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Introduction

In recent years, it has been possible to establish a rather
firm typology and chronology of Nabataean pottery, and
especially of the finer variants, both painted and plain
(Schmid 2000 with further references). One could call
these finer types the “tableware” of the Nabataeans in or-
der to distinguish them from the coarser wares that were
probably used for the preparation, cooking and storing of
foods and beverages (on Nabataean coarse ware pottery
see Gerber 1996). As the fine ware spectrum contains
some very characteristic types like the so-called egg-shell
thin pottery and painted specimens, it was used from a
rather early stage in Nabataean archaeology in order to
identify places that may have belonged to the direct
sphere of Nabataean influence, or that had been occa-
sionally visited by Nabataean travellers. Nelson Glueck
especially used Nabataean pottery in order to determine
Nabataean presence during his surveys (Glueck 1933/34;
1934/35; 1937, 1937/39; see also Iliffe 1934; and Schmitt-
Korte 1989: 205ff. who states correctly that it is rather dif-
ficult to establish firm borders in the case of a former no-
madic population such as the Nabataeans).

This contribution will not focus on the Nabataean
heartland, which is more or less well known, especially
due to more recent survey projects (Hart and Falkner
1985; Hart 1985; 1986; 1987; Mattingly 1990; synoptic
presentation by Wenning 1987; cf. also Gunneweg et al.
1988: 316). As Nabataean pottery was not apparently pro-
duced as a trade commodity — despite its very high tech-
nical and aesthetic standards — finds of that pottery out-
side the Nabataean mainland necessarily point to the
passage of Nabataean travellers. I will use this distribution
pattern as a starting point for further reflections about the
organisation of Nabataean long distance trade and the so-
cial structure of Nabataean society.

In the following, the places where Nabataean pottery
was found are first analysed before adding further
thoughts. The chronology of Nabataean pottery used here
is the one established by Schmid (2000: 7-42). Therefore,

phase 1 runs from the end of the second century BC to c.
50 BC, phase 2 from c. 50 BC to c. AD 20 and phase 3
from c¢. AD 20 to 106 (for previous discussion of Nab-
ataean pottery finds in the Arabian peninsula see Gatier
and Salles 1988). Additional reflections will mainly focus
on the discrepancy between the sites where Nabataean
pottery is actually found and these are restricted mostly to
the Arabian Peninsula, and other places around the Med-
iterranean where the passage of Nabataean travellers is at-
tested by other means, mostly inscriptions.

Presumed Findspots of Nabataean Pottery (FIG, 1)

1) Jawf oasis/Dumata (Saudi Arabia): Several fragments
of phases 1 to 3 (Wenning 1987: 115 no. 10; Adams et
al. 1977: Pl. 16, 20-27, nos. 23, 24 and 27 belong to
phase 1, no. 20 to phase 2 and nos. 21 and 22 to phases
2b/c or 3). Several other fragments of phases 1 and 2a
are reported for at-Tuwayr, approx. 30km east of Jawf
(Parr et al. 1978: Pls. 33, 38-40, 42), The Jawf oasis
must have belonged, at least temporarily, to the Nab-
ataean kingdom as is attested by inscriptions (cf. Wen-
ning 1987: 115 no. 19; see also Schmid 2000: 139f.).
Of course, the entire Wadi as-Sirhan, linking Bostra to
Jawf/Dumata (MacAdam 1988; Speidel 1987; Bow-
ersock 1983: 154-159), did produce considerable
amounts of Nabataean pottery, These shall not be an-
alysed in detail, but they confirm the regular use of this
connection by Nabataean travellers (cf, Wenning 1987:
112-116).

2) Thaj (Saudi Arabia): One painted sherd from phase 2b/
¢ (Potts 1991: 139 Fig. 1). This find put an end to a
long discussion about Nabataean finds from Thaj (cf.
Dickson 1948; Lapp 1963; Ghoneim 1980, discussed
by Potts 1990: 198ff.; on Thaj in general see also Win-
nett and Reed 1970). Further, there are some frag-
mented and complete plain bowls that seem to be Nab-
atacan as well (Eskoubi and al-Aila 1985: 41-533,
especially 48 and P1. 40A; Potts 1993: 92f. 106 Fig. 17
compares these bowls with the ones from Failaka, cf.
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below, but concludes that they should be of local or-
igin). As far as it can be deduced from the published il-
lustrations, these bowls would correspond rather exact-
ly to one of the main types of phase 3, including the
colour of the clay and the surface treatment with a
whitish slip on the upper part (cf. FIG. 3; Schmid 2000:
9 [E 1c 8] Figs. 52, 53). Contrary to most other find-
spots considered here, where only single fragments of
Nabataean pottery were found, in Thaj these bowls are
very prominent in the so-called “penultimate settlement
level” (Eskoubi and al-Aila 1985: 48). This, together
with the painted sherd as well as some coins (Potts
1991) could point to a rather regular presence of Nab-
ataean travellers at Thaj. The “penultimate settlement
level” is dated to the period 250 BC to AD 150 (Es-
koubi and al-Aila 1985: 53), a rather long span of time
that would include both the dating of our phases 2b/c
(25 BC to c. AD 20) as well as of phase 3 (c. AD 20 to
106). Other pottery finds at Thaj need closer examina-
tion in order to determine their exact origins (see Potts
1993: 92f. 101, 106 Figs. 9, 17).

3) Failaka/Ikaros (Kuwait): During the Danish excava-

tions some unpainted bowls were found that were pub-
lished as Nabataean (J. Brydson in Hannestad 1983:
51ff. nos. 419-426). Reactions on this interpretation
were different; D. Potts (Potts 1990 [II]: 196) is still
positive while J.-F. Salles (Salles 1990: 324ff.) thinks
they could be local imitations after Nabataean pottery
(similar Potts 1993: 92f.: “..., it is clear that these were
local products whether or not they were inspired by
Nabataean models”). Although their general shape is
similar to some of the characteristic Nabataean types
(Schmid 2000: 9 [E 1c 7 and E 1c 8] Figs. 52-56), there
are important differences (FIGS. 2, 3). While the “real”
Nabataean bowls of that type always show a clearly
“distinguished foot ring, the finds from Failaka simply
have a flat base. Further, three of the four Failaka
bowls show rouletted decoration on the outside, what
was taken as a specific Nabataean feature (Brydson in
Hannestad 1983: 51). Indeed, this kind of decoration
often occurs on Nabataean pottery, especially on small
closed shapes and occasionally on some deep bowls
(Schmid 2000: 9 [E 8a 94. 95. 97] Figs. 62-65; 59f.
Figs. 215-219; Khairy 1982; 1983). However, the
forms that come closest to the bowls from Failaka nev-
er show rouletted decoration. Also, the general shape
of the typical Nabatacan bowls is a flatter one (cf.
FIGS. 2, 3). Therefore, a direct import from the Nab-
ataean area can be excluded.

4) Hegra/Mada’in Salih (Saudi Arabia): Several painted

fragments belonging to phases 2a, 2b, 2c and 3a (Al-
Ibrahim and Talhi 1989: 21 Pl. 18; Wenning 1987:
119-122; Winnett and Reed 1970: Fig. 81). Of course,
the illustrated fragments should be considered only as
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2. Plain bowls from Failaka/Ikaros (after Hannestad 1983).

the tip of the iceberg (Winnett and Reed 1970: 50f.
178f.; cf. also Parr ef al. 1971: 23). Especially in the
case of Hegra, detailed statistics based on stratified
finds would be very important, as they could contribute
to the discussion about a presumed separation from the
Nabataean kingdom around AD 70/80 (cf. Wenning
1987: 119; Meshorer 1975: 74). A similar picture is
provided from sites nearby, where Nabatacan pottery
covers the entire range from phase 1 to phase 3c (Siraj
Ali 1990).

5) Qaryat al-Faw (Saudi Arabia): two painted fragments

belonging to phase 2c, nine of phase 3a, one of phase
3b and four of phase 3¢ (Wenning 1987: 126 no. 1; al-
Ansary 1981: 63 Figs. 2-4; Fig. 5 is not a Nabatacan
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3. Nabataean plates from Petra (Schmid).

vase, while the pottery of Fig. 6 need closer examina-
tion). Contrary to the hypothesis of al-Ansary (1981:
22) that this pottery may be produced locally, it seems
to be a proper Nabataean product and, therefore, im-
ported.

6) Gharrain, Farasan islands (Saudi Arabia): Two painted
sherds, one probably belonging to phase 2b or 2c
(Wenning 1987: 126 no. 2; Zarins et al. 1981: 27 with
n. 20 PL 28, 6). In the text two painted fragments are
mentioned while one rim sherd is illustrated, appar-
ently not showing painting. However, the form cor-
responds to a well known Nabataean painted type (cf.
Schmid 2000: 28 [E 2a 356] Fig. 88 colour illustrations
1-3) that belongs to sub-phases 2b and 2c.

7) Ma’rib (Yemen): Two painted fragments of phase 2¢
(Wenning 1987: 126 no. 3; Stucky 1983: 7 Figs. 10.
11; more Nabataean pottery from Ma’rib is mentioned,
though not illustrated, by Krautwurst 1989: 329ff.).

8) Qana (Yemen): Three painted fragments belonging to
phase 2b, one to phase 2c or 3a (Sedov 1992: 122 Fig.
10).

9) Khor Rori (Oman): Two painted sherds, one belonging
to phase 2c, one to phase 3a (Yule 1993: 265 Fig. 6, 10
[phase 3]. 11 [phase 2c]; cf. Yule and Kervran 1993:
81 Fig. 3, 8 [phase 3a]. 9 [phase 2c]; other imported
pottery from Khor Rori, including terra sigillata, is dis-
cussed by Comfort 1960).

10) Qusayr al-Qadim (Egypt): One painted fragment of
phase 2b/c, one maybe belonging to phase 3b/c
(Whitcomb and Johnson 1982: 59f. 67f. Fig. 21d,
Fig. 21e may also represent a Nabataean fragment).
In the meantime more Nabataean pottery was found
at Qusayr al-Qadim (personal communication by D.
Whitcomb).

11) Berenice (Egypt): Two painted Nabatacan sherds
(Oral communication by J.W. Hayes; according to
his description these fragments could belong to

phase 2c or 3a).

12) Gaza (Palestine): Recent finds of Nabataean pottery
from Gaza finally filled a long existing gap (Sachet
2000). As an ending point of the famous incense
road, the absence of Nabataean finds was difficult to
explain. The finds illustrated so far belong to phases
2a until 3a (Sachet 2000: 52). Apparently Nabataean
coins of Aretas IV were also found at Gaza (cf.
Roche 1996: 75 n. 7 referring to oral communication
by C. Augé).

13) Caesarea Maritima (Palestine): According to oral
communication by J. Patrich, Nabataean pottery was
found at Caesarea.

14) Antiocheia-on-the-Orontes (Syria): One painted frag-
ment belonging to phase 2b (Waagé 1948: 42 Fig. 23
no. 9).

15) Abhayagiri Vihara (Sri Lanka): In a preliminary re-
port on this excavation, it was suggested that some
red painted fragments could be of Nabataean origin
(Wikramagamage et al. 1983: 363f. with n. 19).
However, since then it became clear that the chro-
nology would not fit, as the corresponding contexts
are dated to the fourth century BC, and the pottery
seems to be of local production (Wikramagamage et
al. 1984: 60ff. Fig. 9; Charvat 1985: 247 with n. 22;
Bouzek 1993: 84 Figs. 56. 57; J. Bouzek kindly sent

“me a copy of his publication). Although so far no
Nabataean pottery is known to have been found on
Sri Lanka and in India, the general possibility of fur-
ther finds is by no means excluded (on contacts be-
tween the Mediterranean world and Sri Lanka cf.
Weerakkody 1997; Bopearachchi 1992; Abeydeera
1991; De Romanis 1988; Bouzek and Deraniyagala
1985). At Khor Rori as well as at Qusayr al-Qadim,
Nabataean pottery was found together with pottery
imported from India (Khor Rori: Yule and Kervran
1993: 81 Fig. 3, 1-5; 911f; Yule 1993: 257ff. Fig. 5,
5. 8 [“Indian Red Polished Ware”]; cf. Comfort
1960; Qusayr al-Qadim: Whitcomb and Johnson
1982: 67 [“Arikamedu Ware”]) that, in turn, was
also found on Sri Lanka (Bouzek 1993: 84 Fig. 55,
4-7. 10. 11; on other imports see also Charvét 1993).
Recently, the presence of presumed Indian pottery at
Petra has been pointed out (Gogte 1999).

Commentary
Most of the picture revealed so far (cf. FIG. 1) fits quite
well into our general knowledge about Nabataean trav-
elling and trading activities in the Arabian Peninsula (as a
general account see Potts 1988; cf. also Zayadine 1996;
for a theoretical background see Fiema 1996).

On the one hand, the so-called incense road is perfectly
covered by finds of Nabataean pottery, from its starting
point at harbour sites in modern Oman and Yemen,
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