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The archaeological value of Banbhore was initially recognised by Henry Cousens, who visited the site in
1929, and by Nani Gopal Majumdar, who dug some trenches there in 1930.' These scholars began a lively
debate, which still continues, about the identification of the locality with the historic site of Daybul/Debol,
first mentioned by the preacher Mani as Deb,” and/or the ancient Barbarikon mentioned by the anonymous
author of the Periplous Maris Erythraei? Later, between the 1950s and 6o0s, Leslie Alcock undertook
preliminary excavations, followed by Muhammad Rafique Mughal and, most notably, Fazal Ahmad Khan,
who carried out systematic archaeological excavations at the site between 1958 and 1965, which brought to
light a considerable amount of architectural and archaeological data.*

The archaeological fieldwork carried out by F.A. Khan has been only partially published and studied,
and Banbhore itself has remained untouched for almost half a century. Meanwhile, research was carried
out in Southern Makran by an Italian-French team led by the late Roland Besenval, and, between 1989
and 1995, in lower Sindh under the direction of Monique Kervran with the close collaboration of Asma
Ibrahim and Kaleemullah Lashari. Both research projects converged towards the market-town and harbour
in the Indus’ delta, a hub where a great volume of international trade took place. This quest gave birth to a
new plan, formalised and structured at the end of 2010 as the Joint Pakistani-French-Italian Historical and
Archaeological Research at Banbhore (Sindh). It aimed at resuming fieldwork at the site, operating as three
teams, separately but closely interacting, led respectively by A. Ibrahim, M. Kervran and Valeria Piacentini
Fiorani, under the coordination of K. Lashari.

The site of Banbhore rises in lower Sindh, on the northern bank of the Gharo Creek, around thirty
kilometres from the present shoreline (Fig. 1). It lies in a strategic position at the end of a fluvial axis, i.e. the
Indus river, which has been of fundamental importance over the centuries. Even though there is no general
agreement among scholars, the location and the imposing structures of the fortified citadel of Banbhore on
the Indus’ delta led us at least to pose the question of its identification with Daybul/Debol.

The site consists of a ‘citadel’ encircled by forty-seven U-shaped and circular towers and eight
rectangular bastions, overlooking an artificial lake and a vast area of extra moenia ruins to the northeast. A
wall provided with semi-circular towers, questionably called the ‘partition wall’ by previous scholars, runs
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age. Skeletons left unburied inside the houses
and on the streets were also found, which points
to a violent and dramatic end to the town in
around the thirteenth century CE. Beneath the
Islamic settlement two main cultural phases were
identified by Khan: the upper one, connected with
the Sasanian period, produced evidence of a Hindu
temple and other cults, giving the impression of a
cosmopolitan city and an international market.
The layers below yielded a large collection of
vessels (and some coins as well) attributed by Khan to the ‘Scytho-Parthian’ period.® But the virgin soil
was not reached due to heavy water infiltration, and information on the early stages of life at Banbhore
remained incomplete.

Our joint expedition resumed works at Banbhore in order to date the site and get detailed archaeological
evidence for its urban structure. The most pressing task was to create a new, updated contour-line map
of the site, as an indispensable tool to proceed to further investigation and excavations. This work was
accomplished during the 2011 and 2012 field seasons through a topographic survey and a kite-photos
campaign by the three joint teams. The citadel within the bastioned walls was carefully mapped, including
some extra moenia quarters as well, such as the so-called ‘industrial area’ to the north and northwest and
the artificial lake (Fig. 2).

In the first archaeological campaign in November and December 2012, the Pakistani team opened
two soundings in the central area of the citadel, south of the mosque, supported by Italian specialists. In
Trenches 4 and 5 a pit, probably a dump, and a large building were found respectively.

During the January to February 2014 campaign, an Italian archaeological team focused its research works
around the mosque area at the very centre of the site. The main aim was to provide new evidence as to the
purpose and date of the so-called partition wall and the structures adjoining it. The major hypothesis we
wished to scrutinize was the existence of a central axis: a road running south to north from the southern gate
to the northern side of the fortified enclosure. For this reason, two trenches were cut across the partition
wall (Trench 7) and just west of it (Trench 8), in an area where the wall and that supposed axis might be
close.”
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Figure 1: Map of Sindh with the location of Banbhore
(© A.Tilia)



Anna Candida Felicietal. 119

PAK, FRENCH AND ITALIAN JOINT
ARCHAEOLOGICAL MISSION TO

BANBHORE

!
1

Southern Gate

0 200 mt

Figure 2: Banbhore, map of the site (© A.Tilia)

The excavation in Trench 7 (Fig. 3) showed that the partition wall together with one of its towers was
built directly on top of two buildings that were heavily collapsed at the time. They were built in a hurry with
no careful planning on mounds of debris that had not been regularised. Thus, we might conclude that the
partition wall was erected in the very last stage of the site in the twelfth century CE, possibly to establish the
new borders of the settlement which was losing strength and population.

Just west of the second building an empty space, 2.5 m wide, offered the chance to dig a deep sounding
where we discerned about twenty layers of alternating paths, floors, and deposits partially disturbed by pits
and hollows. Throughout the Islamic period, this area served as a road between the buildings; contrastingly,
the lower part of the sounding showed that there were probably no public open spaces but buildings. Even
if it was not possible to arrive at a definite conclusion on the function of this part of the trench due to the
very limited excavated area, nonetheless, we can suggest that there was a different urban structure in pre-
Islamic times. Indeed, several artificial floors of pressed soil were brought to light here. In particular, two
floors made of smashed and pressed sandstone were detected in the lowest part of the sounding. Right
below the deepest floor, the excavation was stopped by a continuous layer of stones placed side by side,
with a smooth surface, making up a floor. We were unable to ascertain the original function of the stone
tloor, however, since the space at the bottom of the sounding was too narrow to reach a conclusion about
this structure.
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Figure 3: Trench 7, map (© A.Tilia)

A relevant finding in the lower layers of the
sounding was a huge stone block lying right in the
middle of the trench. The finely carved block was
evidently not in its original position or carrying out
the function for which it was conceived. It probably
belonged to a previous building from where it was
taken and re-used.

Trench 8 is a square trench on the top of the
mound opposite the tower (Fig. 4). Here we found a
building made up of at least three rooms. In the larger
room, we were able to identify the roof, which was
burnt for the most part and collapsed on the floor.

Above it, three skeletons were placed, each lying
on their right flank, looking west, having no grave
goods at all. They probably died when their house
collapsed. Only one of them appears to be covered by
a small mound and a row of stones, while the other
two skeletons were simply placed on the debris’ layer
after their death and covered with a handful of earth.
This finding is strikingly similar to Khan’s discovery
of several skeletons and may be related to the same
tragic event.

The 2015 field season saw the Italian-Pakistani Figure 4: Trench 8 map (© A.Tilia)
team focusing on a large flat area, south of that
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investigated in the previous year. It was believed that
the area hosted no major structures, and thus would
allow us to excavate as wide as possible a trench and
obtain a complete stratigraphy of the site (Trench 9).
Our assumptions, however, were incorrect, and soon
a massive wall came to light. It turned out to belong
to a monumental trapezoidal-shaped stone building
constructed in the ninth century CE and in use until
the end of the settlement (Fig. 5).

Beyond a narrow road running east to west, two
minor buildings constructed from stone and mud
brick came to light. These structures went through at
least three major architectural phases. Contemporary
to the earliest phase, a big stone tank covered by a Figure 5: Trench g, view (© A.Tilia)
dome was found where water was collected through
a drain, demonstrating an attention to detail when it came to the planning of urban infrastructures.

A deeper sounding allowed us to reveal a thick sequence of pre-Islamic layers, with an architectural
phase, made up of a low stone wall and two carefully arranged floors, in smashed and pressed sandstone,
lying exactly in the middle of the later Islamic road. This evidence is also testimony that a major urban
change had occurred by that time.

In summary, Trench 9 unexpectedly revealed a building whose western and eastern walls align
respectively with a road running south to north, as originally presumed, and a road that appears to lead
from the southern gate towards the mosque area. It will be the target of the next campaigns to investigate
this building, which seems to have had an important and long-lasting role right at the core of the citadel.
The archaeological data collected in Trench g, as also in Trenches 7 and 8, made it clear that the site had a
continuous settlement throughout the Islamic and Sasanian stages. No major abandonment phases were
revealed, the site being constantly inhabited and maintained through careful urban planning and the
building of fundamental structures for public use, since at least the Sasanian period.

The archaeological materials brought to light by the excavations are also clear proof of such continuity,
being characterised by rich variety and remarkable quality. These materials reveal intense artisanal
activities carried out in the citadel itself and are testament to the very active and dynamic role of Banbhore
as a harbour town throughout its life. The study of the archaeological materials from Banbhore is still in
progress and is supported by archaeometry. As for the latter, preliminary screening and tests have been
carried out by Mario Piacentini and Anna Candida Felici on different materials directly in the field, by using
non-destructive methodologies, such as portable ED-XRF and Raman spectroscopy. The main focus of the
archaeometric analyses has been on metal findings, most of which are made of copper and copper-based
alloys. The majority are small objects such as needles, cosmetic tools and pins along with the less common
finding of an intact bowl. Iron objects are mostly utilitarian. Several nails have been found, but also pincers.
The discovery of a long blade is particularly outstanding. Iron slags collected on the surface as well as during
the excavations suggest a local production, at least for some iron items.

Stone objects are few, however, the discovery of a quartzite core could suggest a minor local production
of stone items, at least in the late-Sasanian period. Besides tools, we found a significant number of different
beads made of semi-precious stones. A few fragments of soft-stone vessels, possibly imports, are also worth
mentioning. They have a peculiar dot and circle decoration which suggests a date around the tenth-eleventh
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century CE and associates these vessels with similar
specimens circulating in the Persian Gulf area.®

Glass items are also noteworthy. Along with
beads, the glass corpus comprises several vessels.
The finding of an over-fired coarse earthenware
bottom with a thick glassy coating inside, possibly
interpreted as a crucible, could be evidence of alocal
glass production. Such a production might have been
active at least in the tenth century CE, in the central-
western half of the citadel.

Shells are mostly used for manufacturing pieces
of jewellery such as bangles and simple beads. The
largest number of cut shells and finished items have
been found in the western-most part of the citadel
where many craft activities were probably concentrated.

Items made from ivory are among the most striking of the findings. A corpus, remarkable both for its
quality and quantity, has been collected by the Italian-Pakistani team. The items range from lids to small
plates and beads, along with tubular elements, possibly handles, and circular elements. In Trench g we
excavated a dump filled with more than 4000 fragments of ivory. Most are production waste, worked ivory
off-cuts, especially the corners of plates from which discs and rings were cut. A number of finely carved
objects such as bracelets, vessel fragments and pawns have been recovered as well (Fig. 6). This evidence
clearly testifies intense artisanal activity related to ivory carving, which was probably associated with a
workshop active during the early twelfth century in a central area of the site.

A large number of fragments from terracotta moulds have been found littered all over the site surface
(Fig. 7), along with small metal pellets and simple coins. Moulds are fired clay slabs, about 1.5 cm thick and
with a diameter of approximately 50-60 cm. The upper part of these slabs bears impressed rows of little cup-
like hollows, many of which still contain droplets of metal or pellets, made of copper-based alloys.

According to the data at our disposal, local manufacture of metal and stone items, shell and ivory objects,
and possibly of some glass, was surely active in the citadel at least during the Islamic period. Sufficient
evidence is not available for the previous phases. Moreover, as suggested by the terracotta moulds, it is also
possible that there was a production of small local coins, probably intended for a very restricted circulation
and use.

Figure 6: Ivory pawn from SU ng, Trench 9; maximum

diameter: 1.9 cm (© N. Manassero)

POTTERY: SOME NOTES ON LOCAL PRODUCTION (A. Fusaro)

Pottery is the most represented material at Banbhore. The ceramic corpus collected by the Pakistani-Italian
team between 2012 and 2015 comprises about thirty thousand items, dating from the second-third century
CE to the beginning of the thirteenth century CE. An even larger number of ceramics were discovered
during the excavations carried out between 1958 and 1965 by F.A. Khan,® however, Khan and his team never
published a comprehensive catalogue of the archaeological materials, only making brief contributions."
Most of the ceramics from Banbhore are unglazed, while a smaller proportion of the findings are glazed
wares, comprising many imported items. Glazed wares relate to the Islamic occupational phases of the site
(from the eighth century to the beginning of the thirteenth century) and, with the exception of a few items,
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Figure 7: Terracotta coin moulds from SU g5, Trench 8 (© A.Fusaro)

they largely conform to the wares circulating in the Persian Gulf and the Indian Ocean during the early
Islamic period.” These findings demonstrate that the city was a very active trade centre located on the major
sea routes of the Indian Ocean, heavily involved in trans-continental trade relationships via sea and land.
For this reason, it is worth briefly mentioning the main imported items that reached Banbhore.”

The earliest imports during the Islamic period were the so-called Sasanian-Islamic glazed jars, along
with unglazed eggshell jugs, which came from the Iraqi-Iranian areas and started circulating in Banbhore at
least by the eighth or ninth century CE. The most typical imported items from the ninth and tenth centuries
were opaque glazed wares, including white opaque glazed bowls and dishes, also with blue or green
overglaze painting, white opaque glazed jars with splashes, and lustre-painted wares, probably coming
from centres in Iraq. Among the imports of the Islamic period, splashed sgraffiato specimens are the most
abundant (second half of the tenth century until the eleventh or twelfth century), the majority belonging to
the splashed hatched sgraffiato ware. It is possible that they originate from Iran.” Other interesting findings
include a small number of bowls characterised by sgraffiato and underglaze dot painted decoration, which
are probably imported. Similar specimens were mainly collected in Southeast Iran and in Afghanistan
(second half of the eleventh until the first half of the twelfth century).” Fragments of underglaze painted
wares have also been collected. According to the stratigraphic analysis, most of them circulated in Banbhore
from at least the eleventh century.

There are also a significant number of findings from the Far East (ninth to twelfth centuries). These
include celadon sherds, ‘Changsha’ painted bowls, proto-porcelain and porcelain items, such as carved
lotus-shaped bowls and gingpai vessels.

Imports circulated in Banbhore even during the pre-Islamic period. These date from the second or
third until the seventh or eighth centuries CE and testify to close relationships with Indian regions. Some
specimens also came from the Persian Gulf, for example, torpedo jars are well-represented and were used
in Banbhore between the second or third and tenth centuries.” The finest imports of the pre-Islamic
period are attributed to the Indian red polished ware, and it was also locally imitated. Another imported
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ware from Indian regions consists of closed vessels
characterised by a black fabric full of organic temper
(rice or rice husk?) and polished red slip covering the
surfaces.”

Ourmainfocusisontheunglazedlocal production
of Banbhore, which has been given little attention
so far. On the basis of newly excavated ceramic
assemblages, an in-depth study and a systematic
analysis are underway. Here some preliminary
observations and chronological attributions are
provided, in order to offer a general overview of the
most common local wares.

Local production is almost exclusively
represented by unglazed specimens. However,
as far as the Islamic period is concerned, there is
evidence pointing to a local manufacture of at least
some glazed monochrome vessels, and possibly
of some splashed ware. These are very badly fired
monochrome artefacts and potter’s kiln furniture
items (kiln bars, with green and yellowish glaze’

drops, and spacer trivets found during previous
archaeological campaigns).

As far as the unglazed wares are concerned, two
main groups have been identified according to the
fabrics easily distinguishable by the colour of the
ceramic body: red fabrics and grey fabrics. These
colours probably originate not only from different
clays but mostly from different conditions during the firing process.

Red pottery is always better represented than grey, especially during the pre-Islamic period. Red fabrics
are mostly characterised by calcium carbonate inclusions, frequently appearing as hollow white inclusions.
There are also small quartz inclusions, iron minerals, pyroxenes, and in some cases grog. Grey fabrics are
mostly very fine, with a small amount of temper, and quartz inclusions are easily recognisable to the naked
eye (Fig. 8).

Raw materials remain fairly unchanged over time; the main difference concerns compactness and
hardness of the ceramic bodies.

An interesting feature, almost exclusively specific to the grey ware,” regards the inner surface of pots,
which is usually completely covered with a micaceous thin coating. This method possibly prevented the wet
clay from sticking to the potter’s hands during the shaping of closed vessels.®

The stratigraphic analysis of the ceramic assemblages, collected from each archaeological context, has
allowed us to identify the evolution of forms and changes in fashion of the local wares. In general, it seems
that the production improved slightly during the last phases of the pre-Islamic period, while in the very
early Islamic period the quality deteriorated again. Another interesting change concerns the grey ware,
whose production was particularly concentrated during the later Islamic stages, while it was very low in

Figure 8: Two samples of fabrics related to the local
unglazed ceramic production. Above: fabric of red ware
characterized by calcium carbonate inclusions; below: fine
fabric of grey ware (© A. Fusaro)
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the pre-Islamic period. It can be posited that local manufacture did not undergo any clear-cut distinction
nor any interruption throughout the centuries, possibly suggesting that no major historical event, including
that of the arrival of the Muslim army, disturbed the local ceramic manufacture much.”

Well-defined assemblages attributed to the late eleventh and the twelfth century have been discovered in
the uppermost layers. The red ware consists for the most part of closed vessels, some bearing simple painted
red and/or black geometrical decoration. Globular pots with short square-profile necks and rectangular
or rounded, thickened rims are the most widespread (Fig. 9:k), along with pots with short rounded necks
and thickened rectangular rims (Fig. 9:1). Sometimes they are also decorated with rope applied decoration.
There are small pots with everted short necks (Fig. 9:m), and some with spouts. Open forms mostly consist
of carinated bowls with tesa (Fig. 9:b). Carinated lids with tesa are well-represented too (Fig. 9:c). There are
also some conical basins with triangular thickened rims (Fig. 9:a).

A substantial amount of grey ware specimens have also been collected, consisting almost exclusively of
pots of different sizes, with short necks or without necks. Many have a globular or sub-globular body (Figs.
10:b,d), but fragments of carinated closed forms, mostly small pots (Figs. 10:b-c), have also been found. Most
of the grey specimens bear incised decoration, especially spiral motifs, and horizontal rows of rouletted
motifs (Figs. 10:b,d). Many also have polished surfaces probably imitating metal gloss. Open vessels in the
grey ware corpus are rare; very few carinated bowls have been found in the uppermost layers.

These assemblages also comprise objects other than vessels. There are unglazed lamps, with open
reservoirs and pinched mouths, and a few peculiar items that could possibly be interpreted as pot-stands,
dish-warmers or drinking vases for animals.*® They consist of a dish in the centre of which a cylindrical
vessel stands, the latter having a small hole in the lower portion.

The ceramic assemblages attributed to the tenth-eleventh century show several differences when
compared with the later artefacts. Materials used for the production of both red and grey wares are coarser
than in the upper layers. The grey ware production decreases and the quality deteriorates, specimens are
less refined, polishing is less common, and the decorations are simpler than those of the later production
which consists almost only of closed vessels.

As far as the red ware is concerned, among the open forms, basins are more common, and hemispherical
specimens with well-turned upper portions appear (Fig. 9:f). There are less carinated lids and bowls with
tesa; those collected are thicker and with more shallow cavetto (Fig. 9:d). Meanwhile, conical bowls with or
without lids, and with flared profiles, are becoming more common. Among the red closed forms, globular
jars with high necks are better represented; in particular a specific type of jar with quite a high and narrow
neck and a thickened rim with an upper groove (Fig. 9:n). There are many small pots with longer and more
everted necks. Moreover, incised and rouletted decorations are used on a few specimens of red ware, while
in the upper layers they are exclusively associated with grey ware.

In the ninth-century CE we see small developments in the ceramic assemblage. As far as red ware is
concerned, there is an increase in conical bowls (Fig. 9:e), some characterised by ribbed surfaces, and a
number of lids with conical flared profiles. A new type of globular pot appears on the scene, with a well-
everted neck, inner carination between neck and shoulder, and a simple or thickened rounded rim (Fig. 9:0).
In terms of grey ware, new closed forms have been identified, such as pots with square-profile necks (Fig.
10:e). Moreover, a substantial number of specimens whose material is not completely grey, with red spots
still visible, have been collected. This might suggest a firing process which was not completely controlled.

Concerning the pre-Islamic (possibly Sasanian) period of occupation at Banbhore, the predominant
production consists of unglazed red ware items, characterised by darker, more compact, harder, and more
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Figure 9: Selected specimens of unglazed local red ware. Left: open vessels; right: closed vessels.
Forms have been ordered from the top down, according to the period of production and circulation
at Banbhore (L.e. from the latest down to the earliest productions); the dashed line roughly marks the
phase of transition between the pre-Islamic and the Islamic period.
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‘clinky’ material. Grey ware is almost completely absent. Changes in pottery manufacture are less evident
and less fast-moving than during the Islamic period. Our ongoing study distinguishes at least two different
phases.

The latest pre-Islamic assemblage still comprises a few red jars with quite high and narrow necks and
thickened rims with an upper groove, but the most represented closed form is a large globular pot with
everted neck and simple rounded rim (Fig. 9:p). These pots are usually decorated with very simple black and
dark red painted bands, sometimes associated with an applied ridge on the body.

The quality of the ceramic items found in the deepest excavated layers is worse than those at the end
of the pre-Islamic period. Coarser materials (also richer in mica temper) have been used, and specimens
are less refined and are relatively plain. Pots with everted necks are still frequent, some show a triangular
thickened rim (Fig. 9:q), others have a triangle-shaped rim with tapered edges (Figs. 9:r-s). New open forms
have been identified, including bowls with well-everted rims and inner horizontal carvings (Fig. 9:h); and
large hemispherical or conical bowls, with rounded or triangle-shaped rims, some showing ribbed surfaces
(Figs. 9:g,i,j).

Besides common wares, a finer production is represented by specimens with moulded relief decoration,
mostly belonging to the unglazed red ware, but a few grey sherds were also collected. Some vessels show red
and black painted bands and dusted mica over the moulded decoration (Fig. 11). Motifs range from simple
geometric or vegetal elements to zoomorphic and anthropomorphic representations. At least some of these
specimens were locally produced as attested by the moulds with carved decoration collected during the
excavations carried out by F.A. Khan.

CONCLUSIONS

Despite the historical value of the site and the archaeological fieldwork carried out by F.A. Khan more
than fifty years ago, Banbhore has remained almost unknown until recently. The field seasons conducted
by the Pakistani-Italian team between 2014 and 2015 have shed new light on the history and the social and
economic life of Banbhore. One of the main results achieved by these excavations is the assessment of a
more precise chronology of the phases of occupation and use of the site, especially in the central area of
the citadel. The long, though, unfortunately incomplete stratigraphy of Trenches 7 and g has allowed us
to analyse the chronological sequence from the uppermost Islamic layers down to the layers attributed
at least to the early Sasanian period. It has been proved that both the Islamic and Sasanian stages were
continuously and intensively settled, without any major abandonment phase. The site was maintained
through an attentive urban planning. However, it seems that the patterns of settlement underwent some
changes and transformations between the pre-Islamic and the Islamic period.

The last phases of occupation at the site have been better investigated in Trench 8. The collected data
confirmed that the settlement of Banbhore was affected by a dramatic event that caused the death of many
people and the collapse of numerous buildings. This occurred at some point between the twelfth and the
thirteenth centuries CE. Probably as a consequence of this event, the western half of the site was largely
abandoned, and the settlement was maintained almost exclusively in the eastern portion of the citadel,
enclosed by the partition wall, although for a very short lapse of time.

Finally, the archaeological materials collected during the excavations reveal that several artisanal
activities were carried out in the citadel and that many imported items circulated in the site. The data sheds
light on the very active and dynamic role of Banbhore, both as a manufacturing centre, and as a harbour
town throughout its life, heavily involved in the Indian Ocean trade network.
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Figure 11: Pre-Islamic moulded ware. Left: unglazed red ware, closed vessel with moulded relief decoration and red and
black painting. Right: unglazed grey ware, closed vessel with moulded relief decoration and dusted mica (© A. Fusaro)
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