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Dilmun pottery in Mesopotamia
and Magan from the end of the

3rd and beginning of the
2nd Millennium B.C.

Sophie Meéry, Carl Phillips and Yves Calvet

Sumerian and Akkadian economic texts attest to the importance of
contacts between Dilmun and other areas of the Gulf, and textual
information increases as Dilmun progressively becomes more and
more involved in commercial exchanges, until it reaches the status
of indispensable intermediary. Long distance trade is also indicated
by archaeological finds which include shells, ivories, carnelian and
lapis-lazuli beads and chlorite vessel. Contact between Dilmun and
Magan is likewise illustrated by ceramics. Omani funerary vessels
from the end of the Umm an-Nar Period were deposited in Bahraini
tumuli, and other vessels were discovered in the settlement of Qala’at
al-Bahrain (Fig. 1) and the Barbar Bmples (for example see Larsen,
1983: fig. 43 h, fig. 47 b, ¢, ¢, f, 1,1, q, and perhaps p, s and t; Bibby,
1986: fig. 29; Lowe, 1986: fig. 9; Mortensen, 1986: 181; Nayeem, 1992:
fig. 6 a-cand e-f p. 310 & 312; Hejlund and Andersen, 1994: figs. 288-
291, figs. 293-309, figs. 498-508, figs. 541-543). Petrographic analyses
of thin-sections demonstrate that these ceramics were manufactured
in Oman (Méry 1991, 117-118). Ceramics of the same type were re-
covered from numerous sites in the Eastern Province of Saudi Ara-
bia and from the island of Tarut (for example see Bibby, 1973: fig. 33
b; Masry, 1974: P1. XLIII no.2 & 3; Piesinger 1983: fig. 50 V28, fig. 55
V25, fig. 77 no. 96, fig. 146 no. 40 & 41; Burkholder1984: fig. 17).
There is also archaeological evidence that relations between Dilmun
and Magan continue after the Umm an-Nar period: Wadi Suq pot-
tery, or vessels of Wadi Suq style, are associated with Barbar Temple
IT (Mortensen, 1986: 181), with the Ali tumuli (Frifelt, 1986: 133, fig.
33), with those of Hamala North (During Caspers, 1980: PL. V),
Hamad town (catalogue of the Bahrain National Museum: 33 top),
and with the tumuli of Dhahran (Zarins, 1989: fig. 13 no. 14, fig. 14
no.1-6, 8, 10), as well as with the settlement of Qala’at al-Bahrain
(Hejlund and Andersen, 1994: figs. 222-224, 684, 695).
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Likewise, pottery of Barbar style is found in archaeological contexts
beyond the boundaries of Dilmun A few examples have been dis-
covered in South Mesopotamia and inIran (1), and others have been
found in the Oman Peninsula, mainly in the northern part of the
United Arab Emirates, and in the Sultanate of Oman. Petrographical
characterization of one such vessel from Shimal (Emirate of Ras al-
Khaimah, U.A.E.), and comparisons with samples of Bahrain ceram-
ics confirm that their origin is Dilmun. Two further samples of pot-
tery of Barbar syle were analysed, one from Shimal and another from
Larsa in southern Mesopotamia. Although these do not match ex-
actly the Bahrain samples in petrographical composition, one can
nevertheless consider them as manufactured in Dilmun.

Dilmun jars in Mesopotamia

In 1987 and 1989, excavations in a residential quarter at Larsa un-
covered several large houses of the Old Babylonian period dating to
the 18th century B.C., of which two were extensively excavated
(Calvet, 1994, n.d.). All of these were large isolated residences cover-
ing several hundred square metres. A burial vault of baked bricks
and tiled floors was found beneath the floor of one of the larger
rooms in each of the two excavated houses. These vaults, which were
probably built together with the house, consist of a series of reclin-
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ing arches, their opening blocked by stacked baked bricks. Funerary
deposits were found in the vault and before the door. A few dis-
carded bones, several pots and a few more valuable items (in one of
the vaults) had survived ancient plundering.

Most of the pots from the Larsa vaults were locally manufactured.
However, two jars (n.25.569 and 25.570) from beneath the floor of
room 3 of Building B27 display clear stylistic links with pottery from
the Gulf. They belong to the series of Barbar funerary vessels of which
hundreds have been discovered in the Bahrain tumuli. Ancient plun-
derers had stamped on them, and since Barbar pottery is often very
brittle, and includes large thin-walled vessels, complete restoration
was impossible to achieve.

Potsherd no.25.569 (Fig. 2.2) belongs to the upper half of a jar with a

Fg.2. short ridged neck, carinated shoulder and rounded slightly flaring
gl;ge];ary Dilmunjars froman - 1, Thjg sherd recalls a very common type of Dilmun funerary ves-
-Babylonian burial-vault A ) . .
atLarsa. 1:no. 25570 sample Sel (for example see Bibby, 1954: fig. 4;1966: fig. 10; During Caspers,

for thin-section analysis). 2:  1980: P1. XIV; Ibrahim, 1982: fig. 34 no.7; Nayeem, 1992: fig. 12d p.

Drawings by ].-M. Chofflet &
V. Bernard.

Vessel n0.25.270 (Fig. 2 no.1) is a bag-shaped jar with a very short
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Fig. 3.

1: fragment of 'chain-ridged
ware' from an Early Wadi Suq
level from settlement SX-SY at
Shimal (sherd E109 329/26).
Drawing by H. David. 2: rim of
funerary Dilmun jar from Sur.
3: rim of funerary Dilmun jar
from Munayi. 4 :rim of funerary
Dilmun jar from Kalba site K5.
1 Drawings by C. Phillips.
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neck and a rim whose section is triangular. The jar recalls vessels
found in Bahrain at Saar (Ibrahim, 1982: fig. 33 no.5, fig. 35 no.9),
Qala’at al-Bahraig (Hejlund and Andersen, 1994: fig. 219) and a site
located near Ain Umm Jjraiy (During Caspers, 1980: P1. IX). It is also
known from Failaka, but in this case the macroscopic aspect of the
paste indicates that we are perhaps dealing with an import from
Mesopotamia (Hejlund, 1987: p. 101 figs. 439-440, p.106).

The pieces from Larsa are not the only funerary jars of this type
which were discovered in Mesopotamia. At Tell ed-Der (de Meyer,
1978:P1. 23 n0.9) they are described as '...[un type] peu courant, avec
une levre striée irrégulierement, mais avec une panse soigneusement
lissée' (Ibid.: 121). We do not know whether these jars were imported
from Dilmun, or whether they were locally manufactured copies,
since the colour of the paste is a very pale brown, contrasting with
the deep red colour of the jars found in Bahrain.

Barbar pottery in Magan at the end of the
Umm an-Nar Period and at the outset
of the Wadi Sug Period

In the past ten years potsherds of Barbar style have been found at
several sites in the northern United Arab Emirates: Shimal and Tell
Abraq on the coast of the Persian Gulf, Kalba on the coast of the Sea
of Oman, and at Khatt and Munayi in the interior. None has been
found in the U.A.E. south of Munayi, albeit two fragments from a
funerary jar were discovered in a survey of the Sur area in the Sul-
tanate of Oman. On the east side of the road which leads in to Sur
there is a prominent ridge along the top of which is a number of
cairns. These cairns have previously been recorded by Beatrice de
Cardi as part of her survey in the Shargiyah of Oman (Doe, 1977: 47,
site 33). The cairns appear to have been about three metres in diam-
eter, now collapsed, and surface finds are scarce and usually
undiagnostic. However, to the east of this ridge there is a lower ter-
race on which two or three similar cairns are located and it is from
the collapsed debris of one of these cairns that the fragments of a
Dilmun funerary jar were located (Fig. 3.2). In addition to the Dilmun
jar there were fragments of a second vessel, the form of which could
not be reconstructed, made of an undiagnostic, brown fabric.

Several rims from Dilmun funerary jars belong to late Umm an-Nar
contexts. One was found on the surface of an Umm an-Nar tomb at
Khatt (Kh. 155b) (de Cardi, Kennet & Stocks, 1994: 46, fig. 6.3). At
Munayi, a tomb has yielded a number of sherds which constituted
the remains of a Dilmun funerary jar (Fig. 3.3). The tomb has all the
typical characteristics of an Umm an-Nar tomb. It was nine metres
in diameter with little more than the foundations of the tomb
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remaining. There was evidence to suggest that its floor was origi-
nally paved but all of the paving had been removed except for one
remaining slab. Nevertheless a considerable amount of typical Umm
an-Nar pottery and soft stone vessels of the série récente was recov-
ered. In addition, there was one sherd of an imported Mesopota-
mian vessel, of the same type as recovered from tomb N at Hili (al-
Haddu, 1989: pl. 9) and at Tell Abraq (Potts, 1990: 94, fig. 115.1) and
one sherd of incised grey ware, most likely imported from south
east Iran or south western Pakistan.

Dilmun pottery has also been found associated with other contexts
from the end of the Umm an-Nar Period. For instance in the settle-
ment of Tell Abraq a potsherd of 'City I chain-ridged ware' (finger-
tip impressions on ridges) (Potts, 1991: 29, figs. 16 and 17) and pot-
sherds of 'red-ridged ware' (plain ridges) were found in association
with levels of the end of the 3rd millennium (Potts, 1990: 25, fig. 12
no. 12).A rim from a Dilmun pot whose shape is uncertain (see be-
low) was discovered at Shimal in an Umm an-Nar tomb (Fig. 3,
Franke-Vogt, 1991: 194 footnote 2) where it was associated with Fine
Red Omani Ware and Grey Painted and Incised Iranian wares (Sahm,
1988).

Dilmun pottery is obviously more abundant in the early Wadi Suq
levels (beginnings of the 2nd millennium) of some settlements. Sev-
eral potsherds of 'red-ridged ware' and one sherd of 'chain-ridged
ware' (Fig. 3no.1) were found in association with the levels of Phase
1 of the SX-SY settlement at Shimal (Franke-Vogt, 1991: 194 footnote
2). More than 300 potsherds of 'red-ridged ware' were found in the
early 2nd millennium levels at Tell Abraq (Potts, 1990: 61-65, fig. 71
no.1, 4 and 5, fig. 72, fig. 75, fig. 76.5 and 6, fig. 87.6; 1991: 72-74, figs.
96 and 97; 1993: 123). Two Barbar funerary jars were also discovered
there (Potts, 1990: 63-64, fig. 77 and 78.9).

A fragment from a Dilmun funerary jar has also been found at Kalba
(Site K5). On the inland side of the date gardens at Kalba the re-
mains of two large cairns were located on the approach towards the
Wadi Ham. One of the cairns (Site K2) was well preserved and after
excavation was seen to have a diameter of nine metres. There was a
single internal dividing wall and the walls of the structure were so
thick as to form two narrow burial chambers with a shared entrance
on the west side of the tomb. Apart from its circular form the tomb
does not show the typical features of an Umm an-Nar tomb. That
this might have been an early precursor of the Umm an-Nar type
tomb is suggested by the presence of an imported vessel of ED II
type. However, the remaining bulk of the pottery was of typical Umm
an-Nar type which suggests the continued use of this tomb through-
out the third millennium. Also recovered, from the outside wall of
the tomb, as if they had been purposely place there, was a beaker of
typical Wadi Suq type and a fragmentary soft stone vessel, again of
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PL 1: Thin-sections shown in polarized light, enlargement 40.

1: A715, (above) decorated domestic ware ('chain-ridged ware') from
Qala’at al-Bahrain (Bahrain).

2: A1037, (below) funerary jar from Larsa (Iraq).
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Wadi Suq type. Near to this tomb was a second tomb of similar
construction (Site K5) but a large portion of this tomb had been re-
moved by an adjacent wadi, leaving only a small section of the outer
wall of the tomb. Again, as if purposely placed there, from the out-
side wall, the remains of two Wadi Suq type beakers were recovered
and a single sherd of a Dilmun jar (Fig 3.4). Located within the north-
ern end of the gardens at Kalba is a further site which is currently
excavated by the British expedition. The earliest phases of this site
(Site K4) appear to be part of a tower type structure comparable
with that of Hili 8 and Tell Abraq. Pottery of Umm an-Nar and Wadi
Suq types is abundant, alongside sherds of Mesopotamian and In-
dus Valley import. Many of the contexts excavated so far are mixed
and, as already stated, excavation is still in progress. However, sherds
of Barbar ware are present, including one sherd which is clearly
Barbar 'red-ridged ware'.

Several potsherds of 'red-ridged ware' were also found at Khatt in
the area of the undated platforms Kh.118a, Kh.118b and Kh.119a (de
Cardi, Kennet and Stocks, 1994: 44-46, fig. 6.1-2).

Petrographic composition of reference samples

Six Barbar potsherds were used as reference samples; all originate
from sites located on the island of Bahrain: Qala’at al Bahrain (3
sherds), Barbar Temples I and II (2 sherds), a tumulus of Saar (1
sherd). This restricted sampling is by no means representative of
the large macroscopical diversity of Barbar pottery.

— A705 (Fig. 4.3): Barbar Temple I, potsherd n0.517.AOG, conical
beaker, Type B26, ibid.: 85.

— A706 (Fig. 4.1): Barbar Temple IIB, potsherd no.517.UD, triangu-
lar rim of 'red-ridged ware', Type B3, ibid.: 76-78.

— A 707 (Fig. 4.2): Qala’at al Bahrain, potsherd no.520.A0Z, trian-
gular rim of 'red-ridged ware', Type B3, Hojlund and Andersen 1994:
fig. 109.

— A714: Qala’at al Bahrain, potsherd no.520.API.1, body sherd of
'chain-ridged ware', Type B55, ibid.

— A715 : Qala’at al Bahrain, potsherd n0.520.API.2, body sherd of
'chain-ridged ware', Type B55, ibid.

— A719: tumulus of Saar, jar no. 513.B, body shed from a funerary
jar.

All the samples which we analysed are of a deep red colour (ref.
Code Cailleux: M37). Potsherds A707, A714 and A715 display a whit-
ish outer face. A706, A707 and A714 have a grey core. All the sam-
ples are macroscopically similar, save the fragment from the funerary
jar (A719) of very fine paste where visible mineral inclusions are
very scarce. Other samples have more or less numerous grey
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PL. 1: (continued)
Thin-sections shown in polarized light, enlargement 40.

3: A1153, (above) body sherd of Dilmun pot from Shimal (U.A.E.).

4: A933, (below) decorated domestic ware ('chain-ridged ware') from Shimal (U.A.E.).
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translucent rounded inclusions. Porosity is high. Vacuoles are edged
with a very characteristic white and opaque halo.

In the thin-sections, five of the samples are characterized by a coarse
temper fraction (up to 700 ym) composed of uncalibrated quartz
feldspathic sand. The sand itself is mainly made up of quartz mixed
with plagioclases, orthoclases, perthites, rocks of micro-crystalline
quartz and a few epidotes and amphiboles. Grains are subrounded
to rounded, sphericity is generally high. This sand was perhaps
added to the clay deliberately.

Albeit a homogeneous group, this lot of samples displays differ-
ences in granulometry, in the amounts of the temper fraction, and in
the aspect of the matrix:

— A705. Phylliteous matrix with cordate (thin sinuous and elon-
gated vacuoles) and reticulate structure (phyllites set at right angles
around the grains). The fine fraction is lower than 50 #m and loosely
scattered. The coarse fraction, reaching up to 700 um, is very abun-
dant as it covers 30 to 35% of the surface of the thin-section (2). Nu-
merous rounded micrite grains. Remains of carbonates in the shape
of thin micritic halos on the edge of vacuoles, and remains of micro-
organisms very much damaged by dissolution.

— A706. Argillaceous subisotropic matrix. Very abundant fine frac-
tion composed of splinters of quartz and mica. The coarse fraction,
reaching up to 600 um, is loosely scattered and covers 15 to 20% of
the surface of the thin-section.

— A 707. Argillaceous subisotropic matrix with cordate structure.
The fine fraction composed of quartz and mica is quite abundant.
There is a fair amount of coarse fraction as well (up to 1.1 mm) which
covers 20 to 25% of the surface. Remains of carbonates in the shape
of thin micritic halos on the edge of vacuoles.

— A714. Phylliteous matrix with cordate structure. Large amounts
of fine (quartz) and coarse fraction (up to 1.1 mm, 25 to 30% of the
surface).

— A715. Phylliteous matrix with cordate structure. Loosely scat-
tered fine fraction and abundant uncalibrated coarse fraction (up to
700 pm, 25 to 30% of the surface). Remains of carbonates in the shape
of thin micritic halos on the edge of vacuoles.

The one fragment from a funerary jar (A719) shows a very different
composition: the temper fraction is very scant (less than 5% of the
surface) and its size is very small (quartz grains smaller than 150
pm) except for argillite grains which reach up to 1.5 mm. The
argillaceous and subisotropic matrix shows a compact structure in-
stead of the cordate structure which is so typical of the remaining
samples.
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Comparison with samples from Larsa and Shimal

Thin-section analyses were carried out on one of the Larsajars (sam-
ple A1037: no. 25.270, Fig. 2.1) and on two sherds from the United
Arab Emirates (A933 and A1153). Sample A933 belongs to the late
Umm an-Nar tomb from Shimal North (unnumbered sherd). This is
a neck fragment whose profile and thickness indicate that we are
not dealing with funerary ware; otherwise we are unable to specify
which type of vessel it belongs to. Sample A1153 (Fig. 3) comes from
an early 2nd millennium level (phase 1) from settlement SX at Shimal
(sherd E109 329/26). This is a rim fragment from a jar of the 'hole-
mouthjar' type, decorated with fingertip impressions, a motif which
is seldom found at Qala’at al-Bahrain (Hejlund and Andersen, 1994:
81 type B17).

A1037 from Larsa is 4 mm thick. Its macroscopical characterization
includes an evenly red paste (ref. Code Cailleux: M37) and small grey
often translucid mineral inclusions. The paste is porous and the
vacuoles display the characteristic white halo which has been de-
scribed for the Bahrain samples. A933 from Shimal is 8 mm thick. Its
colour is the same as the Larsa sample but the grey inclusions are
more numerous and either translucent or opaque. The pores and
their white halo can be easily discerned on the thin-section.On sam-
ple A1153 from Shimal mineral inclusions and pores display the same
characteristics as those of A933, but here the colour of the sherd is
dark grey (ref. Code Cailleux: S51) except for the surface which is red
(id.: M37).

As seen from the thin-sections, the paste composition of the two
UAE samples is related to those of the Qala’at al-Bahrain samples,
and clearly not related to other types of ceramics which were ana-
lysed so far (these include several hundred pots from Oman, Meso-
potamig, Iran, Indus: (Blackman et al., 1989; Méry, 1991, n.d.; Meéry
and Schneider, 1996; Méry and Blackman, n.d.). A few points de-
serve to be mentioned:

— In thin-section, A1153 (Shimal, settlement SX ) is identical to A705
(Barbar Temple I) except for a larger amount of temper and the pres-
ence of micritic grains in A705.

— A933 (Shimal, Umm an-Nar tomb) has an argillaceous cordate
matrix and comprises mica particles in the fraction below 10 ym.
The coarse temper fraction is loosely scattered (15 to 20% of the sur-
face of the thin-section) and does not exceed 500 ym. This fraction
includes subrounded quartz particles mixed with quartz rock frag-
ments, plagioclases, orthoclases, perthites, epidotes. The sample also
includes carbonate remains in the shape of thin micritic halos on the
edge of vacuoles. Its composition is thus very close albeit not exactly
similar to the microfacies of our reference samples from Bahrain.
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Similarly, the Larsa sample (A1037) is less characteristic than A1153.
Its matrix is argillaceous, subisotropic, and the fine fraction includes
minute quartz and mica particles. The coarse fraction (up to 500
pm) is rare (5% of the surface of the thin-section); more than any-
thing, it includes quartz mixed with a few plagioclases, perthites,
and microcrystalline quartz rocks. This kind of microfacies is not
found in our reference samples. However, its composition is close to
A933 (Shimal, Umm an-Nar tomb) even though it contains few min-
eral inclusions and displays no micritic halos on the edge of vacuoles.

The petrographical thin-section analysis of the sherd from the Shimal
settlement confirms that Dilmun vessels were circulated to Magan.
However, we need the results of an X-ray fluorescence chemical
analysis (3). to confirm that both the Larsa jar and the potsherd from
the Umm an-Nar tomb at Shimal came from Dilmun. It would also
be useful to compare these sherds with samples from geographical
regions other than Bahrain, as for instance with Failaka.

Conclusion

Recent archaeological discoveries show that both Barbar funerary
jars and domestic wares were circulated beyond the territory of
Dilmun from the last centuries of the 3rd millennium. These do-
mestic wares display two types of decoration: the 'chain-ridged' and
the 'red-ridged ware'. At Qala’at al-Bahrain, the first group includes
types B55A and B55B as defined by F. Hejlund (Hejlund and
Andersen, 1994: 91-92, figs. 104, 188, 410, 439-440, 473-474, 524-526).
Type B55A is found in periods Ia, Ib and Ila; Type B55B is found in
periods Ib, Ila and IIb (Ibid.: fig. 389). The decoration of the 'red-
ridged ware' (Type B59, Ibid.: 92, figs. 103, 111, 190-191) appears at
Qala’at al-Bahrain in Period Ib. Both these types of decoration were
used on vessels of identical shape, which were themselves made of
the same materials (pers. comm. F. Hejlund). Little by little one type
replaces the other, as demonstrated by F. Hejlund at Qala’at al-Bah-
rain. In the Oman Peninsula, both types are found at the end of the
Umm an-Nar period (at Tell Abraq), whereas at the outset of the
Wadi Suq period, when Dilmun pottery becomes much more abun-
dant, there are only a few occurrences of the 'chain-ridged ware'
decoration (Shimal).

One distinctive characteristic of Bronze Age Oman is the recurring
presence of foreign pottery. At a time when pottery was not yet mass-
produced, imported wares were very valuable. For example, Jamdat
Nasr/ED pottery is a current feature in early 3rd millennium Omani
graves of the Hafit period, whereas Iranian and Indus ceramics are
quite numerous in tombs of the Umm an-Nar period. However, we
cannot be sure that these pots were considered as funerary items in
those regions. In the case of Dilmun, the situation is different. The
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fact that Barbar funerary vessels were found in Mesopotamian and
Omani graves could imply that they were imported from Dilmun
precisely for that purpose. )

When circulated, the pots were not necessarily empty. A text from
Mari mentions a dispatching of oil from Shamshi-Addu of Assyria
to the ruler of Dilmun. The oil was transported in vessels named
kisikkiim (Groneberg, 1992: 77), a word referring to a funerary ritual.
According to ].J. Glassner (n.d.), this ritual may have been common
to both royal courts and, together with Amorite onomatics, may be
an indication that there was some kind of cultural unity spreading
from North Syria to the northern part of the Gulf area in the early
second millennium. This is only a hypothesis which needs to be con-
firmed by new archaeological data from Bronze Age excavations in
the northern Gulf area.
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1 Jars with 'red-ridged ware' decoration were found at Bandar-Bushir
(Pézard 1914: 21, PL. Il no.3 and 4, PL. VIno.5) as well as Iranian
potteries (Ibid.: PL. VIno.1, 3) whose shape is close to the vessels usually
found in late 3rd millennium Umm an-Nar tombs. Fragments of chlorite
vessels of the série tardive (Ibid.: P1. VIII no.2, 4, 5) manufactured in the
Oman peninsula in the Wadi Suq Period were also found at Bandar-
Bushir.

2 Comparison Chart for Estimating Percentage Composition, Journal of
Sedimentary Petrography, vol. 25 no.3, 1955. Estimation made with en-
largement 40.

3 In progress at the Arbeitsgruppe Archéometrie, Institut fiir
Anorganische und Analytische Chemie, Freie Universitat Berlin.
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