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Location map showing Sir Bani Yas



Above: Location of the church and monastery and
courtyard houses on Sir Bani Yas

GEOGRAPHIC
SETTING

Sir Bani Yas Island lies nine kilometres offshore
from Jebel Dhanna and 170 kilometres south-
west of the capital of the United Arab Emirates,
Abu Dhabi. The island spans more than 87
square kilometres with a range of salt dome
mountains in its central areas, rising to a height
of 148 metres.

SIR BANI YAS:
A NATURAL
AND CULTURAL
LANDSCAPE

Sir Bani Yas Island tells the story of Abu Dhabi
and, in many ways, the story of the United Arab
Emirates. This is a desert island full of natural
wonders, ancient history and archaeological
remains that help us to piece together the lives
of earlier generations. Evidence for human
activity dates back more than 8,000 years,
while the remains of once-thriving pearling
villages give testament to the crucial role the
island played in the history of the Bani Yas tribe.
The late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan,
Founding Father of the United Arab Emirates,
recognised the significance of Sir Bani Yas.
By prohibiting hunting on the island in 1977,
he created a nature reserve — and, in 1992,
supported a systematic archaeological survey
of the island. This survey led to the discovery of
many archaeological sites, including an ancient
church and monastery, evidence of the peaceful
co-existence of different faiths during the early
years of Islam.

Today, Sir Bani Yas Island is one of the world’s
leading sustainable tourism destinations.
Following the vision of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al
Nahyan, the Department of Culture and Tourism
- Abu Dhabi has a conservation management
plan in place for the preservation of key sites
so that future generations can understand their
importance and enjoy their beauty.



A Dilmun seal recovered from a Bronze Age building
on Sir Bani Yas Island, ¢. 1800 BCE



SIGNS OF AN
ANCIENT SEA
TRADE

The strong relationship between the island
communities and the sea has remained
constant throughout history. We know this
because of what the archaeological sites here
have revealed. Stone tools discovered on
the northern coast of Sir Bani Yas date to the
Neolithic period (8000-3200 BCE). During this
time, Sir Bani Yas was an essential source of
gypsum, haematite and ochre, used to mould
and paint plaster vessels. Sherds of these
vessels discovered in Neolithic settlements
on the islands of Marawah, Ghagha and Delma
indicate that a plaster vessel industry and
maritime trade had developed between the
islands.

A bronze fish hook recovered
from the Bronze Age building, c. 1800 BCE

During the Bronze Age (3200-1300 BCE), Sir
Bani Yas Island was part of a coastal trade
network that linked the Arabian Gulf with
Southern Mesopotamia (ancient Iraq) and
South Asia. Archaeologists excavated a Bronze
Age building dating back 3,800 years near the
airport. Here, they discovered a merchant’s
seal from ancient Bahrain, bronze artefacts and
more than 1,400 pottery sherds, mainly from
storage jars. Some jars contained bitumen, an
important trade item used to waterproof boats.

Red chain-ridged ware storage jars
from the Bronze Age building, c. 1800 BCE



THE TRADITION
OF TOLERANCE

During the seventh and eighth centuries CE, a
Christian monastic community settled on the
eastern side of Sir Bani Yas Island. The focal
point of the community was a rectangular
church aligned east to west with a central
nave flanked by two aisles. Courtyard buildings
located several hundred metres to the north
of the church and monastery date to the same
period and were probably houses for the
monks. The site's findings suggest they had a
varied diet, including cattle, sheep, goats, fish
and crabs.

Following the emergence and spread of
Islam throughout the region, the church
and monastery continued to be used, with
evidence of trade and interaction between
local communities. This tradition of tolerance in
Islam is well documented throughout history,
including during the time of the early Islamic
rulers al-Mahdi (r. 775-785), Harun al-Rashid (r.
786-809) and al-Ma'mun (r. 813-833). The Sir
Bani Yas site is further evidence of the peaceful
co-existence of early Muslim and Christian
communities in the southern Gulf.

Plaster stucco fragment found at the Sir Bani Yas Church
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HISTORICAL
SOURCES

Sir Bani Yas has been mentioned in European
sources since 1590 when the Venetian jeweller
Gasparo Balbi listed an island he called
‘Sirbeniast’, around which pearls were found. It
was also described in detail during the 1820s
and 1850s by British naval officers surveying
the lower Arabian Gulf waters for the East
India Company. According to local tradition,

Excavations at the church and monastery site

salt was mined on the island along with kohl, a
powder made from ground antimony ore and
used as a cosmetic eyeliner. Old maps show the
settlements of Al Zahr in the north, the former
village of Awafi to the south-west and the
natural harbour of Khor Da’sa to the south-east.



DISCOVERY OF
THE CHURCH
AND
MONASTERY

When the church and monastery buildings were
discovered in 1992, they were not immediately
identified as having a religious function. At that
time, a few fine decorated plaster fragments
were found but none had the distinctive
crosses of a church of that period. During
1993-96, excavations examined the eastern
and northern dormitories of the monastery, the
church, its perimeter wall and the associated
courtyard houses. The discovery of plaster
crosses in 1994 provided the first proof of the
presence of an early church. Further excavation
revealed the architectural plan of the site,
confirming the structure as a church.

North-east of the church is a complex of rooms
that include a possible kitchen, while further
to the north are the likely sleeping quarters
or dormitories for the monks. To the east of
the church are two raised platforms, between
which a Christian burial site was discovered.
The two platforms are built against the western
side of a boundary wall that encloses the
building complex. The boundary wall forms
a rectangular enclosure approximately 46
metres north-to-south by 65 metres east-to-
west. To date, two gates have been identified
within the boundary wall. One is located along
the southern wall, to the south of the church
narthex and another along the eastern wall

between the northern platform and the area
thought to have been a kitchen.

Excavation work suggests that the church was
built in two phases, with a further phase of
occupation that post-dates its use. Within the
church, the first construction phase relates to
the nave and the sanctuary, with the northern
and southern aisles and the narthex built as part
of a second phase that included new plaster
floors. With the completion of the narthex, the
church formed a tripartite plan, no doubt part
of an original intention to create the church in
the style of a classic basilica.

Further evidence for the layout of the building
was revealed in 2014, when a geophysical
survey was conducted at the church site. This
showed that further buried structures and
archaeological remains are located to its west
and south.
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Plan of the Sir Bani Yas Church and Monastery



ARCHAEOLOGICAL

FINDS

Hundreds of objects were found in the church,
monastery and nearby courtyard houses. Glass
and ceramics from the site indicate that the
people there traded widely across the Arabian
Gulf. These artefacts also confirm that the site
dates to the seventh and eighth centuries CE.

The most important finds to be discovered
during the excavation of the church and
monastery are plaster stucco fragments.
These architectural elements originally formed

part of the interior and exterior decoration of
the church. On the outside of the church, the
decorative frieze featured scrolls or roundels
enclosing bunches of grapes and leaves.
Finer decorative plaster stucco panels were
used within the interior of the church. These
included cross decorations, acanthus leaves,
fleur-de-lys, knobs or pearls, floral decorations
and stepped bases.

Sherds of turquoise glaze ware retrieved from the Sir Bani Yas Church
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A plaster stucco fragment found at the Sir Bani Yas Church

A glass bottle found at the Sir Bani Yas Church



THE CHURCH
OF THE EAST

The Sir Bani Yas Church and Monastery is part
of a broader network of early Christian sites
that have been discovered throughout the
Arabian Gulf which were linked by trade and/
or monasticism. For example, churches have
been discovered at Al Qusur on Failaka Island,
Kuwait. Other Christian sites are known on the
Iranian coastline at Kharg, and in the Eastern
Province of Saudi Arabia at Jubayl. Objects
with Christian iconography (crosses) have also
been found at Jabal Berri, Thaj and Hinnah in
Saudi Arabia. More recently, a contemporary
monastic complex has been uncovered at
Siniya Island, Umm Al Quwain, United Arab
Emirates.

The architectural plan of the church on Sir
Bani Yas, with its narthex and three subdivided
aisles, is very similar to that of the churches of Al
Qusur, Jubayl, Siniya, Kharg and Akkaz. They all
have a similar ground plan. The church in Akkaz
(Kuwait) also has a burial site, and the podium
of the church in Al Qusur is very similar to the
podia found close to the Sir Bani Yas Church.
Decorated plaster stucco, such as that found at
Sir Bani Yas, was also found at Al Qusur, Akkaz
and Jubayl. Although from a stylistic point of
view they are from different workshops, they
attest to a shared iconographic and typological
vocabulary.

Early Christian writings, for example, church
council notes dated 410 CE, suggest that
Christianity reached the northern shores of
the Arabian Gulf by the early fifth century CE.
Nevertheless, archaeological discoveries do
not document such sites at this stage, with
newly discovered Christian archaeological sites
dating to the seventh and eighth centuries CE.

Future archaeological research and excavations
of the church and monastery on Sir Bani Yas
Island will help to answer many questions about
the site. This will lead to a better understanding
of its significance and historical context.

A stone seal depicting a scorpion
and a palm tree, recovered from the church
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Digitised plans from early churches excavated in the Gulf region. Note that they all share the same classical basilica design



A WEALTH OF
PEARLS AND
DATE PALMS

The island played a crucial role in the history
and culture of the Bani Yas tribe. In the recent
past, thriving communities lived in the villages
of Al Zahr in the north, Awafi on the south-
western coast and Khor Da’sa on the south-
eastern coast. By the early 18th century, these
villages formed part of a substantial pearling
industry that developed around the southern
and western Arabian Gulf. Khor Da’sa provided
a natural harbour for the boats that sailed to the
pearl banks between May and early October
when the warmer water was preferable for
pearl divers. Throughout the 19th century, the
pearling and fishing industries continued to be
the basis of the island's economy.

In Al Zahr village, a well was discovered by
archaeologists, and a walled date palm garden
still survives there. Within this garden is a
water cistern and irrigation system, showing
the importance of water management for
local agriculture. In the early 20th century, the
development of cultured pearls in Japan led
to the collapse of the pearl-based economy
and the subsequent abandonment of the
villages. The remains of these villages are
now important archaeological sites within a
distinctive landscape of tangible and intangible
cultural heritage.

Multicoloured glass bracelet collected from a Late Islamic site on the island



Late Islamnic storage and cooking jars from Khor Da'sa



A UNIQUE
ENVIRONMENT

Throughout the ages, the environment of Sir
Bani Yas has provided valuable resources that
have allowed humans, plants and animals
to thrive. Beyond its historical and cultural
significance, Sir Bani Yas is well known for its
geological features, being part of a series of salt
domes, that include Jebel Dhanna and Delma
Island.

The salt domes formed as deep layers of salt,
deposited between 635 and 541 million years

ago, which were overlain by heavier volcanic
rock, limestone and sandstone. Between 16
and 5.3 million years ago, the salt was forced
upwards under the pressure of the heavier
rock strata. As it rose through the rock, this
salt dome brought deeply buried minerals to
the surface. A rise in sea levels around 9,000
to 8,000 years ago led to the flooding of low-
lying areas around the salt dome — and hence
the island's formation.

Fragments of raw minerals recovered from the Bronze Age site at the southern end of the island



A photograph of the central salt dome formation on Sir Bani Yas, taken during an archaeolgical survey in the late 1990s

Wadi il Milh salt dome geological formation on Sir Bani Yas



The late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan's palace on Sir Bani Yas Island

The road to Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan's Eastern Majlis External halls of the palace

The view from the Central Majlis A building in the women's quarters

View of the palace from the sea The Central Majlis, located in the middile of Sir Bani Yas Island



SHEIKH ZAYED’S
VISION
PRESERVED

Sir Bani Yas Island was established as a nature
reserve following Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al
Nahyan’s vision of greening the desert and
protecting endangered animals. In the 1970s, he
commissioned the building of several facilities
that now form a crucial modern heritage
legacy. These include the Central Majlis, the
Eastern Majlis (no longer in existence) and the
water towers. Since the early 1980s, trees have
been planted over much of the island, while on
the northern and western coasts, more than
one kilometre of land has been reclaimed from
the sea.

During 2015-16, the Department of Culture and
Tourism - Abu Dhabi completed a conservation
management plan for the church and
monastery as part of a more comprehensive
site management plan for Sir Bani Yas Island.
This presented an opportunity to collate and
synthesise an understanding of the site, to
assess its condition and develop policies for
future excavations, research, conservation and
presentation.

In 2019, a new shelter was installed to ensure
the long-term protection of the church and
monastery and to provide visitors with
improved access to the archaeological remains.
A water cistern in the date palm garden was also
repaired and, while archaeological research
continues, a Bronze Age site was reburied for
protection. These efforts will help to preserve
Sir Bani Yas Island as a natural, cultural and
historical treasure for future generations.

Thanks to decades of conservation work and
ecological investment, the island is now home
to thousands of free-roaming animals and
several thousand trees and plants. Sir Bani Yas
showcases its natural beauty to visiting tourists
through activities such as wildlife safaris,
kayaking, mountain biking, archery, hiking and
snorkelling. The church and monastery can
also be visited on a tour of the island.
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