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Introduction
Oman, at the crossroads of ancient trade routes and set against the dramatic
landscapes of the Arabian Peninsula, is a land where history, culture, and modern
aspiration blend together in its remarkable cities. The Sultanate’s urban centers are as
diverse as the terrains that surround them: bustling coastal ports, mountain-ringed
oases, historic fortresses, and rapidly evolving contemporary hubs. Each city serves
not only as a hub for its surrounding region but also as a living testament to Oman's
unique ability to balance tradition and progress.

From Muscat’s grand palaces and ancient forts to Salalah’s seasonal green meadows
and historical souqs, Oman’s cities tell the story of centuries of maritime trade,
religious scholarship, tribal alliances, and encounters with foreign powers. Cities like
Sohar recall the age of Sinbad and the vital role Oman played in connecting East
Africa, the Gulf, and India, while Nizwa and Bahla reflect the interior’s profound
scholarly and spiritual influence. In every corner, echoes of the past live on through
distinctive architecture, enduring customs, and vibrant markets.

Yet the cities of Oman are not static relics. Many have seen rapid transformation in
recent decades, spurred by visionary leadership, infrastructural investments, and
global interconnectedness. Ports like Sohar and Duqm now anchor ambitious economic
plans; towns such as Barka and Khasab reinvent themselves as tourist destinations
and logistic centers; and even the smallest enclaves, like Madha, remain vital links in
Oman’s mosaic of governance and identity. Urban developments meld the old with the
new, as shining mosques and modern highways coexist alongside centuries-old forts
and ancient palm gardens.

For visitors, these cities offer much more than picturesque sights—they provide
intimate encounters with Omani hospitality, culinary traditions, and a rhythm of daily
life shaped by environmental and historical realities. Travelers can wander through
bustling souqs scented with frankincense, explore mud-brick villages perched above
terraced farms, watch dhows being crafted by hand, or simply stroll along corniches
where mountains plunge into the blue sea.

This book aims to be both a historical overview and a practical guide to Oman's most
significant urban centers. Each chapter delves into the story of a different city, sharing
insights into its key attractions, character, and evolution. Alongside essential
information for visitors, readers will also find glimpses into the living traditions and
contemporary developments that shape these dynamic places today.

Ultimately, to journey through the cities of Oman is to experience the Sultanate’s
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soul—a journey shaped by resilience, pride, and an abiding respect for history.
Whether you are a traveler planning your next adventure, a history enthusiast, or
simply curious about this corner of Arabia, “Cities of Oman” invites you to discover the
places, people, and stories that make this nation truly unique.
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CHAPTER ONE: Muscat: The Capital Metropolis
Muscat, the radiant capital of Oman, is a city that gracefully straddles the line
between its ancient maritime heritage and its modern aspirations. Nestled along the
Gulf of Oman, it is a metropolitan area where volcanic mountains meet the sea,
creating a dramatic and beautiful backdrop. The name "Muscat" itself, meaning "safe
anchorage," harks back to its historical role as a crucial port, a role it continues to
embrace in the present day. With a metropolitan population of approximately 1.72
million in 2022, Muscat stands as Oman's beating heart—its financial, administrative,
and economic center.

This sprawling capital isn't just one monolithic entity but a collection of distinct
districts and wilayats, each contributing to the city's unique character. Seeb, for
instance, is the largest city within the Muscat Governorate and a significant residential
and commercial hub along the coast. Bawshar offers a modern suburban experience
with embassies and retail centers, while Matrah, a historic port town, draws visitors
with its labyrinthine souqs and traditional architecture. Other important areas include
Al Amrat, a mountain-flanked residential district; Qurayyat, a southern coastal town
known for its fishing port; and the bustling commercial and political centers of Ruwi
and Darsait.

Muscat's story is a long and eventful one, stretching back to the early 1st century CE
when it was recognized as a leading port for trade between the East and the West.
This strategic position, particularly its proximity to the Strait of Hormuz, meant that
controlling Muscat often meant controlling lucrative trade routes. Over the centuries,
the city saw a succession of rulers, from indigenous tribes to foreign powers like the
Persians, the Portuguese Empire, and the Ottoman Empire, each leaving an indelible
mark on its culture and architecture. By the 18th century, Muscat had even become a
regional military power, with its influence extending as far as East Africa and Zanzibar.

The architectural tapestry of Muscat is a direct reflection of its rich and multicultural
history. It's a harmonious blend of traditional Omani styles with influences from Arab,
Portuguese, Persian, Indian, and African designs. This unique fusion is evident in the
city's iconic landmarks. Towering over the old port area are the 16th-century
Portuguese forts of Al-Jalali and Al-Mirani, silent sentinels that once guarded the
harbor. These formidable structures, built by the Portuguese in the 1580s, were crucial
in defending Muscat from maritime threats and symbolize a turbulent, yet formative,
period in the city's past.

In stark contrast to these ancient fortifications stands the majestic Sultan Qaboos
Grand Mosque, a relatively modern architectural marvel completed in 2001. This
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grand mosque, one of the largest in the world, is a testament to contemporary Islamic
design, incorporating traditional artistry and exquisite craftsmanship. Its main prayer
hall alone can accommodate over 6,500 worshippers and features a massive hand-
woven Persian carpet and an impressive crystal chandelier. The mosque's design,
which reflects both Omani and Islamic architectural styles, also allows for non-Muslim
visitors, offering a valuable opportunity for cultural exchange and appreciation.

The vibrancy of Muscat truly comes alive in its traditional marketplaces, especially the
Mutrah Souq. Also known as Al Dhalam Souq, or the "Market of Darkness," due to its
narrow, winding alleyways that block out the sun, it is considered one of the oldest
markets in the Arab world. Its history stretches back centuries, to the age of sail, when
Muscat was a prime trading port connecting distant lands. Merchants from India,
Persia, and Africa would arrive by sea, laden with spices, textiles, and gold,
exchanging them for Omani frankincense, dates, and fish. This bustling hub of
commerce not only fostered economic prosperity but also served as a cultural bridge,
facilitating the exchange of ideas and traditions. The souq, with its traditional mud-
brick walls, palm-leaf roofing, and intricately carved wooden ceilings, maintains its
ancient allure even as modern shopping malls have emerged elsewhere in Muscat.

Muscat's strategic location along the Gulf of Oman, with its deep-water harbors in
Muttrah and Muscat, has been a key factor in its enduring maritime importance. It has
served as a vital stopping point for merchants traveling across the Arabian Sea,
providing excellent natural shelter and fresh water—a crucial commodity for long sea
journeys. Historically, Omani sailors were renowned for their expertise in navigation
and their role as entrepreneurial middlemen along the maritime Silk Roads,
connecting Asia, Africa, and Europe. Even today, Port Sultan Qaboos remains a
significant trading hub, handling various goods, including oil and gas exports.

The modern transformation of Muscat truly began in 1970 with the accession of Sultan
Qaboos bin Said. Under his leadership, the city embarked on a period of rapid
infrastructural development, transitioning from a relatively undeveloped state to a
vibrant, multi-ethnic metropolis. This extensive modernization program, often referred
to as the Renaissance, focused on improving roads, ports, and airports, connecting the
Sultanate with the rest of the world. The construction of Mina Qaboos, a new
international airport in Seeb, and a comprehensive road network were among the
early achievements that paved the way for economic growth and increased tourism.

Despite this rapid modernization, Muscat has managed to preserve its distinctive
identity. The city's urban planning emphasizes low-rise buildings and traditional Omani
architecture, ensuring that its historical sites and natural landscapes are not
overshadowed by towering skyscrapers. This approach has fostered a unique visual
experience where modern developments seamlessly blend with historical elements,
reflecting Oman's commitment to balancing tradition and progress.
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Today, Muscat continues to evolve, offering a captivating mix of experiences for
visitors. From exploring the ancient forts and wandering through the bustling souqs to
admiring the grandeur of the Sultan Qaboos Grand Mosque and enjoying the scenic
corniche, there's a palpable sense of history woven into the fabric of daily life. The
city's beautiful flower-filled parks, national museum, and opera house also add to its
cultural richness, making it a compelling destination for those seeking to understand
the soul of Oman.
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