisation of the region. Relations with nomadic societies seem to have become significant 
only in the last phase of development of these agricultural and urban societies, when they reached beyond the local eco-
nomic framework to take part in long-distance exchange systems through the trading of aromatics.

In Southeast Arabia, and perhaps all over East Arabia, the Bronze and Iron Age settlement pattern changed dramati-
cally during the second half of the 1st millennium BC. The distribution of the sites makes it possible to determine the 
territories of the communities. They seem to have been the result of the nomadic way of life which characterised at least 
a part of each community. Within these territories, activities and functions were distributed in different settlements or-
ganised into networks.

With regard to the valleys and foothills of the mountains of central Oman, the evidence is still insufficient to propose a 
settlement model for the period that interests us. Use of underground water channels seems to have favoured the creation 
of lasting communities, but the lack of recorded settlements points towards a change in the settlement pattern in the last 
centuries of the 1st millennium BC.



PART I

EAST ARABIA





1. Northeast Arabia

The documentation gathered over the last fifty years on the main sites along the Arabian coast of the Persian Gulf dating 
back to the so-called Seleucid-Parthian and Sasanian periods (4th century BC – 7th century AD) is scarce (fig. 6).1 Sites on 
the islands of Failaka and Baḥrayn have benefited from the longest period of research. But these sites need to be consid-
ered separately because of their offshore location, away from the continental landmass and the sedentary and nomadic 
communities there that rubbed shoulders along its arid margins. Within Saudi Arabia, there have been few surveys and 
excavations.

Nevertheless, on the basis of the available archaeological documents, we will put forward a few considerations on the 
formation and organisation of settlement in Northeast Arabia.
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Figure 6 - Map of the main sites in East Arabia.




