
Diet in Doha: Botanical remains 

Archaeobotany 
the study of historic and ancient plants  



Most archaeological plants from Qatar 
are preserved by being burnt 



Some of the plants from Qatar  
are also preserved by desiccation (drying) 



 
 
 
 
 

Plant recovery 

 
Flotation Machine 



The Origins of Doha flotation machine 
(in the Georgetown car park) 



What did we find out from our analysis? 



Qubib	   Ridwani House	   Zubarah	   Freiha	  
Cereals 	  

Wheat grain	   X	   X	   X	   X	  
Barley grain	   ~	   X	   X	   X	  
Rice - grain	   ~	   X	   X	   X	  
Rice - chaff	   X	   X	   X	   X	  

Fruits	  

Date	   X	   X	   X	   X	  
Grape	   ~	   X	   X	   X	  
Peach	   ~	   ~	   X	   ~	  
Apricot	   ~	   ~	   X	   ~	  
Melon	   ~	   X	   X	   X	  

Coconut	   ~	   ~	   X	   X	  
Assyrian plum	   ~	   X	   X	   ~	  

Walnut	   ~	   ~	   X	   ~	  
Nuts frags	   X	    X	   X	   X	  

Food plants from archaeological sites in Qatar 



 
 
 
 

There are many methods used to 
understand a plant assemblage from a site. 

 
For example, the number of plant items per 
litre of soil helps to determine the relative 
density or ‘richness’ of plants by area, by 

phase, by site, etc. 
 

For the Origin of Doha sites 
 

Qubib (QBB) - 2.0 items per litre ( or IPL) 
Ridwani House (ODQ22) - 0.7 IPL 
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Context types 

QBB - Density of plant items per liter 
by context type  



0 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

6 

Phase 7 Phase 6 Phase 5 Phase 4 Phase 3 

Ite
m

s 
pe

r l
ite

r 

Phase 

QBB - Density of plant items per 
liter 

by Phase 
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ODQ22 – Items per litre 
by Context type in Phase 1 
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ODQ22 – IPL & average diversity  
By Context type in Phase 1 

IPL 
avg diversity 



Bread wheat 

Triticum aestivum 



Hordeum vulgare 

Hulled barley 



Rice 

Oryza 
sativa 



Date 
  

Phoenix  
dactylifera 



Grape 

Vitis vinifera 



Peach & Apricot 
Prunus 

persicum  

Prunus 
armeniaca 



Coconut 

Cocos nucifera 



Cordia myxa 

Egyptian plum 



Walnut 

Juglans 
regia 



The sites also have wild plants which may 
have been used as food, animal fodder, fuel, 
medicines, dyes, building materials, etc.  

It is hoped that oral history portion of the Doha 
Project can provide some insight into these and 
other plant related practices.  



 
 

Agriculture in Qatar 
Charred plants are usually from crop processing 

waste used as fuel: cereal grain & chaff and weeds 
- primarily because they are an important 

commodity in their own right as fuel. 

Thus far, the Doha samples do not have 
this composition and are unlikely to…thus 

the low IPL values for both Doha sites. 



Despite first appearances perhaps, Qatar provides 
a diverse and important historical and modern 

flora, the study of which by archaeologists would 
help to open up the region to the great potential of 

archaeobotany in the Gulf.  

Archaeobotany in Qatar 



Thank 
you Thank you! 





Local environment 
•  Both sites have habitats characteristic of 

the arid Arabian Gulf desert and semi-
desert flora dominated by species well-
adapted to the salt-laden environment.  

•  Traditionally only limited, small-scale 
farming was possible here and due to 
extremely high temperatures, lack of water 
and fertile soil, only the most salt tolerant 
crops could be grown. 

•  Bedouin herding, pearling and fishing were 
the predominant means of subsistence 
prior to the discovery of gas and oil. 



The ubiquity of plants from Freiha 
does not really reflect this 

characteristic 
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Evidence for agriculture 

•  In most cases, the agricultural conditions 
were unlikely to have been suitable for the 
range of crop species present.  

 
•  The wild plants represented, thus far, do not 
‘hang together’ as a consistent assemblage 
of crop weeds though this may change 

 
•  Many of wild plants may have been used as 

food, medicine, dyes, roofing, bedding, etc. 
and these potential uses are being 
investigated. 



What plants may have grown 
locally? 

•  Date 
•  Coconut 
•  Wheat? 
•  Barley? 

•  According to FAO, Qatar’s main imports 
today by quantity are barley, rice and 
wheat, so they don’t appear to be grown 
on a large scale now 

 



Fuel 

Wood and/or 
wood charcoal  

Animal dung 

Dates or date 
pressings ? 



What does it all 
mean? 

And did they farm  
or didn’t they? 


