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Beyond materiality: mud as a
living material in heritage
preservation

Roula El-Khoury*, David Aouad* and Carine Lteif

Department of Architecture and Interior Design, Lebanese American University, Beirut, Lebanon

This paper investigates the multifaceted role of mud in heritage preservation,
focusing on the Bayt Isa restoration project in old Irgah within Wadi Hanifa,
a site rich in historical significance in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. It aims
at investigating the importance of mud beyond its geophysical properties,
examining it as a semiotic material imbued with cultural meaning, sensorial
qualities, and traditional communal practices. Furthermore, departing from a
private restoration initiative, it is looking to learn from endeavors unbound by
conventional building regulations and that could inform heritage preservation
projects in Saudi Arabia and elsewhere in the world. To explore the role of
mud in heritage preservation, the research relies on a literature review and
a case study approach. The literature review identifies research emphasizing
the cultural and sensory significance of mud in fostering social cohesion and
collective identity. Furthermore, the case study of the Bayt Isa restoration in Wadi
Hanifa examines mud as a dynamic material, bridging historical narratives and
community values through qualitative research methods, including interviews
with stakeholders, artisans, and visitors. Through an exploration of the semiotics
of mud, this -research highlights its cultural and symbolic dimensions, revealing
how mud embodies a lifestyle that fosters a deep sense of place and experience.
The sensorial qualities of mud architecture—its tactile warmth and aesthetic
appeal—forge emotional connections within the community, enhancing the
lived experience of its inhabitants. Additionally, the paper underscores the
importance of community engagement in mud construction, where local
participation not only revitalizes traditional practices but also strengthens
social bonds. Ultimately, this research advocates for heritage preservation
approaches that transcend the mere conservation of traditional construction
techniques. It posits that mud represents a vital process of cultural continuity
and community development. Recognizing mud as more than a mere building
material, we emphasize the need for a supportive framework that encourages
private initiatives in mud heritage preservation. Such a framework should ensure
that preservation efforts are context-specific, genuine and not diluted by
popular demand or commercial interests, thereby safeguarding the rich, living
environment that mud provides.
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1 Introduction

In an era marked by growing environmental consciousness,
local traditional construction materials are being revisited as
sustainable alternatives with low ecological footprint and resilience
to environmental hazards. Mud holds a prominent place, having
been historically widespread and constituted an integral part
of the landscapes of the East, even more those of Arab cities
(AlSuliman, 2016). Al-Diriyah, a UNESCO World Heritage site
in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, is one of those regions where
building was mud-based until two or three decades ago (Ibid). As
part of its vision 2030, the Kingdom has embarked on development
plans in this region, envisioning the creation of a new “mud
city” (Bin Ayyaf Almogren, 2022). Through this initiative, it aims
to achieve sustainable growth by promoting local traditions and
raising awareness on heritage and cultural values embedded in
those practices (Mazzetto, 2023).

Building on this recent resurgence of interest in
handmade buildings and the wuse of local materials in
contemporary construction, recent research on mud has primarily
focused on re-examining its mechanical and geological properties,
as well as its potential to contribute to sustainable architecture
(Lekshmi et al., 2016; Benghida, 2016; AlSuliman and Suliman,
2016; Abdulaziz Al-Jadeed, 2019; Ibrahim, 2021).

AlSuliman and Suliman (2016) investigate the structural and
thermal properties of mud, presenting it as a viable material for
modern construction when combined with innovative techniques.
Environmental benefits of mud construction were approached by
Lekshmi et al. (2016) who emphasize the material’s adaptability
to local climatic conditions and its potential for reducing the
carbon footprint in the built environment. Beyond these practical
applications, recent studies have increasingly revisited mud as a
medium imbued with cultural and social significance. Benghida
(2016) approaches it as a cultural medium, highlighting its
role in reflecting the identity and traditions of communities
in North Africa, while advocating for its integration into
contemporary architectural practices. Similarly, Abdulaziz Al-
Jadeed (2019) focuses on muds capacity to convey historical
narratives, demonstrating how its use in restoration projects
preserves cultural authenticity and strengthens communal ties.
Ibrahim (2021) further extends this perspective, delving into the
sensory and experiential dimensions of mud, examining its tactile
and aesthetic qualities as essential elements in fostering a sense of
place and continuity.

Despite this growing body of research, a significant gap remains
in exploring local materials like mud as carriers of local knowledge
and culture. Addressing this gap forms the raison- d’étre of our
paper which explores mud not merely as a construction material
but as what we term, a dynamic living material. This designation
stems not only from its earthly composition, but also from its
profound cultural significance. Mud embodies local traditions,
recounts the history and evolution of local landscapes, and fosters
engagement with community in multifaceted ways.

The article is structured into two primary components. First,
it presents a literature review that underscores the significance of
mud as a culturally engaging material. More critically, it introduces
a case study: that of Bayt Isa, a private restoration project in Irqah,
west of Riyadh. This case study not only exemplifies the practical
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application of mud in contemporary contexts but more importantly
serves as a central argument supporting our hypothesis.

The Bayt Isa restoration project in old Irqah stands as a
compelling case study that embodies the principles of culturally
rooted heritage preservation, while innovatively blending mud
with modern materials to create heritage houses that capture the
essence of Najdi architecture and local culture. Notably at a time
when heritage preservation projects are predominantly driven by
public stakeholders, the Bayt Isa project highlights the vital role
private initiatives can play in this domain. Engaging the private
sector not only provides financial resources but also cultivates a
sense of ownership and responsibility among community members.
As Khalili (1991) emphasizes, these partnerships are crucial for
ensuring that preservation efforts are sustainable and deeply rooted
in local values, rather than driven by purely commercial motives or
superficial trends.

2 Methodology

The methodology for this research comprised a literature
review and a case study approach to represent the multifaceted
role of mud in heritage preservation. The literature review aimed
to identify existing frameworks and best practices in architectural
heritage preservation, with a particular emphasis on the local
significance of materials. This review underscored how locality
influences preservation projects, highlighting the unique sensorial
qualities of mud—its tactile warmth, aesthetic appeal, and cultural
resonance—as integral to the lived experiences of communities.
By focusing on the communal dimensions of mud construction,
the review aims at highlighting how traditional practices can
foster social cohesion and a collective identity, thereby enhancing
community engagement in preservation efforts.

The case study of the Bayt Isa restoration project in old
Irqah within Wadi Hanifa serves as a pivotal component of the
methodology, offering an in-depth exploration of mud as more
than a mere construction material. This case study facilitated an
examination of mud’s role as a living material, capable of conveying
rich narratives about the historical and cultural context of the
site. Through qualitative methods, including interviews with local
stakeholders and artisans, the research captured the stories and
experiences of both historical inhabitants and current residents,
illustrating how mud construction practices bridge generational
gaps and revive traditional habits. Such qualitative insights attempt
to reinforce the notion that mud embodies a vital process of
cultural continuity.

Data for this research was gathered through a combination
of qualitative methods aimed at capturing diverse perspectives
surrounding the Bayt Isa restoration project. Interviews were
conducted with property owners, local stakeholders, and artisans
to gain in-depth insights into their experiences and the significance
of mud construction within their community. Additionally,
interviews with visitors and analyses of comments on social media
platforms provided a broader context, revealing public perceptions
and engagement with the restoration efforts. This multifaceted
approach to data collection not only enriched the understanding
of the communal narrative surrounding mud as a heritage
material but also allowed for comparative analysis. Recurring
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motifs and sentiments, highlighting the interconnectedness of
community identity, cultural continuity, and the role of mud
in heritage preservation were identified. By triangulating these
various sources of information, the study aims to provide a
comprehensive understanding of how mud serves as a dynamic
medium that reflects both historical narratives and contemporary
community values.

By integrating these methodologies, the study advocates for a
paradigm shift in heritage preservation positioning mud not only as
a construction material but as a dynamic medium that encapsulates
the essence of community life. This approach advocates for
the development of supportive frameworks that empower local
initiatives, ensuring that preservation efforts remain authentic and
reflective of the community’s values, thereby safeguarding the
rich, living heritage that mud represents. This approach provides
a nuanced understanding of the interplay between materiality,
community engagement, and cultural identity, reinforcing the
imperative for context-sensitive preservation strategies.

3 The significance of mud in cultural
heritage and sustainability

Mud as a construction material offers significant environmental
benefits and plays a crucial role in heritage preservation, especially
in regions where traditional techniques are integral to cultural
identity (Fernandez et al, 2019). While it is often viewed
through the lens of its geo-technical properties, its sociocultural
attributes are vital for supporting local cultural continuity.
However, traditional mud construction faces risks from modern
environmental stresses, such as increased rainfall and temperature
fluctuations, which threaten its durability (Chen et al, 2025).
Although specialized practices can enhance the longevity and
resistance of mud (Lopez-Rebollo et al., 2024), our study will focus
on its cultural significance rather than these technical aspects.

Prominent scholars, such as Hassan Fathy, have championed
the use of mud in architecture, emphasizing its benefits for
environmental sustainability and cultural continuity. In his
seminal work, Architecture for the Poor, Fathy (1973) argues for
mud construction as a means of providing affordable housing
while respecting local traditions and materials. His philosophy
underscores the importance of integrating architectural practices
with the socio-cultural contexts of the communities they serve.

While the traditional techniques of mud construction are
integral to the heritage they represent, they may not always be
overtly visible in the finished structures. This nuance invites a
broader understanding of mud architecture. it is not solely the
explicit craftsmanship that defines its significance, but rather the
underlying cultural narratives and communal practices that these
buildings encapsulate. As a local material, mud encapsulates a
wealth of cultural, historical, and social dimensions that inform
our understanding of community identity and heritage. This
literature review aims to explore the multifaceted qualities of mud,
emphasizing its semiotic, sensorial, and community engagement
attributes. These characteristics not only illustrate its role as a
construction material but also highlight its cultural relevance in
heritage preservation projects.
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4 Mud, more than a construction
material, mud as a living material

4.1 Mud as a signifier of cultural continuity
and local identity

The use of mud as a building material transcends its
physical properties, embodying meanings that resonate within local
communities. Mud architecture serves as a powerful medium for
expressing cultural identity and narratives, acting as a signifier of
continuity and local identity. Its aesthetic qualities and traditional
building techniques evoke a sense of place connected to community
history. Mud structures symbolize resilience and continuity,
reflecting local practices and ancestral ways of life (AlSuliman,
2016). In Arab cities, mud communicates values of sustainability
and harmony with nature (AlSuliman and Suliman, 2016). This
material showcases how local resources shape cultural expression;
in regions like Morocco and Yemen, mud buildings serve as
repositories of collective memory.

Umberto Eco’s exploration of semiotics emphasizes that signs
and symbols are integral to culture, influencing how individuals
perceive their environment (Eco, 1976). In mud architecture,
the material signifies cultural identity, representing both physical
presence and a narrative of belonging. The revival of mud
construction techniques counters globalization, which often dilutes
local identities (Mazzetto, 2023). By embracing mud, communities
reaffirm their heritage while adapting to modern needs, illustrating
how mud architecture can symbolize cultural identity and a
commitment to sustainability.

The semiotics of mud architecture reveal connections between
material culture, identity, and community, reflecting the values
and stories of those who inhabit these structures. Each mud
building tells a story of its inhabitants’ values, struggles, and
aspirations, creating a rich tapestry of cultural heritage. As
communities face modernization and environmental change, the
significance of mud architecture as a vessel of cultural identity
becomes increasingly vital, reinforcing the need for its preservation
and appreciation.

4.2 A sensory examination of mud
architecture

Mud’s sensorial qualities contribute significantly to the
atmosphere and spatial experience of built environments. The
tactile warmth, malleability, and aesthetic appeal of mud create
immersive spaces that resonate with inhabitants and visitors alike.
These qualities can shape the physical environment, influencing
how spaces are perceived and utilized (Lekshmi et al, 2016).
In regions such as Morocco and Yemen, mud construction
exemplifies the adaptability and resilience of traditional mud
building. In Morocco, the earthen architecture of the medinas
and kasbahs showcases the sensorial qualities of mud, which
allows the spaces to have balanced temperature and humidity,
making them suitable for the local climate (El Rharbi and Jarrad,
2014). The process of applying and working with mud—whether
through plastering walls or sculpting forms—also engages the
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FIGURE 1

The old Al Ula town in Medina, The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia. Source: Royal Commission for AlUla (2024).
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senses in a participatory manner. This hands-on interaction
allows individuals to connect with the material on a personal
level, enhancing their relationship with space. Architect Hassan
Fathy highlights the importance of manual skills in building
with earth, noting that the act of creating with mud fosters
pride and ownership among artisans and residents (Fathy,
1986).

Mud architecture engages the senses in unique and profound
ways. The tactile qualities of mud—its texture, temperature,
and form—invite interaction and create a visceral connection
between inhabitants and their environment. Architect Nader
Khalili emphasizes that the use of natural materials like mud
fosters a deeper engagement with the built environment, allowing
individuals to experience spaces not just visually but also through
touch (Khalili, 1991). The texture of mud, often characterized
by its softness and warmth, evokes a sensory response distinct
from more rigid materials. When touched, mud can feel cool
in warm climates and warm in cooler conditions, effectively
regulating the microclimate of a space. This sensory interaction
aligns with the ideas of Perez-Gomez, who notes that materials
possess the power to evoke emotional responses and create a sense
of place (Perez-Gomez, 2006). The physicality of mud invites users
to engage in tactile exploration, fostering comfort and intimacy
within space.

Visually, mud architecture presents a rich palette of colors
and forms that vary dramatically based on local soil types
and construction techniques. The organic hues of mud ground
inhabitants in their environment, evoking feelings of connection
to the earth. Juhani Pallasmaa, in his exploration of sensory

Frontiersin Sustainable Cities

architecture, argues that the visual and tactile experiences of
materials significantly contribute to the perception of space and
atmosphere (Pallasmaa, 2005). Mud’s natural variations in texture
and color can trigger memories and associations, creating a multi-
layered experience that resonates with users.

Recent preservation efforts, such as those in Al Ula, Saudi
Arabia (Figure 1), illustrate the significance of these sensory
qualities. The Al Ula Heritage Project aims to restore the
region’s historical mud structures, emphasizing the sensory
experiences they provide. By revitalizing mud architecture,
the project seeks to engage visitors senses, allowing them
to appreciate the tactile warmth and visual richness of
the material.

Additionally, the acoustic properties of mud contribute to the
sensory atmosphere of a space. The thick walls of mud structures
can absorb sound, creating a calm and peaceful environment that
enhances the overall sensory experience. This acoustic quality is
particularly relevant in communal settings, where the interaction
of voices and sounds can be softened, promoting and reproducing
the tranquility and intimacy of old mud settlements.

The sensorial experience of mud architecture encompasses
a rich interplay of touch, sight, and sound that deepens the
connection between inhabitants and their environment. The
sensory experiences invite interaction, encouraging occupants
to engage with their surroundings in meaningful ways evoking
feelings of nostalgia and connection to the locale (Benghida, 2016).
The interplay of sensory experiences reinforces the notion that mud
is not merely a construction material; it is essential in shaping the
lived experience of communities.
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FIGURE 2
Yemen's old walled city of Shibam, a cluster of mud skycrapers. Source: Khan (2017).

4.3 Mud and community: the collaborative
process of constructing with earth

The concept of habitus elucidates the relationship between
architecture and identity, suggesting that the physical environment
reflects the social practices and cultural values of a community
1990). Mud architecture, with its
construction processes and local material use, embodies the
collective identity of the community. It manifests the social

(Bourdieu, communal

structures, rituals, and shared experiences that reinforce bonds
among community members. The act of building with mud often
involves collective participation, fostering a sense of belonging and
shared identity.

In fact, the Engagement with mud transcends its physical
use; it embodies practices and traditions that have evolved
over generations. The communal activities surrounding mud
construction—such as gathering materials, crafting, and building—
foster collaboration and social bonds within communities
(Ibrahim, 2021). These practices are not only integral to the
construction process but also serve as opportunities for cultural
transmission and skill development. The engagement with
local materials like mud emphasizes the importance of local
knowledge and craftsmanship, reinforcing a sense of ownership
and pride among community members (Abdulaziz Al-Jadeed,
2019). As communities actively participate in the preservation
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and innovation of mud-based architecture, they strengthen their
connection to the land and landscape, ensuring that heritage values
endure through contemporary practices.

Mud, as a building material, is often described as a “living”
substance due to its dynamic properties and the ongoing
relationship it establishes with its environment and inhabitants.
Unlike static materials such as concrete or steel, mud structures
require community involvement before the construction starts and
is continues afterwards, requiring regular maintenance and care
and reflecting their organic nature. This necessity for upkeep is
not merely a chore but an integral part of the life cycle of mud
architecture, allowing it to evolve and adapt over time.

Mud brick structures in Yemen, particularly in the old city
of Sanaa, exemplify the intricate craftsmanship and communal
practices associated with this building material (Abdul Hamid
et al., 2023). These areas reflect the historical significance of
mud construction techniques while also demonstrating community
engagement and understanding of local materials, which have
shaped their identity and supported continuity and sustainability.
This relationship between mud architecture and its inhabitants
is further illustrated by the tall mud-brick towers of Shibam
(Figure 2), which require continuous maintenance. Local craftsmen
employ traditional techniques to preserve these structures,
reinforcing cultural identity and community ties, as noted by Fathy
(1986). Such maintenance practices are woven into the social fabric,
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FIGURE 3
Aerial view of the Wadi Hanifa wetlands that provided resources for local construction and restoration projects. Source: Samhouri and AKAA (2009).

FIGURE 4
Satellite image showing, in red, the location of Bader's Heritage Preservation Project. Source: ARCGIS Earth (2022).
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FIGURE 5
Existing condition. Source: photo David Aouad, 2023.

highlighting the dynamic connection between the community and
its architectural heritage.

Similarly, the Djenne Mosque in Mali undergoes annual
re-plastering, a communal tradition that highlights the mosque’s
resilience and the importance of collective care in sustaining
cultural heritage (IChalid, 2023). Such practices transform
maintenance into a cultural event, strengthening social bonds
and emphasizing the mosque’s role as a living monument. This
reflects the views of Khalid (2023), who argue that the maintenance
of earthen structures is essential for preserving their cultural
significance and fostering community engagement.

In contemporary contexts, projects like the Desert Nights
Camp in Oman invite guests to participate in upkeep activities,
such as re-plastering walls, fostering a sense of stewardship
and connection to the environment. This collaborative approach
emphasizes that the building is a dynamic structure that evolves
with its users (Ebeh et al., 2024). The earth architecture project in
France integrates community engagement through workshops that
teach residents to maintain their mud homes, thus enhancing social
ties and creating a living network of support around the structures
(Perez-Gomez, 2006). This notion is further supported by the work
of Ebeh et al. (2024), which discusses how participatory methods in
construction can lead to greater ownership and sustainability.

Frontiersin Sustainable Cities

In summary, mud emerges as a vital local material that
encapsulates cultural, historical, and social dimensions, offering
insights into community identity and sustainable practices. Its
semiotic, sensorial, and engagement qualities illuminate how mud
not only serves as a construction resource but also as a medium
for cultural expression and continuity. The exploration of mud as a
dynamic living material allows us to learn lessons from the past and
encourages the continuation of traditional practices in a sustainable
manner, thanks to its local availability. This literature review sets
the stage for a deeper discussion of the Bayt Isa restoration project,
which exemplifies the practical application of these concepts in a
contemporary context, as detailed in the following sections.

5 Emerging private sector initiatives in
heritage preservation

In recent years, there has been a significant rise in private-
sector involvement in heritage preservation projects across Saudi
Arabia. While government initiatives have historically led the way,
many private entities are now actively engaging in restoring cultural
heritage, particularly focusing on traditional mud architecture.
Projects like the Al-Balad Restoration Project in Jeddah and
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FIGURE 6
Wall restoration using local recycled stones and palm fronds from Wadi Hanifa. Source: photos David Aouad, 2023.

FIGURE 7
Informal talks with Bader (the owner and initiator of the project). Source: photos David Aouad, 2023.
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FIGURE 8
Artisans at work. Source: photo David Aouad, 2023

FIGURE 9
Rooftop courtyard and seating that evoke the traditional Saudi way of life. Source: photos David Aouad, 2023.
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FIGURE 10
Key Saudi events in Bayt Isa. Source: photo David Aouad, 2025

collaborations in the Al-Ula Heritage Project exemplify efforts
to revitalize historic areas, emphasizing sustainable practices and
local craftsmanship.

In addition to these broader initiatives, a growing number
of individual property owners are taking the lead in self-
financing restoration efforts for their inherited properties. These
owners are deeply invested in transforming their family heritage
sites into spaces that narrate stories about their ancestors and
the local community. For example, in Jeddah, many families
are restoring their traditional mud houses, ensuring that the
architectural integrity is preserved while also highlighting the
cultural significance of their family histories. This grassroots
approach not only maintains the physical fabric of these buildings
but also reinforces the emotional and cultural connections between
the community and its heritage.

6 Case study: Bayt Isa in Irgah, KSA

The Bayt Isa project represents an important case study in
heritage preservation within the town of Irqah, situated northwest
of Riyadh, Saudi Arabia. This initiative exemplifies the intersection
of cultural conservation, community engagement, and sustainable
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architectural practices. Historically, Irqah, located near Wadi
Hanifa, featured traditional mud houses that have succumbed to the
ravages of time. Wadi Hanifa, an important geographical feature,
has traditionally supplied construction materials. Its palm groves
provided fronds used for roofing, highlighting their role in the area’s
architectural heritage (Figures 3, 4).

The analytical framework for evaluating the Bayt Isa heritage
renovation project is grounded in the principles of heritage
conservation and participatory development, focusing on three
primary metrics: cultural preservation, community engagement,
and sustainability. These metrics assess the project’s success
in revitalizing traditional architecture, fostering community
involvement, and promoting environmentally responsible
practices. A key criterion within this framework is the flow of locals
visiting and engaging with the site, serving as an indicator of its
cultural relevance, social impact, and ability to attract and entertain
the community.

Cultural preservation is evaluated based on how effectively
the project maintains and restores traditional Najdi architecture
and construction techniques, such as the use of mud, stone, and
palm fronds (Figures 5, 6). The framework examines whether the
restoration respects the historical and cultural integrity of the area,
ensuring that the heritage value of the site is preserved for future
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generations. Community engagement assesses the level of local
involvement in the project, from decision-making processes to
active participation in restoration activities, considering whether
the project has fostered a sense of ownership and pride among
community members and strengthened social cohesion by reviving
traditional gathering spaces like courtyards. Sustainability analyzes
the use of locally sourced and recycled materials, such as stones
from Wadi Hanifa and palm fronds for roofing, while also
evaluating the long-term environmental impact of the restoration
and alignment with sustainable development principles.

The data collection process for the Bayt Isa heritage renovation
project primarily involved extensive site visits throughout
the construction phase, allowing for direct observation of
the restoration process. Informal interviews with Bader (the
owner and initiator of the project), community members, and
artisans provided rich, context-specific insights (Figure 7). These
conversations highlighted Bader’s deep personal commitment to
preserving his family’s heritage and his vision for transforming the
area into a cultural and touristic hub. Additionally, discussions with
local artisans (Figure 8) emphasized their pride in contributing
to the project and their appreciation for the revival of traditional
practices. However, it is important to note that no formal surveys
were conducted to gauge broader community satisfaction, which
limits the ability to quantify the project’s social impact.

To contextualize the Bayt Isa project within the broader
landscape of heritage restoration in Saudi Arabia, a comparative
analysis was conducted with other notable projects, such as the
Diriyah restoration project. The Diriyah project, led by national
institutions, focuses on large-scale urban heritage revival. In
parallel, Bayt Isa offers a grassroots, community-led model that
highlights how private initiatives can complement broader national
strategies in heritage conservation. The adopted participatory
model in the Bayt Isa restoration project not only preserved the
authenticity of the area but also fostered a sense of ownership and
pride among community members, which is often absent in more
rigid, top-down projects. Bayt Isa demonstrates the potential of
community-based approaches within a diverse heritage ecosystem.

Quantitatively, the Bayt Isa project successfully restored
approximately 18 houses, transforming them into vibrant
spaces reflecting traditional Najdi architectural style (Figure 8).
Remarkably, almost all materials were recycled, including stones
from Wadi Hanifa and palm fronds for roofing, aligning the project
with sustainable practices and minimizing waste. The project’s
influence on local tourism is evident through events hosted on
official holidays and weekends, attracting visitors from across the
region. These events, which include cultural performances, art
exhibitions, and educational activities, have created a dynamic
cultural hub that celebrates the area’s heritage.

Qualitatively, the project has revitalized the community’s
connection to its cultural roots. By restoring traditional courtyards
and gathering spaces (Figures 9, 10), Bayt Isa has rekindled a sense
of communal identity and pride. The involvement of local artisans
and the use of traditional construction techniques ensured that
the restoration process became a means of cultural transmission,
passing down skills and knowledge to younger generations. The
restoration process grew through a spirit of collaboration between
Bader and the local community. His deep commitment to cultural
preservation resonated with residents, inspiring shared ownership
of the project and strengthening bonds around a common vision for
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reviving their heritage. This collective engagement became central
to the project’s success.

The Bayt Isa project also contributes significantly to broader
cultural preservation efforts in Saudi Arabia, particularly within
the context of the Kingdom’s Vision 2030, which emphasizes
cultural heritage as a pillar of national identity and economic
diversification. By restoring traditional Najdi architecture and
reviving local building techniques, Bayt Isa serves as a model
for preserving Saudi Arabia’s rich cultural heritage amid rapid
modernization. The project demonstrates how grassroots initiatives
can complement government-led efforts, fostering community
ownership and engagement, unlike the top-down approach seen in
projects like Diriyah.

Key lessons from Bayt Isa include the importance of
community engagement, flexibility in addressing challenges, and
sustainability through local resources. Such principles can be
replicated or adapted in other contexts by encouraging community-
driven models, integrating modern and traditional practices,
incorporating cultural programming, and forming partnerships
with local stakeholders. By embracing these principles, other
heritage restoration projects can replicate Bayt Isas success,
contributing to the preservation of cultural heritage while fostering
community development and sustainable tourism.

7 Concluding remarks

In conclusion, mud is more than just a local building
material; it is a living material that encapsulates a dynamic
process of cultural engagement, community participation, and
sustainable development. The restoration project of Bayt Isa in
Irqah exemplifies how mud architecture can act as a catalyst
for heritage preservation while simultaneously fostering economic
growth and social cohesion. By actively involving communities
in construction and preservation, it is possible to transcend
the material properties of mud, nurture a sense of ownership,
and facilitate a reconnection with cultural narratives—ultimately
preserving the collective identity.

As the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia advances toward achieving
its Vision 2030 objectives, embracing mud as a process rather
than merely a material opens the door to innovative approaches
in urban planning and heritage conservation. This perspective
is deeply rooted in local culture, respecting traditional heritage
while encouraging a diversity of architectural expressions that
avoid imposing a uniform style or material. Building on this,
we advocate for the integration of private heritage preservation
initiatives as vital, context-specific endeavors that serve as carriers
of local cultures. However, these initiatives must operate under the
guidance of dedicated commissions tasked with regulating their
implementation and ensuring compliance with applicable laws.

More broadly, we advocate for a paradigm shift in heritage
preservation positioning mud not only as a structural element but
as a dynamic medium that encapsulates the essence of community
life. We believe that this is a transformative approach. This
transformative approach to heritage preservation recognizes the
intrinsic value of both tangible and intangible heritage, ensuring
that the essence of community life is honored alongside physical
structures. By re-examining mud not just as a material, but as
a dynamic medium, we open avenues for sustainable practices
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that transcend outdated techniques. This perspective encourages
innovation and resilience, allowing communities to reinvest in
their cultural landscapes while preserving their rich histories for
future generations.
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