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 Since ancient 
times, the 
geography of the 
Arabian Peninsula 
had a great impact 
on the growth and 
development of 
civilization and 
maritime hubs.



- The Arabian Peninsula controls two important
entrances to the world’s marine navigation:
Strait of Hormuz, the southern gate of the
Arabian Gulf, and Bab el-Mandab Strait, the
Southern gate of the Red Sea, through which
the communication bridges extend between
the East and the West.

-It was adjacent to the most fertile lands, in
terms of the natural wealth and production
diversity, in the old World such as India, and
Southeast Asia, from the East, and Africa
from the west.



 The oldest tangible evidence for the 
existence of the commercial connections 
between the Arabian Gulf and the 
Mesopotamia was found in the area of the 
Arabian Gulf and the Sea of Oman and it 
dates back to the period of (‘Ubaid) in the 
south of the Mesopotamia (6th and 5th 
millennium BC). 





- Starting from the third millennium BC, The 
Arabian Gulf became a main trade and 
maritime route between Mesopotamia, 
Dilmun (Bahrain), Mağān (Oman and United 
Arab Emirates) and Meluhha (the cradle of the 
Harappa civilization in the Indus Valley). 
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 Some Sumerian and Akkadian texts dating
back to the third millennium BC indicate that
they exported seals, ceramics, sesame oil,
and wool to Mağān region and exchanged it
with Copper Ingots, diorite stones, pearls,
reed rafts and other goods.
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 The Sumerian and Akkadian texts also 
mention the Mağān boats. In fact, the 
archeological data which was discovered 
in Ras Al Jinz in Oman proved that the 
Mağān boats were made of reeds. These 
discoveries showed that the basic 
materials used in Mağān boat consisted 
of natural resources available in the 
region such as: reed bundles, animals' 
skin, wood, woven mat, and bitumen, 
etc…









On the western side of the Arabian Peninsula, 
the Egyptian ships sailed, since the third 
millennium BC, to (Punt), a land thought to 
have been the Somali and south Arabia coast. 
The Egyptians seem to have imported from 
(Punt) frankincense and myrrh, in addition to 
gold, ivory etc…





- Once the Pharaohs’ control of the maritime trade in 
the Red Sea started to weaken, South Arabia and 
Phoenicia became the maritime powers after they 
developed the craft of shipbuilding.

- At the beginning of the first millennium BC, many 
Arab kingdoms of South Arabia appeared such as: 
Sabā’, Ma‘īn, Ḥaḍramawt, Qatabān, Awsān, and Ḥmyar
The kingdom of Sabā’ found an opportunity to 
expand its control over the horn of Africa.





 From the third century B.C until the end of 
the third century A.D., these kingdoms 
controlled the important trade routes of 
spices, perfumes, myrrh, and especially, 
frankincense between Europe and the Levant. 
The Greek and Roman sources provided us 
with valuable information about the ancient 
Arabian ports, which witnessed at that time a 
surge in trading activities and played a key 
role in global maritime traffic. 





 The Kings of Ḥaḍramawt controlled the land
of frankincense, as was mentioned in their
inscriptions. They invested in frankincense as
a commodity to the extent that their kingdom
became economically the strongest in the
whole area.



 An Anonymous Greek sailor, who was the author 
of “Periplus of the Erythraean Sea”, described that 
during his time (the middle of the first century 

AD) the Port of (Kanê) Qana, in Ḥaḍramwt, and 
the port of (Moscha Limen) Khor Rori in Dhofar
(Oman) had commercial connections with India. 
He mentioned: “That the ships came from 
Damirica and Barygaza (the Indians ports) if the 
season is late, winter there, and trade with the 
king’s officers, exchanging their cloth and wheat 
and sesame oil for  frankincense”



Indian dancer statue 

piece of pottery with 
ancient Indian inscription





 In 539 BC, Babylon, the capital of Chaldea
was conquered by the Persian King (Qursh the
Second). Since then, the Persians established
their empire, which extended, gradually from
the Indus Valley to Libya.

 In 332 BC, Alexander the Great arrived in the 
East to put an end to the Persian Empire.

 The presence of the Greeks in the Near East 
in that era did not eliminate the Arab’s 
control of the trade in the Indian Ocean.



 Although the Ptolemies had a significant role in 
the Red Sea during the 3rd century BC, the 
archaeological evidences proved that the Arabs 
of south Arabia had a major role in trade. Their 
ships sailed to Egypt and the Greek Islands.

 In the first century BC, major changes occurred 
after the Greek discovery of the movement of 
Monsoon winds. The regular pattern of these 
winds allows for a direct route across the Indian 
Ocean. Despite this the Arabs retained a leading 
role in maritime affairs for centuries.



 The author of “Periplus”, referred to the
exports and imports of Ommana harbor in
Oman. He said that Ommana port exported
boats, pearls, purple dye, textiles, wine,
dates, gold and slaves to India and south
Arabia and imported copper, sandalwood,
timbers of teakwood, black wood and ebony
wood from India and frankincense from south
Arabia.





 Arabs’ knowledge of the secrets of monsoon
which were changing its directions from the
Eastern North to the western South and then from
the western South to the eastern North, had a
direct impact on determining the sailing times in
each port. These secrets continued to be
exclusive to the Arab and Indian sailors in the
Indian Ocean. They were not discovered by others
until the end of the second century B.C, when they
were discovered by the Greek navigator.



 The Arabs developed their geographical and
astronomical knowledge; they set rules based
on the location of the stars. The locations of
ports were identified based on the rising and
setting of stars in the horizontal circle around
them. It was known as " ad-Dīr". They were
also guided by the landmarks, which they
called "al-Manātiḫ”, and they were using sea
snakes as a sign of approaching or becoming
close to the West Indian coast.



 The Arabs became skillful sailors because of
their observation of planets, stars and birds
and by following their routes.

 Arabs exported domestically produced
goods. These goods were valuable and holy
and were demanded by traders, and empires
of the ancient world.



 Arabs mastered shipbuilding since the third
millennium BC. This craft gave them the
opportunity to dominate trade in the Indian
Ocean and reach the Far East.

 Archeological data collected from inscriptions
and drawings on a necklace, made of flat
stones found in Tell Abraq in (United Arab
Emirates), and dating back to 300 BC,
provided us with important information about
Arabian ships. This finding shows a drawing
of a boat with a square rear, sharp angles and
a triangle sail (Lanteen Sail).





 The good treatment that foreign merchants 
received in the Arabian ports contributed to 
the  flourishing of trade.

 The archaeological finding in the pre-Islamic
Arabian ports showed the wealth that these
ports entertained because of their
engagement in the international trading.

 Trade as a means of commodities exchanges,
played also a role in cultural relations
between the Arabs and the world.







 In the third century AD, Sasanians dominated the 
Arabian Gulf region in the era of King (Ardshire) (225-
231 AD). King Sapur the First, on the other hand, was 
able to control parts of Oman's coast and the Gulf. 

 Since the fourth century AD, the world began to see 
signs of serious political and economic conflicts that 
had religious dimensions. The two empires of Persian 
and Byzantium entered in raging wars.

 At the same time, the famous Arab trade of incense 
lost its importance because of the demise of paganism 
in the Middle East and Europe, whose followers were 
big consumers of frankincense, which announced the 
beginning of the Arab Shipping collapse.



 In the sixth century AD, the Arab region become 
a target for foreign ambitions for expansion, 
enabling the Ethiopians to take control over 
Yemen with help from Byzantium. Moreover, the 
Persians in their turn were able to control the 
Gulf region, despite this, the Omanies retained a 
leading role in maritime affairs. 

 Some Islamic sources referred to the prosperity 
of the ports of Oman in the Sassanian era, For 
example: Ibn Ḥabīb al-Baġdādī, said: “Dibba is a 
commercial market and port that has become a 
destination for traders from Indus, India and 
Chaina... The levied was taken by al-Julanda bin 
al-Mustakbar (the Ruler of Oman), as he does in 
Sohar port”.



 Ethiopian’ occupation of Yemen occurred for 
economic purposes. Since then, the Arabs have 
lost their pioneering role in the Eastern trade in 
favor of Byzantium, and their allies the 
Ethiopians. The African ports in the Red Sea 
replaced the Arab ports.

 In response to a request by Yemenis, the Persians 
invaded Yemen to free it from Ethiopians. The 
Persians took this golden opportunity to 
dominate the Red Sea and the Arabian Gulf. This 
domination reduced the maritime trade of the 
Byzantines and their Ethiopian allies in the 
Arabian and Red Seas. 



 In 580 AD, the great Ma’rib Dam collapsed 
entirely due to a catastrophic flood, which led 
to the gradual vanishing of the civilization of 
South Arabia.





 These changes led to the decline of the Arab
Maritime supremacy. After that, the Arabian
trade moved inland, making the small city of
(Mecca) a flourishing commercial exchange
centre in the Middle East. With the emergence
of Islam, the Arabs regained their lost
maritime domination in the Indian Ocean.
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