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DELMA

The island of Delma is rich in water and
fertile soil. The island is a salt dome, a type of
geological formation that has cavities where
water can collect. Much of the rock is haematite,
an iron-rich mineral that gives the island its
red colour. The ample water resources have
resulted in a long history of human settlement
on Delma. Archaeologists have uncovered
evidence of people living on the island 7,000
years ago, and there are many archaeological
sites, dating from the Neolithic period (8000-
4000 BCE) to the Late Islamic Il (1I800-1950 CE).

Silhouette of Delma, 1935



BAIT AL
MURAIKHI

Muhammad bin Jassim Al Muraikhi was from
Delma Island and eventually became one
of the most prominent pearl merchants in
the Arabian Gulf. In the early 20th century,
he built the house known as Bait Al Muraikhi
(Muraikhi House), which served as his business
headquarters. The building consists of two
strongrooms linked by a passage on the ground
floor, and a sitting room or Majlis on the upper
floor. In its day, this was the tallest building on
the island and was designed to impress. It was
restored in 1993 and again in 2021, and today it
houses the Delma Museum.

PEARLING

Men have dived for pearls for thousands of
years, and it has always been dangerous and
difficult work. Diving was a seasonal occupation
and could only take place in the summer when
the sea was warm enough. Men would go to sea
on pearling boats for months at a time. Divers
would go underwater for about a minute and
gather as many oysters as possible, after which
their partner on deck would haul them up
using a rope. Every year, a market took place
on Delma at the end of the pearling season,
where crews could sell their catch. Each
crew member received a share of the profits
according to his role. Pearl merchants financed
ships and, as a result, often had access to the
pearls at preferential prices. Pearl diving was

at its height during the late 19th and early 20th
centuries. The invention of cultured pearls in
the 1920s and the Great Depression of the 1930s
eventually ended the pearl trade and the way of
life that went with it.




DELMA AND
THE WIDER
WORLD

Because of the drinking water on Delma, it was
a busy port of call for ships looking to take on
supplies. This, along with the annual pearling
market, connected the island to the wider
world through trade and movement of people.
Different ships, such as the baghlah, bagaarah
and boom, sailed from the Arabian Gulf to trade
in India and East Africa, bringing back spices,
coffee, tea, timber, household goods and
other items. In turn, these goods were sold to
passing ships. The population during the late
summer was 10 times that of the winter. Men
from all over the Gulf Region who worked on
the pearling ships would head to Delma Island
to receive their share of the year’s profits.
This combination of wealth and visitors from

different lands led to the island being called
‘The Paris of the Coast’.

People arrived from Arabia, Persia,
Baluchistan and Sindh. The global centre
of the pearl trade at that time was Bombay
(Mumbai). Merchants travelled from India to
Delma to buy pearls during the season. Many
merchants also financed ships and came
to Delma to collect their debts. Due to this
strong link with India, another nickname for
Delma was ‘Little Bombay’.




MAJLIS

This room was designed as a comfortable
place in which to conduct business and other
functions. It was a courthouse, an assembly
room and the first destination for arrivals on
the island. Although it was the property of
Muhammad bin Jassim Al Muraikhi, in many
ways it was the community’s living room. The
Majlis (council) is an institution across the Arab

world. Itis not just a physical space but is a way
of maintaining relationships, through sitting
together and discussing the matters of the
day. The Majlis also expresses the Arab value
of hospitality. In 2015, the Majlis tradition was
inscribed on the UNESCO Representative List
of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity.




MIDBASAH

Next to Bait Al Muraikhi, there are the remains
of three midbasahs. A midbasah is a date press
that produces both date molasses (dibbs) and
dried dates. At Bait Al Muraikhi, this took place
on an industrial scale, producing commodities
for export and domestic consumption. The date
press process is as follows:

1.

w

Pick the dates and leave them out in the
sun for a few days.

Pack the dates in palm frond sacks
(viraab).

Sew the sacks shut.

Stack them in layers across grooves in the
floor.

The dates start to compress under their
own weight, releasing the molasses.

The molasses syrup oozes along the grooves,
which channel it downwards through a hole at
the lowest corner of the room into jars placed
underneath.




MOSQUES

The complex of three traditional mosques
and the pearl merchant’s house on Delma
Island form a unique group of buildings in
south-eastern Arabia. These mosques, Al
Muraikhi, Al Dossari and Al Muhannadi, differ
in size but have some common features. In
keeping with architectural tradition in the Gulf,
they do not have minarets from which the
muezzin calls the faithful to worship, though
the Al Muraikhi Mosque originally had a raised
platform for this purpose set in the north-east
corner of its courtyard wall. Access to the prayer
halls is from open courtyards and, in the case of
the Al Dossari and Al Muhannadi mosques, also
from the hammam, or ritual washing area.

The mosques are similar in plan, layout,
design and decoration. Their pier-and-
panel construction is pierced by a number
of windows, and a barjeel or wind catcher
provides ventilation. In each building, the gibla
wall, indicating the direction of Mecca, has a
deeply recessed mihrab or niche. Traditionally,
the mihrab is surrounded by rectangular,
decorative frames accentuating its depth. The
Al Muhannadi Mosque originally had additional
decoration in the form of incised drawings of
boats on the north wall of the portico.

Al Muraikhi

Al Muhannadi

Al Dossari
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