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خرایب الدشت  موقع في الحفریات من الأول الموسم بعد الأولیة النتائج . فیلكا لجزیرة الأثري البحث مشروع
2013. 

Agnieszka Pieńkowska with appendices by Marta Mierzejewska and Magdalena 
Nowakowska 

 
 الآثار علماء من مشترك فریق قبل من ستكتشافھإ تم الكویت -فیلكا جزیرة فيخرایب الدشت  موقع: الملخص

 الأولیة النتائجو الماء تحت الأثري والبحث المسح المشروع تضمن. 2013 في مرة لأول ینالبولندی - ینالكویتی
 درس والحفریات الموقع من جمع الذي الفخار إن .المتأخرة الإسلامیة للحقبة یعود الموقع تأریخ أن إلى تشیر

 الھدف كان لقدف ،الأثري البحریة والواجھة الآثار الغارقة لمشروع بالنسبة  أما.التقریر لھذا منفصل ملحق في
 على للحفاظ مناسبة طرق وإیجاد وثائقیة أدلة وتقدیم الساحلیة، الأثریة المواقع وصف و تحدید وھ يالرئیس

 .الدراسیة الفرص من المزید أجل من المكتشفات
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FAILAKA ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
RESEARCH PROJECT. PRELIMINARY 
RESULTS AFTER THE FIRST SEASON 
OF EXCAVATION AT THE KHARAIB 

EL-DESHT SITE IN 2013

Agnieszka Pieńkowska1

with appendices by Marta Mierzejewska2 
and Magdalena Nowakowska3

1,2 Polish Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology, University of Warsaw, 
3 Institute of Archaeology, University of Warsaw

Abstract: The site of Kharaib el-Desht on Failaka Island, Kuwait, was explored by an archaeo-
logical Kuwaiti–Polish team for the first time in 2013. The project included a survey and under-
water archaeological research. Preliminary results indicate a dating of the site to the late Islamic 
period. Pottery collected from the survey of the site and from the excavations has been studied in  
a sepearate appendix to this report. As for the underwater and waterfront archaeology project, 
the main objective was to locate and describe seashore archaeological sites, provide documen-
tary evidence and manage proper preservation of the discoveries in order to further educational 
opportunities. 

Keywords: Gulf archaeology, Kuwait, Failaka, late Islamic period

The site of Kharaib el-Desht on the north-
western coast of Failaka, the largest island 
of Kuwait, was identified as an Islamic- 
period settlement during a survey in 
2012 (see Pawlicki 2015, in this volume)  
[Fig. 1]. Excavation started in 2013 
as a subproject of the Kuwaiti–Polish 
Archaeological Mission directed by  
Prof. Piotr Bieliński from the Polish  
Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology, 
University of Warsaw. 
	 Work this season included survey 
and excavation, as well as underwater 
archaeological investigations on the coast 
around Kharaib el-Desht, coordinated 

by Magdalena Nowakowska (for a report  
on this work, see appendix below). 
	 The Desht settlement was seldom  
mentioned in the written sources.  
Travellers and archaeologists visiting 
Failaka focused mainly on settlements in 
the vicinity of the site, namely Quraniya 
and Sa’aidah, as well as on the famous 
Al Khidr shrine (Benediková 2010: 15; 
Rajab 1999: 10–11), which was a pilgrim-
age destination even as late as the 1960s  
(Bibby 1969: 195–212). The information 
about Kharaib el-Desht is limited to one 
legend about the presence of the Portu-
guese, who were forced to abandon this 
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part of the island infested by rats sent by an 
auliya (saint). This legend was recounted 
by J.G. Lorimer (1908: 514–515) in the 
beginning of the 20th century, as well as 
somewhat later by H.R.P. Dickson (1968: 
57) in the 1950s. 
	 Remnants of the settlement were still 
visible in the 1960s. An aerial photo-
graph from 1960 shows the eastern part of 
the site together with a cluster of houses, 
including a U-shaped and two rectangu-
lar structures [Fig. 2]. An Italian survey 
team registered the site in 1976 (Patitucci 
and Uggeri 1984). The publication of the 
results, however, contained little beyond 
a few photographs of the settlement and 
this part of the island. The information 
on Desht was limited to a laconic descrip-
tion: “The ruins of a deserted village were 

discovered on the North coast of the 
island. They are recognizable from some 
small rise overlooking a small cove. The 
part on the coast was destroyed by later 
quarries. Traces of buildings are spread 
over a rather large area” (Patitucci and 
Uggeri 1984: 419). Photographs showed 
the site from the southwest (Patitucci and 
Uggeri 1984: Pl. XXXV:a). On one of the 
photographs [Fig. 3] two oval spots can 
be discerned, slightly elevated above the 
ground, and further to the south, there 
are remains of several houses. Moreover,  
as this photograph was taken during ebb 
tide, it also shows a stone structure reach-
ing far into the sea.
	 The remnants of structures seen in 
the 1960 photographs and on images 
taken during the survey in the 1970s have 
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especially Mr. Shehab A.H. Shehab for his constant support. We are grateful to all the staff of the 
Department of Antiquities and Museums of the State of Kuwait, particularly Dr. Sultan Al-Duweish, 
Mr. Talal Al-Saie and Dr. Hamed Al-Mutairi, for their active participation.
All members of the Polish spring team greatly appreciate the constant support and friendly advice of 
the Director of the Kuwaiti–Polish Mission, Prof. Piotr Bieliński.
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Fig. 1. 			 Topographic map of Kharaib el-Desht; inset, map showing location of Kharaib el-Desht and 
nearby sites mentioned in the text (Drawing and digitizing R. Bieńkowski, J. Juchniewicz,  
A. Mrozowski, P. Zakrzewski; map digitizing I. Nazaruk, M. Momot) 



Failaka Archaeological Research Project. Preliminary results after the first season...
KUWAIT

563

PAM 24/1: Research

Fig. 2. 			 Aerial photos from 1960 showing remains of the Kharaib el-Desht village 
											           (Courtesy of Shehab A.H. Shehab) 

Fig. 3. 			 Kharaib el-Desht, view from the west 
											           (After Patitucci and Uggeri 1984: Pl. XXXV:a)
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since suffered considerable damage. First,  
a military camp operated on the site until 
the 1990s, and later the area was used  
as a landfill. Additional damages were 
caused by the presence of a few well-used 
modern roads crossing the site.
	 The presence of Islamic settlement at 
Kharaib el-Desht was confirmed by a field 
survey conducted by KPAM in 2012 
(Pawlicki 2012). However, the survey  
team only delineated the approximate 
limits of the site (see Pawlicki 2015: 
556–558, and Fig. 1 on page 548 in this 
volume). Therefore, one of the first steps 
taken in the 2013 season was to conduct  
a thorough field walking survey and to 
prepare a detailed topographic map of the 
site, in order to determine the extent of 
the settlement. As a result, Areas 1–4 were 
distinguished and excavated.
	 The northwestern border of the site is 
constituted by two small elevations, visible 
in the photograph of 1976. The first of 
these, designated as Area 1, is an elevation 
measuring 40 m by 60 m. Several clay ovens 
filled with ashes could be seen here on the 
surface even before cleaning. The other 
elevation, designated as Area 4, featured 
a concentration of 14 small mounds. 
A strip of land, Area 2, stretching for about 
150 m to the southeast of Area 1, con-
tained surface remains of stone structures. 
Further to the east lies part of the settle-
ment clear in the 1960 aerial photographs, 
now designated as Area 3. It features 
outlines of a few rectangular structures and 
a concentration of smaller ones. The spot 
best visible today (Area 3) is an elevation 
approximately 3.80 m high, with an out-
line of a structure seen in the photograph. 
Other structures in its immediate vicinity, 
located to the south, and evidenced on 
the 1960 aerial photographs, are now 

preserved only as small, irregular mounds. 
The furthest located structure, observed 
both in the aerial photographs and now, 
is a triangular pen, located approximately 
450 m to the southeast of the settlement. 
The pen could have been used by the  
villagers, but it was situated beyond the 
limits of the site [Fig. 1]. 
	 To recapitulate, the field survey located 
traces of settlement scattered along the 
coast of Kharaib el-Desht, concentrated  
in a strip of land approximately 80– 
100 m wide and approximately 450 m 
long. Trenches were opened in each of the 
discerned occupational concentrations.

AREA 1
A trench (10 m by 10 m) was opened in the 
central part of the elevation in Area 1 and 
a test trench (10 m by 2.50 m), oriented 
east–west, was cut through the western 
part [Fig. 4]. In the northern part of Area 1 
(sq. 21, 29), as well as its central (sq. 43) 
and southern (sq. 44) parts, the surface 
of the elevation was only cleaned. Both 
in the trench, as in neighboring squares 
(sq. 37, 44), a concentration of ovens and 
hearths was uncovered. The entire central 
part of the elevation was scattered with 
either common hearths, or with carefully 
executed clay ovens, driven into the ground 
approximately 0.40–0.53 m deep. Oven 
diameters were 0.30 m on average [Fig. 5]. 
	 Middle-sized stones formed regular 
alignments, approximately 0.15–0.20 m 
wide, in the central part of the elevation.  
A probe beside one such line in the south-
eastern corner of the trench (sq. 37)  
demonstrated that both the lines of stones 
and the entire exposed usage layer lay 
directly on bedrock. The limits of the bed-
rock were also well visible in squares 36  
and 44–43. 
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Fig. 4. 			 Distribution of remains mapped in Area 1 
											           (Drawing J. Ciesielska, K. Pawłowska; digitizing R. Bieńkowski, J. Juchniewicz)   

	 Equally modest were the remains in 
the northern part of the mound. Cleaning 
of the surface revealed a corner of a struc-
ture, 7.50 m by 2.50 m, distinguished by 
a darker color even though only a trace of 
the wall was preserved. Given its width, 

approximately 0.40 m, it is valid to  
assume that the remnants represented 
a more solid structure than the one vis-
ible in the central part of the elevation, 
consisting of nothing but narrow lines of  
stones. 
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	 The traces of settlement in Area 1 
were preserved in one usage layer, situ-
ated directly on bedrock. Judging by the  
presence of several dozens of hearths and 
stoves, the central part of the elevation 

served an economic function. Narrow lines 
of stones represented rather light struc-
tures, possibly some kind of a fence shelter-
ing those using the hearths from the wind. 
	 Larger structures of residential func-
tion, if at all present in this part of the site, 
could have been placed on the slope of 
the elevation. A trace of a building corner 
observed on the northern side (sq. 29, 
21) could belong to a residential quarter. 
However, the remnants on the northern 
side were heavily eroded, possibly because 
of the specificity of the building material 
used for these structures or at least their 
foundations. The building material in ques-
tion could be lime mortar, which in contact 
with water becomes very plastic. Layers of 
this kind of white material are visible in  
the trench wall section in square 35.

AREA 4
To the southwest of Area 1 and in its 
immediate vicinity was an elevated patch 
of land, measuring approximately 110 m 
by 80 m (for an image of the area in a 1976 
aerial photograh, see Fig. 2). Fourteen 

Fig. 5. 			 Ovens from Area 1 
											           (Photos A. Oleksiak)

Fig. 6. 			 Wall uncovered in Area 4 
											           (Photo H. Al-Mutairi)    
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small stone mounds, measuring 3 m by 
5 m, and 0.20–0.50 m high, were located 
there. 
	 A wall approximately 3 m long and  
0.25 m wide was uncovered in a trench 
cutting through one of these mounds  
[Fig. 6]. The wall was preserved to a height 
of 0.30 m and consisted of one row of 
bricks bonded in mortar. The remnants 
on the western side suggested the presence 
of one or two lateral walls. The structure 
was founded on a 10-cm-deep sand layer  
covering bedrock.
	 The state of preservation of the archi-
tecture, as well as absence of finds apart 
from a few undiagnostic potsherds,  
prevented any interpretation of function 

of the excavated structure. However, both 
its size and the narrow width of its walls  
suggested that it was a light shelter struc-
ture, possibly roofed on one side.

AREA 2
Sections of at least two structures, spread 
over at least 150 m, were uncovered in 
Area 2, some 120 m to the southwest of 
Area 1. A fragment of a house was exca-
vated, measuring 10 m in width and 9 m 
in preserved length [Fig. 7]. It was com-
posed of two rooms: a smaller one, approx-
imately 2.50 m by 6.50 m, and a larger one, 
measuring approximately 5.50 m in width 
and 6 m in preserved length. The walls of 
the structure were made of middle-sized, 

Fig. 7. 			 Remains of a house uncovered in Area 2 
											           (Drawing and digitizing R. Bieńkowski, J. Brochocki, K. Juchniewicz)
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unworked stones, bonded in a lime and 
clay mortar. The walls were preserved up to 
0.10–0.15 m high, that is, one or sometimes 
two rows of stones. Judging by the best  
preserved fragment, the walls were approxi-
mately 0.40 m wide. No finds were attested 
in the rooms. A large pit was explored, 
measuring 1.75 m in diameter and cutting 
1.50 m deep into the floor of the larger 
room. The pit was filled with loose sand. 
On the southern side of the structure there 
was a small clay stove of the same type as 
those found in Area 1. Several stoves of 
this kind were also located on the surface of  
a modern road intersecting the site.
	 The state of preservation of this house 
did not allow an assessment of its original 
size. Traces of more rooms were evident on 
its southwestern side, but on the east it was 
impossible to tell due to erosion whether 
the stones just beside the wall represented 
more rooms or simply tumble.
	 Stone supports reinforcing wooden 
poles were uncovered in the larger room. 
They were driven into a layer of sand 

covering the usage level connected with 
the uncovered walls of the structure. It is 
possible that when the house was aban-
doned and partly destroyed, the preserved 
remnants of the walls were used for a light 
seasonal structure, like a hovel. 

AREA 3
Remains of a structure in this area could 
be seen both in aerial photographs taken  
in 1960 [see Fig. 2] and in kite images 
from the 2013 field survey [Fig. 8]. One 
can see the outline of a rectangular struc-
ture, measuring approximately 18 m by  
22 m, with a distinctive 12-m-wide terrace 
on its northern side. 
	 A test trench (12 m by 2.50 m) 
opened on the western slope of the eleva-
tion revealed the corner of a stone struc-
ture. A fragment of a wall with a buttress 
appeared in the eastern part of the probe 
[Fig. 9]. It proved to stand 1.48 m high  
and was 1.20 m wide, extending 0.70 m 
from the wall face. Built of rough flat 
stones, 20 cm to 60 cm long, and bonded 

Fig. 8. 			 Rectangular structure in Area 3 
											           (Photo H. Al-Mutairi)    
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Fig. 9. 			 Two different-angled bird’s-eye views of the wall with buttress in Area 3 
											           (Photos A. Oleksiak) 

in clay mortar, it was the most solid and 
well executed fragment of the structure. 
The wall fragment formed a corner with  
a wall running across the trench, consist-
ing of three rows of stones and measuring  
1.10 m in width. Both walls were unearthed 
to the height of 0.60 m. 
	 Two kinds of stones were used in these 
structures. The wall with buttress, as well 

as the one forming a corner with it, were 
constructed of stone with a large amount 
of shell inclusions. This kind of stone is 
typical of structures on Failaka. Stone 
without shell inclusions was used for  
building the buttress, and a part of a struc-
ture from which the stones have fallen off, 
and which is now visible in the form of 
rubble in the northern profile. 
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	 This small fragment of a structure 
does not support a broader interpretation.  
The width of the walls and the presence of 
the buttress indicate that the building had 
a special function. At the present stage, it is 
possible to assume that this structure was 
connected with the presence of the Portu-
guese on the island. It may have been either 
some kind of a small fort or a watchtower, 
but it is equally probable that it served 
a different function altogether. Both 
Lorimer (1908: 515) and Dickson (1968: 
55–56) claimed that Failaka was renowned 
for its abundance of tombs and shrines, 
and they mentioned the presence of 60–70 
graves of auliyah (saints), which enriched 
substantially the cultural heritage of the 
island. One such shrine was located at the 
nearby site of Al Khidr. Therefore, it is not 
unlikely that the structure from Kharaib 
el-Desht fulfilled a similar or even the same 
function.
	 Fragmentarily preserved remains in  
the form of small, low mounds, with  
pottery scattered on their surfaces were 
found in the immediate vicinity of the 
stone structure, on its southern and west-
ern sides. In the 1960 aerial photographs, 
this fragment of the settlement was  
composed of a few noticeably larger struc-
tures and smaller, concentrically aligned 
residential buildings. The photographs also 
show some dots, arranged in regular lines, 
which most probably were stumps of palm 
trees growing in the village (Rajab 1999: 
124).
	 The collected pottery provides only 
a broad temporal frame for the function-
ing of the site from the 17th to the end of 
the 18th/beginning of the 19th century 
(see below, appendix 1 by Marta Mierze-
jewska). It is presently impossible to say 

whether the different structures excavated 
at the site in 2013 were occupied concur-
rently or in different periods. 
	 As far as the relative chronology of the 
site is concerned, two viable observations 
can be made. On the one hand, based 
on the state of preservation of particular 
settlement remains seen in the aerial pho-
tographs of 1960 and on several photos 
from the 1976 survey, one may suggest that 
the structures in Areas 1 and 4, which were 
equally poorly preserved in 1976 as they 
are now, are of a slightly earlier date (or 
at least, were earlier abandoned) than the 
residential remnants in Area 2, which seem 
to have been in a much better condition 
in 1976. Given the fact that the structures 
in these three areas are of a similar or even 
the same building material and have been 
exposed to the same atmospheric condi-
tions, it is highly unlikely that some of 
them would have eroded faster than others. 
On the other hand, the fact that the 1976 
survey report fails to mention any larger 
structure suggests that the stone build-
ing partly uncovered by KPAM in Area 3 
was not visible at the time of the survey, 
as otherwise it would not have escaped 
the attention of the Italian archaeologists. 
Therefore, it is possibly older than the rem-
nants in the western part of the site.  
	 At the present stage of research there 
also remains the unanswered question of 
the chronological relation between the site 
and the stone structures, the so-called fish 
traps, located along the coast (see below, 
appendix 2 by Magdalena Nowakowska). 
However, the location of the settlement, as 
well as many finds of net weights (mainly 
in Area 1) leave very little room for doubt 
that at least part of the village was engaged 
in fishery. 
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APPENDIX 1
KHARAIB EL-DESHT 2013: POTTERY. 

PRELIMINARY REPORT
Marta Mierzejewska

Polish Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology, University of Warsaw

During the first archaeological season at 
Kharaib el-Desht there were collected 
altogether 4920 sherds in four designated 
areas (Areas 1–4 and in a strip of land 
along a modern road between Area 2 and 
Area 3 [see above, Fig. 1]). The whole col-
lected material was counted, described, 
and recorded in a data base. About 75% of 
the collected pottery, however, was found 

on the surface, thus constituting a second-
ary, mixed deposit. Only a small number 
was found directly in the explored layers. 
Therefore, at this stage, it was impossible 
to establish clear stratigraphic and chrono-
logical sequences of the pottery on the site. 
Nonetheless, it was possible to distinguish 
the following pottery groups that indicate 
a preliminary time frame of the site.

GLAZED WARES
MANGANESE PURPLE 

UNDERGLAZED-PAINTED WARE 
MGPAINT.2 (Kennet 2004: 52) 

Pottery characterized by a quite soft, 
porous and well-fired fabric of pale 
yellow or buff color, sometimes with 
white inclusions. The lead glaze is clear or 
with a tint of light greenish or yellowish, 
sometimes with patches of inglaze green or 
blue. In most cases the glaze is crude and 
degraded; below it there is a purple-black 
decoration. The most common decorative 
pattern at Kharaib el-Desht is a tangled 
looped floral motif or simple rosettes, 
situated centrally on the inner side of 
the vessel [Fig. 10:1, 3, 6]. Less often the 
vessels are decorated with wide vertical or 
horizontal lines [Fig. 10:2], located usually 
on the interior, although in some cases also 
on the exterior. There was also one example 
[Fig. 10:4] of a decorative grid filled with 
dots. The vessel forms were limited to open 

bowls with ring bases and slightly flaring 
rims. There were also few examples of  
small bowls with nearly vertical walls  
[Fig. 10:5]. This pottery group was among 
the most commonly attested vessels at 
Kharaib el-Desht.
	 Manganese Purple Underglazed-
Painted Ware has a long history of usage 
(11th–20th century), and its earliest 
examples (MGPAINT.1) were noted by 
Derek Kennet at Kush, in layers dated to 
the 11th–13th century (Kennet 2004: 
52). Two variants of bowls with a centrally 
placed looped floral motif and with a grid 
motif, which are most common at Kharaib 
el-Desht, were also found at sites in Bahrain 
(Carter and Naranjo-Santana 2011: 54, 
Fig. 46:8; Carter, Morley, and Morse 2011: 
91, Fig. 39:2–3) and the United Arab 
Emirates (Power and Sheehan 2012: 295, 
Fig. 4; Carter 2003: 62). Robert Carter 
dates their peak of popularity to the 18th 
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Fig. 10. 			 Selection of glazed pottery from Kharaib el-Desht: Manganese Purple Underglazed-Painted 
Ware (Drawing J. Ciesielska, K. Cieślak, M. Mierzejewska, K. Pawłowska; digitizing  
M. Mierzejewska)
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1 	 The origin of these vessels has not been determined to this day, therefore in the literature on the subject there exist two 
equally valid terms derived from the names of two sites, Khunj (Iran) and Bahla (Oman), to which the location of the 
production center may be attributed. For a more detailed discussion of this issue, see Whitcomb 1975: 129; Kennet 
2004: 54; Carter 2003: 60; 2011: 37.

and 19th centuries (Carter 2003: 62; 2011: 
37), although he also notes their presence 
at the very beginning of the 20th century 
(Carter, Morley, and Morse 2011: 91). 
The variant of a bowl with almost vertical 
walls, dated to the 16th–18th century,  
was also attested at al-Ruwaydah (Petersen 
and Grey 2010: 47, Fig. 10/6).  

BAHLA/KHUNJ WARE1  
KHUNJ (Kennet 2004: 54)

Bahla/Khunj Ware is characterized by 
a hard, well-levigated fabric in colors 
ranging from red-orange to dark grey  
(often the color changes on the vessel). 
The lead glaze is clear, often speckled  
with orange patches visible underneath. 
The color of the glaze ranges from 
yellowish-chocolate to olive green. 
Sometimes the glaze is weathered and flaky. 
A few fragments featured singular simple 
incisions. The typical form of this group 
comprises bowls with straight or flaring 
rims, always with ring bases [Fig. 11:1, 2]. 
Drilled holes used for vessel mending were 
observed in singular cases.
	 Parallel vessels were also attested at  
al-Ruwaydah (Qatar) (Petersen and Grey 
2010: 48, Fig. 10:7,12,15), and in the  
al-cAin oasis (UAE) (Power and Sheehan 
2012: Fig. 4). Examples of incisions on 
pottery were attested at Bahla (Whitcomb 
1975: Figs 12:o, 5:d, 11:g), while drilled 
holes were found on one bowl from  
al-Ruwaydah (Petersen and Grey 2010: 
Fig. 107). 
	 There is a broad time frame for the 
presence of these vessels. At al-Mataf, the 

earliest fragments were found in layers 
dated to the 15th–16th century (Kennet 
2004: 54). Robert Carter and Donald 
Whitcomb demonstrated that singular 
vessels similar to Bahla/Khunj examples 
were present in Oman until the beginning 
of the 20th century (Whitcomb 1975:  
129; Carter 2011: 37). However, the 
popularity of these vessels peaked 
undoubtedly in the 17th–19th century 
(Carter 2003: 60).  

MONOCHROME GREEN GLAZE
GMONO.2 (Kennet 2004: 55–56)

This is a diversified group of vessels with 
glaze of various thickness and of different 
shades of green. The glaze typically covers 
the interior and the rim of the vessel; no 
other decoration is present. A characteristic 
feature is the soft fabric of light yellow or 
creamy color. Several bowls with ring bases 
and everted rims were found at Kharaib el-
Desht [Fig. 11:3, 4].
	 According to Kennet, examples of 
Monochrome Green Glaze found at  
al-Mataf date from the 16th century 
onwards (Kennet 2004: 56). Timothy 
Power notes a peak in the popularity of 
this pottery in the al-cAin oasis in the  
Late Islamic 1a period (1500–1650) 
(Power and Sheehan 2012: 294, Fig. 3).  
In the Late Islamic 1b period (1650– 
1800) there is a noticeable decline in 
the number of sherds of this group in 
comparison to the previous period. It 
should also be noted that similar vessel 
types were found in 17th–18th century 
Palestine (Grey 2011: 354). 
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Fig. 11. 			 Selection of glazed pottery from Kharaib el-Desht: 1–2 – Bahla/Khunj Ware; 3–4 – Mono-
chrome Green Glaze; 5 – Red–Yellow Ware/Mustard Ware; 6–7 – Turquoise Glazed Ware; 
8–9 – Chinese Blue-and-White Porcelain
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RED–YELLOW WARE
REDYEL (Kennet 2004: 56)/Mustard Ware 

(Carter, Morley, and Morse 2011: 91–92)
Eight open bowl fragments from Kharaib 
el-Desht were characterized by a creamy 
buff fabric and distinctive speckled glaze 
of light brownish-yellow color [Fig. 11:5].
	 Parallel examples, dated to the 18th–
19th century, were noted by Robert 
Carter at Bu Maher Fort (Bahrain) and at 
al-Huwailah (Qatar); he called this pottery 
group Mustard Ware (Carter, Morley, and 
Morse 2011: 91). Vessels of similar fabric 
and glaze were classified by Kennet as Red–
Yellow Ware (Kennet 2004: 56). However, 
these vessels have a characteristic, very 
thin, intermittent slip of maroon red 
color. Among the examples of Red–Yellow 
Ware found in al-cAin oasis, there were 
sherds with visible red slip, as well as 
sherds of bronze-yellow color without slip 
(Power and Sheehan 2012: Fig. 4). This 
group was dated by Timothy Power to 
the Late Islamic 1b period (1650–1800) 
(Power and Sheehan 2012: 301, Fig. 3). 
Due to the state of preservation and the 
fragmentariness of vessels from Kharaib 
el-Desht, it is impossible to state whether 
they were slipped originally.

OTHER GLAZED WARES
Sherds with a turquoise greenish/bluish 
glaze and a creamy or pale yellow fabric, 

sporadically with fine-grained lime 
inclusions (Turquoise Glazed Ware) were 
also found. These were mostly bowls with 
everted rims [Fig. 11:6], although there 
was also one jar with a lug [Fig. 11:7]. 
Parallel examples were found during a field 
survey on Farasan Island (Saudi Arabia) 
and were broadly dated to the 8th– 
19th century (Cooper and Zazzaro 2014: 
158, Fig. 8/h). 
	 A few very small fragments of Chinese 
Blue-and-White Porcelain (CBW, 
Kennet 2004: 67; Petersen and Grey 
2010: 45; Power and Sheehan 2012: 297) 
were found. They are characterized by  
a pure, glassy, white porcelain body with 
clear glaze and dark blue or cobalt-blue 
underglaze decoration [Fig. 11:8, 9]. 
The trade in Chinese Blue-and-White 
Porcelain wares in the Middle East began 
in the end of the 14th century; it became 
widespread in the mid- or late 15th 
century, and continued till the end of 
the 18th century (Kennet 2004: 67–68; 
Power and Sheehan 2012: 302; Priestman 
2005: 314). 
	 Finally, there were also three small 
fragments of a good-quality frit body 
with damaged glaze and cobalt decoration 
painted underneath the glaze. These sherds 
represent Blue-and-White Frit (FRIT.
BW, Kennet 2004: 50–51; Priestman 
2005: 277; Petersen and Grey 2010: 46).

UNGLAZED WARES
Unglazed wares constituted almost 81%  
of the collected material. These vessels 
display a varied quality of execution, color 
of the fabric, and the kind of mineral 
inclusions. Some examples have distinctive 
smoke stains, suggesting their kitchen use. 

Sometimes the interior of these vessels was 
coated with bitumen. 

BUFF WARE
A popular type of vessels at Kharaib el-
Desht were water jugs with well-levigated 
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Fig. 12. 			 Selection of unglazed pottery from Kharaib el-Desht: 1–3 – Buff Ware; 4–5 – Pale Gritty 
Ware; 6 – Chocolate Chip/Black Angular Inclusions; 7–9 – Julfar Ware
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creamy fabric of sandy texture, and with 
a small amount of mineral inclusions. The 
jugs featured from one to three handles 
attached to a simple rim [Fig. 12:3]. 
Incised or combed decoration was placed 
below the rim and on the body, usually 
in the form of vertical or horizontal lines 
[Fig. 12:1, 2], less often sloppy grids or 
zigzags. 
	 There is no consistent terminology  
for these wares. Similar vessels, very 
popular in the 18th–19th century at 
Muharraq in Bahrain (Carter, Morley,  
and Morse 2011: 84, Fig. 34; Naranjo-
Santana and Carter 2010: 109, Fig. 80)  
and Jebel Dhanna in the UAE (Carter 
2003: Figs 1:8–9, 2:9) are called cAli Ware.2 
Similar pottery from Ruwaydah (Qatar) 
was labelled by Tony Grey as Cream 
Sandy Ware; he links it with the group of  
cAli Ware, at the same time pointing 
to their similarity with Buff Ware as 
distinguished by David Kennet at  
al-Mataf in post-16th-century layers 
(Petersen and Grey 2010: 48, Fig. 10:8,  
11,13; Kennet 2004: 81). Conversely, 
a group of water jars with creamy fabric  
and decoration of incised lines was 
denoted by Timothy Power as Incised  
Buff Wares (Power and Sheehan 2012: 
Figs 3–4), and dated to the 16th– 
20th century.

COARSE LIME WARE
A fairly numerous group was made up 
by storage jars of grey-brown, sometimes 
reddish, porous and coarse fabric with  
a large amount of white inclusions, 
probably lime, occasionally also with  
a small amount of quartz. They have a wide 

in-turned rim, and small handles. They are 
parallelled by Lime Tempered Ware in 
Kennet’s code (Kennet 2004: 79), dated 
from the 14th/15th to the 16th century. 
However, according to Robert Carter, 
the presence of such vessels at Muharraq 
indicates that Lime Ware remained in  
use until the 19th century (Carter,  
Morley, and Morse 2011: 90; Carter  
2011: 36).

PALE GRITTY WARE
This group comprises basins and storage 
jars of pale brown or grey-brown fabric, 
characterized by a presence of dark grit, 
sporadic white inclusions, and grey or 
red-brown slip [Fig. 12:4, 5]. Vessels of 
this type were found at Muharraq (Carter, 
Morley, and Morse 2011: 86, Fig. 35; 
Carter and Naranjo-Santana 2011: 51–
52, Fig. 43).

CHOCOLATE CHIP/BLACK 
ANGULAR INCLUSIONS
CHOC (Kennet 2004: 80–81)

These large, thick-walled storage jars  
and basins have a characteristic pale grey  
or grey fabric, with a large amount of 
angular inclusions, sporadically with  
a small amount of lime inclusions  
[Fig. 12:6]; they were often decorated  
with a finger-impressed cordon. Parallel 
vessels were found at al-Ruwaydah 
(Petersen and Grey 2012: 49, Fig. 
10:10). As noted by Carter, the groups 
of Pale Gritty Ware and Chocolate  
Chip are very similar to each other and 
only future detailed analyses may reveal 
the connection between the two (Carter 
2011: 36).

2 	 This name was first introduced by A. Williamson in the 1970s when he analyzed the pottery from al-Huwailah, 
concluding that it was produced in Bahrain in the village of cAli (Carter 2011: 33).
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CONCLUSIONS
In all investigated areas at Kharaib el-
Desht there co-occurred Bahla/Khunj 
Ware, Monochrome Green Ware, as well 
as a significant percentage of Manganese 
Purple Underglazed-Painted Ware. There 

were also several sherds of Red–Yellow 
Glaze Ware/Mustard Ware. All the above 
glaze types are dated by Kennet to the 
post-1600s period. MGPAINT.2 ware is 
considered typical in al-cAin oasis (UAE) 

JULFAR WARE
This is a large group of kitchen wares 
comprising cooking pots, bowls and jars, 
hand-made or shaped on a slow-turned 
wheel. They are characterized by a coarse, 
orange-brown-red or grey fabric of rough 
fracture, with grit and lime inclusions. 
These vessels were often decorated with 
a red-brown painted geometric pattern 
[Fig. 12:7–9]. In a few cases, the vessels 
were covered with white-wash or self-slip.
	 This group should be identified with 
Julfar Ware, popular in the area from 
the western coasts of the Indian Ocean, 
through Bahrain and the southern coast 
of Iran, to the UAE (Petersen and Grey 
2010: Fig. 10:5; Carter and Naranjo-
Santana 2011: 52, Fig. 44; Carter, Morley, 
and Morse 2011: 88, Fig. 36; Frifelt 2001: 
93–95; Mitsuishi and Kennet 2013: 228; 
Priestman 2005: 226–229; Sedighian and 
Gholami 2011–2012; Power and Sheehan 
2012: 295, Fig. 4). It was produced at 
Ras al-Khaimah (UAE) from about the 
12th century to the mid-20th century 
(Kennet 2004: 71); some of the forms 
were evidenced by ethnoarchaeological 
research at al-Fara’, Fujairah in the UAE 
(Ziolkowski and Al-Sharqi 2005: Fig. 52).
	 At Kharaib el-Desht the following  
forms of cooking pots were attested, 
according to the typology of Gen 
Mitsuishi and Derek Kennet: TC18, 
a round pot with an out-curved rim, 
triangular in section, featuring a slight 

trough for a lid; this type was decorated 
with a dark red pattern painted directly  
on a dark orange surface; TC15, a pot 
with an everted rim and purple decoration 
painted directly onto the grey surface;  
in Kennet’s earlier typology, it was 
denoted as CP4.1 (Kennet 2004: 75);  
TC 13, a pot with an incurved rim, 
often with a triangular lug; these vessels 
were typically grey, though sometimes 
orange-brown, and they had no painted 
decoration; in Kennet’s earlier typology,  
it was denoted as CP5.1 (Kennet 2004: 
76); finally, TC10, a pot with an everted 
rim, featuring a slight trough for a lid,  
and with dark red decoration painted 
directly onto a dark orange body  
(Mitsuishi and Kennet 2013: Figs 3, 5). 
Apart from cooking pots, there were 
sporadic finds of bowls with vertical 
or flaring walls and everted rims (TO4  
and TO5, Mitsuishi and Kennet 2013: 
Figs 3, 5) [Fig. 12:7].
	 Also attested at Kharaib el-Desht 
were fragments of closed-form vessels, 
with brown-red fabric, a self-slip on the 
exterior, and simple geometric decoration.  
The state of preservation of these sherds 
precluded their identification with 
particular types of Julfar Ware. 
	 There were also found several un-
diagnostic sherds of grey Julfar Ware with 
a characteristic horizontal clay cordon 
on the vessel body (D-2, Mitsuishi and 
Kennet 2013: Fig. 6).
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APPENDIX 2
SURVEY OF KHARAIB EL-DESHT BAY ON FAILAKA 

ISLAND: PRELIMINARY REPORT
Magdalena Nowakowska

Institute of Archaeology, University of Warsaw

The “Waterfront and underwater archae- 
ology of the coastal zone around the Failaka 
Island” project was initiated in the spring 
of 2013 as part of the Polish–Kuwaiti 
Failaka Archaeological Mission directed 
in the field by Dr. Agnieszka Pieńkowska, 
operating within the framework of the 
Kuwaiti–Polish Archaeological Mission 
under an agreement between the Polish 
Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology of 
the University of Warsaw and the National 
Council for Culture, Arts and Letters of 
the State of Kuwait. 

PROGRAM
The project aims to search out and describe 
extant archaeological sites on the seashore, 
as well as to provide documentary evidence 

and ultimately manage proper preserva-
tion to further educational opportunities. 
The program of “waterfront archaeology” 
research for 2013 assumed an inventory of 
stone structures in the Kharaib el-Desht 
Bay [Fig. 13]. 
	 The first step was to trace groups of 
stones around the small bay to verify pos-
sible clusters and distinguish natural forms 
from intentionally arranged structures. 
The objective was to recognize and docu-
ment groups of stone features interpreted 
as fishing farms installations (“fish traps”). 

TIDES
Knowledge of the tidal process is essen-
tial for waterfront archaeological research 
in the Gulf. The amplitude in Kuwait 

particularly in 1650–1800. Moreover, 
there is a significant absence of Willow 
Ware (WILLOW, Kennet 2004: 56), 
popular from the end of the 18th century, 
and of the Japanese/Chinese Coffee Cup 
( JCCC, Power and Sheehan 2012: Fig. 4) 
that emerged in the 19th/20th century. 
Conversely, the absence of Longquan 
Celadon Ware (LQC, Kennet 2004: 64), 
intesively exported to the Middle East in 
the 13th–15th century (it was attested, 
for instance, in the 14th–15th century 
layers at al-Mataf ), is striking. On these 
grounds it is possible to date the settlement 

at Kharaib el-Desht provisionally to the 
period between the 17th century and the 
end of the 18th or the beginning of the 
19th century, although this dating may be 
subject to modification in the course of 
further analysis of the finds.
	 Although the range and the variety of 
vessels found at the site is limited, they 
attest to the trade exchange in the area 
of the Persian Gulf, as indicated by the 
presence of local wares from Bahrain, 
Qatar, the UAE, Oman or Persia, as well as 
by the finds of singular fragments of luxury 
table ware from Southeast Asia or China.
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Fig. 13. 			 Kharaib el-Desht Bay on Failaka Island in Kuwait: top, satellite map of the area; 
bottom, stone structures surveyed in the area [ob = feature] (Photo Google Maps; drawing  
J. Kaniszewski, S. Lenarczyk)



Survey of Kharaib el-Desht Bay on Failaka Island: preliminary report
KUWAIT

581

PAM 24/1: Research

Bay is about 2 m, but tides can vary from  
3.50 m up to nearly 4 m, depending  
predominantly on the lunar-phase tide 
(Al-Yamani et al. 2004: 24–26). 
	 Low water levels and daily light are 
essential for survey and documentation of 
the littoral structures. At Kharaib el-Desht 
we were completely dependent on the tidal 
cycle. Performing measurement and pho-
tographic documentation of stone struc-
tures was possible only for a few hours  
a day. High water often made investiga-
tions impossible. For our work we used the 
calendar of tides provided by the maritime 
office in Kuwait (www.tides.mobilegeo-
graphics.com/calendar/). 

SURVEY IN KHARAIB 
EL-DESHT BAY

The survey investigated and document- 
ed 12 stone structures [Fig. 13 bottom]. 
They can be divided into three groups:
–	 big linear stone structures;
–	 small circular structures;
–	 linear stone structures other than the 

first group (Feature 12). 
Eleven structures were situated no more 
than 400 m from the coastline and one of 
them (Feature 9) was about 800 m from 
the seashore. 
	

GEODETIC MEASUREMENTS
A geodetic grid was set up to draw the 
plan of the bay and the bathymetric map. 
Total Station measurements were taken to 
produce the architectural documentation 
and geological strata measurements. The 
map and plans were based on the Universal 
Transverse Mercator (UTM) geographic 
coordinate system. 
	 The survey was conducted on selected 
stone structures in the bay (Features  
1–12). Geodetic documentation was pre-

pared with the aid of TS measurements. 
Completing the survey were photo-
grammetric documentation, 3D docu- 
mentation and 3D animations of the  
tidal process. 

BIG LINEAR STRUCTURES
Three big linear stone structures (Nos 1, 
10, 11) and one smaller feature (No. 12) 
were located. Two of them (Nos 1 and 
11) were assessed as being well preserved,  
one (No. 10) as destroyed, probably to  
a large extent. The smaller feature (No. 12) 
was different in structure from the others 
(see below). The considerable dimensions 
of the structures require aerial photos 
before a complete analysis will be possible. 
	 Feature 1 [Fig. 14] is the biggest and is 
situated in the western part of the bay, in 
front of the Kharaib el-Desht settlement 
explored by the Polish team (see above). 
The building stones are arranged in the 
form of walls, reaching up to a height of 
about 0.60–0.70 m. The longest wall is 
composed of several sections, about 200 m 
long, in the northeast direction. It is com-
posed of several sections, arranged with 
greater or lesser thoroughness. In some 
places gaps between sections exceeded 
2 m. The structure runs straight for about  
200 m. Then it turns at right angle for 
about 150 m and again, going back to the 
shore. This last section, about 30 m long 
and ending in irregular piles of stones, 
arches gently away to the southeast. The 
wall in its main outline is tidily construct- 
ed of collected stones. The north part of 
this object serves as a natural breakwater, 
separating the area of the “pool” from  
the sea. 
	 Feature 10 [see Fig. 13] is a linear struc-
ture with one short arm, about 10 m long, 
made of collected stones, turned at about 
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Fig. 14. 			 Feature 1: top, view from the west; bottom, view from the south 
													             (Photos M. Nowakowska)
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90 degrees in relation to the long line.  
This main line, oriented east–west, is 
about 120 m long and is divided into three  
sections composed of stone clusters. This 
feature seems to be strongly destroyed. 
The nearby Feature 11 to the east may  
have been built partly of stone salvaged 
from this structure. 
	 Feature 11 [Fig. 15] is a so-called fish 
trap still in use today by fishermen from 
the coastal zone. The outline of the trap  
is more or less rectangular, similar to  
Feature 1. The length of the west side is 
about 60 m. In the corner near the shore, 
the structure turns in and then again  
at right angles to form a small cove.  
At the northern end of this section, the 
structure turns east and runs southeast for 

about 110 m. There is one gap, “entrance”, 
situated 20 m from the northwestern  
corner of the feature. At the southeast-
ern end, the structure is rounded, the last  
section of the wall going straight to the 
coastline. The whole structure is made 
tidily of big collected stones. Some of 
the stones could have been taken from  
Features 10 and 12, located to the west  
and east of Feature 11. 
	 The function of the features cannot 
be easily interpreted today. This kind of 
linear structure is recognized as a “fish 
trap” and is well known in the Gulf. It is 
also used by local fishermen even now. At 
high tide the water goes in and they throw  
their nets within the “pool” formed by  
the walls and collect the fish at low tide.

Fig. 15. 			 Feature 11, view from the southeast 
													             (Photo M. Nowakowska) 
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Fig. 16. 			 Feature 5: top left, view from the south; top right, photogrammetric plan; bottom, CAD 
graphic documentation (CAD drawing S. Lenarczyk; photogrammetric plan  J. Kaniszewski, 
S. Lenarczyk; photo M. Nowakowska)
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CIRCULAR FEATURES
Two groups of circular stone features  
are of considerable interest. 
	 The first group includes five features: 
Nos 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 [see Fig. 13]. It was  
registered in a relatively small area, close  
to the shoreline, situated about 100 m  
into the sea. Feature 2 was situated partly 
on the beach and covered by sand. Only 
part of the structure was visible. 
	 The next group, comprising features 
7 and 8, demonstrated a similar method 
of construction. The two were registered 
more than 200 m to the northeast of the 
first group.
	 Last is Feature 9 discovered far from the 
others, about 800 m north of the shoreline. 
It was located in line with features 7 and 8 
from the second group and features 3 and 6 
from the first one, following a northeast 
orientation. Other structures were situated 
only a few meters away.
	 All the features were built of stones  
of different sizes, arranged next to one 
another, forming a regular circular struc-
ture, like Feature 5 [Fig. 16]. There are 
two gaps in the circumference in every 
structure or the small part of the ring is 
significantly lower there. These gaps (or 
lower parts) act as the “entrance”, enabling 
free flow of water. The entrances of most 
structures are oriented northeast and 
southwest. The diameter of these features 
ranges from 4.50 m to 7.50 m.  
	 This type of stone feature was probably 
made by cutting a hollow in bedrock and 
surrounding it with stones. 
	 The farthest circular structure, Fea-
ture 9, is constructed of stones arranged in  
a circle, with a diameter of about 14 m.  
The depth inside this feature was measured 
at more than 1.50 m. This feature is very  
difficult for documentation, because it 

is practically on the border of the tides. 
Muddy ground around the structure 
and short exposure time made it impos-
sible to complete photogrammetric 
documentation.  

NATURAL STONE CLUSTER
A range of natural stone clusters was 
located in the bay in addition to the  
man-made structures. Some of them 
formed a linear system and were located 
at a short distance from the edge of the 
“stone”, that is, bedrock, which is cov-
ered by the sea bottom. Similar groups 
of stones are located in the coastal zone 
in other parts of the bay. Nothing proves 
that they were intentionally made by man.  
By contrast, it is possible to use natural 
forms of stone for many purposes, fishing 
included.

FEATURE 12
Feature 12 forms a smooth curve located 
in the eastern part of the bay. Its construc-
tion was completely different from those 
described above. It consisted of three 
sections, forming a solid stone structure 
[Fig. 17]. The total length of the struc-
ture was about 60 m: the first part about  
14.50 m, the central section about  
23.50 m, the third 21 m.
	 The western part (C) is heavily dam-
aged, preserved only in outline. It is made 
of small stones arranged in a line, the width 
about 2 m. The central part (B) is built  
of stone blocks forming a regular wall 
with a height of about 1 m and a width of  
more than 2 m. In this part, the construc-
tion is very solid. It required adequate 
preparation of stone blocks. The third, 
eastern part (A) is destroyed, especially at 
its eastern end, but not as heavily as the 
western part C.
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	 The face of the wall was formed in 
part of vertical stone slabs and stones  
collected between them. The total width 
of the foundation and the fact that the 
stone blocks were specially prepared  
indicates that it was intended as  
a strong and durable construction.  
Along the entire length of the wall, 
between the stones and surround-
ing structures, numerous fragments of  
pottery were recorded. Potsherds could  
have come from the neighboring  
settlement of Al-Qurayniyah transported 

by erosional processes or they could  
have been used deliberately as a bedding 
layer to strengthen the base of the structure. 
	 The function of this structure is 
interpreted differently from that of other 
structures registered in the bay. The solid 
structure suggests it might have served  
as a port for the Al-Qurayniyah  
settlement. The strong wall was both  
a pier and a breakwater. Similar struc-
tures are well known from photos of the  
harbor of historic Kuwait City (Hijji  
2001: XI).

Fig. 17. 			 Feature 12: photogrammetric plan; inset, left, central part of the wall (part B), view from the 
north; right, contour plan (Photogrammetric plan J. Kaniszewski, S. Lenarczyk; contour plan 
J. Kaniszewski; photo M. Nowakowska) 



Survey of Kharaib el-Desht Bay on Failaka Island: preliminary report
KUWAIT

587

PAM 24/1: Research

Al-Yamani, F. Y., Bishop, J., Ramadhan, E., Al-Husain, M., and Al-Ghadban, A. N. (2004).  
Oceanographic atlas of Kuwait’s waters program. Kuwait: Kuwait Institute for Scientific  
Research.

Beech, M. J. (2004). 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 [=BAR IS 1217]. 
Oxford: Archaeopress.

Benediková, L. (Ed.). (2010). Al-Khidr, 2004–2009: Primary scientific report on the activities of the 
Kuwaiti-Slovak archaeological mission. Kuwait City: National Council for Culture, Arts  
& Letters.

Bibby, G. (1969). Looking for Dilmun. New York: Knopf.
Breeze, P., Cuttler, R., and Collins, P. (2011). Archaeological landscape characterization in Qatar 

through satellite and aerial photographic analysis, 2009 to 2010. PSAS, 41, 13–26.
Carter, R. A. (2003). The pottery of Jebel Dhanna. In G. R. D. King (Ed.), Sulphur, camels  

and gunpowder: The sulphur mines at Jebel Dhanna, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates.  
An archaeological site of the late Islamic period (pp. 52–65). Abu Dhabi: Abu Dhabi Islands 
Archaeological Survey.

REFERENCES

Dr. Agnieszka Pieńkowska
Polish Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology, University of Warsaw
00-497 Warsaw, Poland, ul. Nowy Świat 4
a.pienkowska@uw.edu.pl
Marta Mierzejewska
Polish Centre of Mediterranean Archaeology, University of Warsaw
00-497 Warsaw, Poland, ul. Nowy Świat 4
mmierzejewska@uw.edu.pl
Magdalena Nowakowska 
Institute of Archaeology, University of Warsaw
00-927 Warsaw, Poland, ul. Krakowskie Przedmieście 26/28
magdalena.nowakowska@uw.edu.pl

CONCLUSION
The three different groups of stone  
structures in the Kharaib el-Desht bay 
were all strongly connected with human  
activity in shallow waters in the tidal area. 
	 It is difficult to interpret their func-
tion today, but there is considerable likeli-
hood that most of them were used as fish 
traps. Similar structures are known from  
different parts of the Arabian Gulf (Beech 

2004: 66–70, Figs 14, 15; Breeze, Cuttler, 
and Collins 2011: 15; Serjeant 1968). 
Feature 12 may have been the pier and 
breakwater of a harbor.
	  There is still no evidence for estab-
lishing the chronology of these stone 
structures. Further investigations may yet 
contribute to resolving the various issues 
that this preliminary report has brought  
to the surface.
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