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The uncovering of a church and monastery on Sir 
Bani Yas Island o! the coast of Abu Dhabi in 1994 
was a discovery of international importance. 
Subsequent archaeological surveys and 
excavations have provided us with a fascinating 
insight into the Church of the East within the 
Arabian Gulf. The history of this period can be 
told by the many interesting "inds from these 
excavations and from those in adjacent regions. 

GEOGRAPHIC 
SETTING

Sir Bani Yas lies 9 km o!-shore from Jebel 
Dhanna and 170 km southwest of the capital 
of the UAE, Abu Dhabi.  The island spans over 
87 km2 (34 sq mi) with a range of bare salt dome 
mountains in the central area rising to a height of 
148 meters. In 1977, the late President of the UAE, 
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, established 
a wildlife reserve on the island. Thanks to 
decades of conservation work and ecological 
investment, it is now home to thousands of large 
free-roaming animals and several thousand trees 
and plants. A bird sanctuary as well as a wildlife 
reserve, Sir Bani Yas today showcases its nature 
to visiting tourists through activities such as 
adventure safaris, kayaking, mountain biking, 
archery, hiking and snorkeling. The church and 
monastery can be visited as part of a tour of 
the island. 
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Above: Location of church/monastery 
and courtyard houses on Sir Bani Yas

Location map showing Sir Bani Yas
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HISTORICAL 
SOURCES

Sir Bani Yas has been mentioned in European 
sources since 1590 when the Venetian jeweller 
Gasparo Balbi listed ‘Sirbeniast’ as an island 
around which pearls were found. It was described 
in some detail during the 1820s and 1850s by 
British naval o#icers surveying the lower Arabian 
Gulf waters for the East India Company. Local 
tradition has it that salt used to be mined on the 

island, as was kohl, a powder made from ground 
antimony ore and used as an eye-cleansing 
agent. Old maps suggest that there were several 
settlement areas on the island. Al Zahr was the 
"ishing and pearling settlement located to the 
north, the former village of Al Awa"i was to the 
southwest, whilst the natural harbour area to the 
southeast was known as Al Dhasr.
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
WORK

The "irst archaeological expedition to Sir Bani 
Yas Island was conducted in 1975, but the results 
remain unpublished. Since 1992, Sir Bani Yas 
has been subject to several archaeological 
investigations. These have revealed that the 
earliest traces of human occupation on Sir Bani 
Yas Island date back to the Neolithic period. 
Small scatters of "lint tools that date back to 

around 7000 years ago, were discovered. In 
addition, a very well-preserved stone structure 
dating to the Bronze Age was discovered near 
the airport and is currently being excavated. 

It was on the eastern side of the island that a 
church and monastery and an associated series 
of courtyard houses were discovered. These all 
date to the 7th and 8th centuries CE. They reveal 
the "irst known evidence for ancient Christianity 
in the UAE.  

Plaster stucco fragment found at the 
Sir Bani Yas church
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DISCOVERY 
OF THE 

CHURCH AND 
MONASTERY

When these buildings were discovered in 1992, 
they were not immediately identi"ied as having 
a religious function. At that time, a few "ine 
decorated plaster fragments were found but 

none had the distinctive crosses of a church 
of that period. Between 1993$1996, more 
excavations were undertaken. These excavations 
examined the eastern and northern dormitories 
of the monastery, the church, its possible 
perimeter wall, and the associated courtyard 
houses. The "irst proof for an identi"ication of the 
structure as a church was found in 1994, when 
the "irst plaster crosses were revealed. By then 
it became apparent also from the architectural 
plan of the site that the structure was a church.

North of the church is a complex of rooms, 
called the “dormitories” and northeast of it 
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an assemblage of rooms, including a kitchen. 
These room structures are connected to further 
architectural installations, such as two platforms 
and a burial east of the church, with a retaining 
wall around the whole complex. In this eastern 
area the gate to the complex is also located. 
However the exact course of the retaining walls 
and therefore the size of the courtyard around 
the church have not yet been fully determined.

The excavation suggested the church was 
built in two phases with one later post-church 
phase of scattered occupation. Within the 
church, the construction of walls in the northern 

Plan of the Sir Bani Yas 
church and monastery

nave and the building of new plastered "loors 
relate to the second construction phase of 
the "inished church with its Narthex. With the 
completion of the Narthex the church was made 
into a tripartite plan, no doubt part of the original 
intention to create a classic Basilica.

Further evidence for the layout of the building 
was revealed in 2014, when a geophysical survey 
was conducted at the church. This showed that 
west and southwest, as well as north of the site, 
further structures are buried. 



ARCHAEOLOGICAL 
FINDS

Hundreds of objects were found in the church 
and monastery as well in the nearby courtyard 
houses. These reveal that the people exploited 
the local sea for food but also keep cattle, sheep, 
and goat. The glass and ceramics from the site 
indicated that the people who lived there traded 
widely across the Arabian Gulf. The artifacts 
con"irmed that the site dates to the 7th and 8th 
centuries CE.

By far the most important "inds to be 
discovered from the excavations of the Sir 
Bani Yas church and monastery are the plaster 

stucco fragments. These architectural elements 
had originally decorated both the outside and 
inside of the church. A series of frieze fragments 
decorated the outside of the church. These 
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, "leur-de-lys, knobs or pearls, 
"lower decorations, and stepped bases. 
acanthus leaves, "leur-de-lys, knobs or pearls, 
"lower decorations, and stepped bases. 

This page: 
Pottery found at 

the Sir Bani Yas 
monastery
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THE CHURCH 
OF THE EAST

The Sir Bani Yas church and monastery has to be 
seen in the wider context of Christian networks 
in the Arabian Gulf. A series of contemporary 
sites are known throughout the region, and these 
were linked by trade and/or monasticism.

Churches have been found elsewhere in 
the Arabian Gulf region, e.g. in Kuwait at both 
Akkaz and Al Qusur on Failaka Island, where 
two churches were discovered, as well as on 
the Iranian coastline at Kharg, and in the Eastern 
Province of Saudi Arabia at Jubayl.

Further objects with Christian iconography 

(crosses) were found at Jabal Berri, Thaj and 
Hinnah in Saudi Arabia.

The architectural plan of the church on Sir 
Bani Yas with a narthex and three subdivided 
aisles is very similar to church A1 of Al Qusur, 
Jubayl, Kharg and (with no narthex preserved) 
to Akkaz. They all have a similar ground plan. 
The church in Akkaz also has a burial, and the 
podium of church A2 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 is also attested from Al Qusur, Akkaz 
and Jubayl. Although from a stylistic point of 
view they are from di!erent workshops, they 
clearly attest to a shared iconographic and 
typological vocabulary.

Imported glass vessels
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Food remains (!ish 
bones) from the Sir 
Bani Yas monastery

This page, opposite page: 
Pottery found at the  

Sir Bani Yas monastery
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Plaster stucco 
fragments from the Sir 

Bani Yas church
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THE  
TRADITION OF 

TOLERANCE

This page, opposite 
page: Plaster stucco 
fragments from the 
Sir Bani Yas church

In historical sources Christianity is well attested 
in the Arabian Gulf region until the late 7th 
century. There has been some bias in scholarship 
assuming that the advent of Islam leads to a 
decline and the end of Christianity in the region. 
The discoveries at Sir Bani Yas demonstrate, 
however, that this was not the case at all. The 
church and monastery continued to exist after 
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Islam became the dominant religion in the UAE. 
The presence of Christians in the Arabian Gulf 
at that time is not surprising if one considers 
the well-known tolerance of most of the First 
Abbasid Caliphs such as al-Mahdi (775$785), 
Harun al-Rashid (786$809) or al-Ma’mun 
(830$833). Even if the situation of Christians 
was closely dependent on decisions made by 

Muslim rulers, Christians occupied important 
positions within the Caliph’s administration 
and at the court, testifying that Muslims and 
Christians used to live together. The Gulf is 
another example, like Egypt, Jordan or Syria, of 
this co-habitation during the Early Islamic period. 
It is a tradition of tolerance and acceptance that 
continues today in the UAE. 
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THE FUTURE: 
CONSERVING 

THE PAST
Given the site’s exceptional signi"icance, carefully 
planned conservation interventions have been 
implemented on the site since the completion of 
the "irst archaeological excavations.

In 2015$2016, the Historic Environment 
Department of the Department of Culture and 
Tourism - Abu Dhabi completed a conservation 

management plan for the church and monastery 
as part of wider site management plan for the 
island. The plan was an opportunity to collate 
and synthesize the understanding of the site, 
assess its condition and develop policies for 
future excavation and research, conservation 
and management, as well as presentation 
and interpretation to be implemented within 
the next 5 years. Future archaeological 
research and excavations for the church 
and monastery will help respond to many 
current questions about the site to achieve a 
better understanding of its signi"icance and 
historic context. 
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Location of other early Christian 
Churches and Monasteries in the region. 
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