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Introduction

In 2003, the American animation studio Dreamworks released
as an intended summer blockbuster Sinbad: Legend of the
Seven Seas. One movie preview described it as “fortuitously
set in the Mediterranean,” although the title character’s
name was that of The Arabian Nights' seafaring merchant
who lived in Baghdad and set out on journeys from Basra. Al-
though voice actor Brad Pitt was concerned that his Missouri
accent was inappropriate for a Middle Eastern character, the
filmmakers embraced it as a “mood lightener.” Sinbad’s her-
itage was thus obscured behind a story involving the Greek
city-state of Syracuse on Sicily and Eris, Greek goddess of
discord.!

It is no accident, however, that even in the contemporary
United States the paradigmatic legendary seafarer would
come from the Persian Gulf. It is, after all, the oldest body
of water for which we have clear evidence of human sailing,
as it connected the southern reaches of Mesopotamia with
Bahrain, then known as Dilmun, which figured in myth as a
paradise. Also connected by sea was Oman, a source of cop-
per, and ultimately the valley of the Indus River in modern
Pakistan, itself a land of great seafarers and important trad-
ing partners of the Gulf. Just as today over one third of the

I “Sinbad: Legend of the Seven Seas (2003),” EW.com, April 25,
2003, https://web.archive.org/web/20120927152532/http://www.
ew.com/ew/article/0,,444346,00.html.



2 INTRODUCTION

world’s crude oil passes through the Gulf, throughout ancient
and medieval times the waterway was a crucial conduit for
Indian Ocean luxury products.

The purpose of this book is to acquaint readers with the
history of the Gulf as it relates to themes of cultural and reli-
gious diversity and that often hemispheric long-distance mar-
itime trade which is the precursor to globalization. It will show
that the Gulf has had people of diverse ethnic backgrounds
since long before the age of oil, and that people adhering to
different religious traditions have sometimes been in conflict
in the region, but also easily coexisted, especially at the level
of common believers. It will also show the importance of the
region’s long-distance trade to its culture and economy, as
well as its significance for the Middle East more broadly.

Those whose image of Gulf history is focused on Bedouin
and fisherfolk with small settlements along deserted coasts
will, in fact, find those within. They will also, however, find
Christian monks pursuing devotions in well-supported mon-
asteries, enslaved people of African origin clearing agricul-
tural land and harvesting crops, small-scale merchants with
ambitions of becoming great traders, seafarers spinning
yarns in cosmopolitan ports, and soldiers of fortune enlisted
for defence and conquest. As a work of synthesis, this book
will contain little that is new to specialists in the different
topics touched upon. However, as the different time periods,
research languages, and methods are too seldom considered
as a whole, some new ideas may emerge from bringing them
together.

Geography and Nomenclature

For the geographers and mariners of the Islamic Middle Ages,
the Gulf was one of a string of seas connecting the Middle East
ultimately with China. The earliest Arabic name we have for
it is “Sea of Fars” (Persia), from an anonymous trader writing
in 851, and that or similar names recur in the 900s. In these
naming conventions, what mattered was not who controlled
the sea, but rather the countries to which they distinctively



