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Islam and Christianity in the Gulf (7th - 9th century): in light of the latest 

excavations in Failaka and beyond (CEFREPA, Islam series). 

Sunday, February 21, 2021, 2:00 pm (Paris), online. 

• Dr. 'Awad al-Assiri, from the University of Najran (Saudi Arabia), is a historian 

specializing in the Jewish and Christian communities of the early Islamic period 

and Najran.  

• Dr. Julie Bonnéric is an associate researcher at CEFREPA, specializing in 

Islamic archaeology, with a particular focus on religious anthropology. She is 

currently head of the Franco-Kuwaiti archaeological mission in Failaka.  

Summary of the session, moderated by Dr. 'Awad al-Assiri : 

 The history of Christianity and Islam in the Gulf is very often studied in the light 

of written sources. However, recent archaeological discoveries have brought to light 

certain paradoxes. Although these excavations cannot precisely identify the faith of the 

populations (particularly semi-nomadic) they can however help to configure the 

territories under the religious aspect, to specify the decline of Christianity or to better 

characterize the populations of the Gulf. 

 The archaeological markers of Christianity are concentrated around churches 

and crosses. In particular, the churches of Kharg, al-Qusur, and Sir Bani Yas help to 

better determine religious activities. They reveal the existence of a cenobitic 

community thanks to the presence of cells (dwellings); refectories as well as the 

configuration of the sites. In these monasteries, one also finds relics, as well as burials. 

Although in Kharg, the life of the monastery seems hermetic to the rest of the territory, 

in al-Qusur, the presence of a village all around is not excluded. One can also think 

that these monasteries serve as a meeting point between monks and missionaries, 

especially those sent to China. Their identification is not precise, but specialists think 

of monks from the East, Syriac but Arabizing. 

 For Islam, it is mainly mosques, burials and inscriptions (graffiti) that identify the 

faith of the populations. The difficulty, compared to Christianity, lies in the fact that 

Muslims are semi-nomadic populations, with a great attraction for trade. Two mosques 

dating back to the 9th century have been discovered in the village of Murwab (Qatar). 

Not far away, in Al-Nuhayy (9th century) and in Ain Muhammad (8th - 9th century), two 

other mosques could be identified. One can think that they are linked, especially taking 

into account the semi-nomadism of the faithful. In Khadimah (Kuwait), 76 Islamic tombs 

- oriented towards Mecca - have been discovered: they are to be related to huts of the 

8th century, present in the same area. Finally, the inscriptions provide a more precise 

view of the populations since they are the result of the personal expression of the 

faithful. Out of 27 graffiti discovered, 23 are located in the Arabian Peninsula.  

 In conclusion, although Islam appeared in the 7th century and seems to have 

conquered the whole of the Gulf (written sources), recent discoveries partially call this  
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information into question. The presence of Christians, especially monks, in Kharg, Al-

Qusur and Sir Bani Yas makes one think of a coexistence between the two religions 

between the 7th and 9th centuries. In order to clarify this paradox, it would be relevant 

to find other sources, which may have accompanied the semi-nomadic populations.   
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