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Since 1987, the Royal Ontario

Museum has sponsored a program

of archaeological investigation in
and around the city of Zabid, in Yemen. The
purpose is to understand more about how this
city came into existence, and the way in
which it developed. We know some of the
details from reading texts written by Yemenis
and outsiders as well. Between the 10th and
the 15th century Yemen had commercial
contact with India and China; in the 16th
century Yemen was the world's only source of
coffee.

Archaeological work allows us corroborate
this, at the same time as providing a different
perspective, one that involves the lives of the
ordinary people in this medieval Islamic
society. Restoration work in the Zabid citadel
provides the Canadian Archaeological
Mission with a permanent base. A small
museum describing the work has been
opened in the citadel granary building. This
work has encouraged the traditional building
industry to survive, and for the Yemenis to
consider the protection of their own building
heritage to be important. Zabid is now
designated by UNESCO as a "world heritage
city."

A restoration program has been initiated, in
collaboration with the Yemeni authorities, to
conserve the structure and the carved and
painted plaster decorations in the Zabid
citadel mosque, an institution dedicated in
the 16th century as a college, the
al-Iskandariyah madrasa.

The Yemen Project of the Royal Ontario
Museum comprises a designated study area
covering some 5,000 square kilometres, 100
km north-south and 50 km east-west, between

the Red Sea and the highland foothills. At the
centre lies Zabid, a modern town which in
mediaeval times was an important Islamic
university city. From its permanent base in the
Zabid Citadel, CAMROM is able to direct its
energies towards a number of quite different
lines of enquiry. An on-site museum allows
the result of the Project work to be presented
to the public, giving it a high profile in
Yemen.

In order to appreciate the role that this city
played in Yemen's history, it is important to
understand how the city came into existence
and what was there before this happened.
Fortuitous discoveries have revealed remnants
of a previously unknown Bronze Age culture
whose support clearly came from a different
source. than that of wurban Zabid.
Understanding the different ways in which
different people in different times exploited
various ecological niches, over a period of
4,000 years or more, has become the unifying
theme of what is now a multi disciplinary
study of the Yemen Project area.

The Project covers topics ranging from




urban development and monumental and
vernacular architecture, to sponsorship of the
arts, industrial production, irrigation farming,
and environmental issues. Information is derived
both from buildings standing above ground, as
well as from excavations. Building conservation
work is an integral part of the Project.

Founded in the early 9th century AD, and
becoming a major seat of learning, Zabid
enjoyed special status in Yemen for many
centuries. The overall aim of the Project is the
understanding of the way in which the city of
Zabid developed and flourished in mediaeval
times as a market, administrative, and university
centre with an international reputation. Studies
of the agricultural hinter land and of the Red Sea
port sites permit theories to be developed
concerning the basis of the city's economic
prosperity.

A study and conservation programme in the
Zabid Citadel mosque has not only revealed
important details about sponsorship of a 16th
century college within the mosque, but it has
revitalized what had become a defunct school
tradition.

A recent unexpected discovery was the
exposure of relics connected with megalithic
monuments that can be ascribed to a previously
unknown Yemeni Bronze Age culture from the
2nd millennium BC. This Midamman culture is
defined by commemorative  monuments
consisting of large stone pillars erected in what is
now a scrub and dune landscape just inland
from the Red Sea coast. What the region would
have sustained in antiquity is of the utmost
importance in terms of identifying the culture
associated with these remarkable monuments.
Accomplishing this achievement will be
dependent on a broader understanding of the
immediate landscape as well as a fuller
appreciation of both climate and environment
since the last Ice Age.

Since the scope of the Project encompasses a
wide range of topics, ranging from urban
architecture to rural economy, the focus of study
for any given season depends very heavily upon
a number of practical considerations. In this
exploratory situation, formal theory is less
important than demonstrable progress. The
overriding choice of where to work remains
availability of funds, followed by accessibility

from the Project headquarters in the Citadel, and
the ability to conserve and adequately display
the exposed remains. The Project cannot afford
to work in complete isolation from Yemen's own
aspirations for a preservation of cultural heritage
programme. Topics targeted for attention have
been chosen to reflect a balance between
academic considerations and public interest.
Until twenty-five years ago, the land of Yemen
remained as an obscure backwater in the Middle
East, hostile to outsiders of any kind,
self-confident in the importance of its historical
past, but disadvantaged in global terms.
Although the recent discovery of oil in Yemen
promises to raise the: national and economic
expectations of the country once more, it is
crucial not to allow the obvious beneficial
changes that will occur to be outweighed by the
disadvantages that all too often accompany
modern development. CAMROM has
established a successful working relationship
with the Yemeni authorities on a national and
local level. Since there still exists in Zabid a
strong cultural identity, there is a unique
opportunity here to maintain an on going
cultural programme. The demonstrated success
of the Project guarantees return on investment.

The Project's work in the Citadel has already
helped prepare the ground for wider acceptance
of the validity of a building conservation
programme for all of Zabid. The immediate
challenge is to complete the restoration of the
remaining third of the structures in the defined
area. The end result will be a preserved historic
monument which serves the immediate needs
for a structured focus for visitors.
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It is judged by the Project to be very important
that a variety of uses for the structures of the
Citadel be maintained. The constant flow of
residents to Government House, the Law Courts,
and the Prison give the compound a life that
cannot be replaced simply by providing facilities
for tourists. Wherever possible, plans will be
made to integrate both functions, for visitors of
all kinds.

Visitor Facility

There is a record from the 1940s of the Citadel
housing a tropical fruit garden. Initial attempts to
recreate a sense of greenery and shade in the
centre void have been very successful. It is
hoped that, in addition to providing a place of

relaxation for visitors, the garden will also be a
forum for explanation about plant varieties
native to the area of Zabid. Provisions will be
made for growing and displaying both desert
and irrigated varieties of plants. For this purpose
it will be necessary to upgrade the water supply
by drilling a well and installing a pump. The
garden experience will be integrated with that of
the museum.

As a result of the work undertaken since 1987,
CAMROM operates its field project from a base
in the restored part of the Zabid citadel, and has
opened a small on-site museum for the benefit of
visitors. The creation of a permanent

archaeological base in the town affords
CAMROM a high profile and allows the results
of the work to be visible, even when fieldwork is
not being actively conducted. Apart from the
daily curiosity of foreign tourists, immense
in the Project is shown by the

interest

dignitaries and ordinary citizens of Zabid, who
express pride in the preservation of a significant
remnant of their cultural heritage. Facilities
within the on-site museum are to be up-graded,
with improved signage and availability of
information about the results of the Project work.

drsnaeia
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The Citadel Mosque is a building worthy of
attention in its own right, as part of the study of
Zabid's architectural heritage. Continuing
restorations will enable CAMROM to study the
details of its decorations more closely,
establishing its cultural significance, at the same
time as completing the first major step in a
professional conservation programme for the
mosques of Zabid. But, apart from any academic




interest, conservation of the carved and painted
wall and ceiling decorations in the mosque is
called for on account of its suitability for
promotion as a "museum" structure.

As a result of repairs made to the structure,
both by CAMROM and the Yemeni Mosque
Authorities, a small group of mature students has
recently formed a learning circle in the mosque.
This recreates the sense of the 16th century
dedication of a school inside the mosque. It is
proposed that part of the restored buildings of the
Citadel be dedicated in future to serve the
purpose of a student residence, adjacent to the
Mosque. To serve this end, it will be necessary to
relocate the Prison to the restored west end of the
Citadel.

[raining Programme

CAMROM acknowledges that a primary
obstacle in the development of an effective
archaeological and cultural heritage programme
remains the lack of sufficient training that has
been available in Yemen. However, it is equally
important to recognise that archaeology and
building conservation are disciplines in which
practical experience plays an important role.
CAMROM's presence in Zabid furnishes a
unique opportunity to provide that practical
training on site. Training needs to focus upon
three aspects: archaeological fieldwork, building
conservation, and museum studies. In addition,
provisions need to be made available to permit

those attached to the Project to improve their
language skills. This applies both to English for
Yemenis, and Arabic for Canadians.

Due to the fact that CAMROM has maintained
its operation on a continuous basis for more than
ten years, a spirit of collaboration with the
Yemeni authorities has been firmly established.
Representaives of the Archaeological Service
have visited the Royal Ontario Museum (for a
one-month training programme, in 1985) and
these individuals are now affiliated with the
Project on a permanent basis. Their assistance in
all levels of the operation assures that the work
proceeds effectively, with mutual benefit. ©
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