
1 INTRODUCTION 

In the past six decades or so, Saudi Arabia have un-
dergone immense changes in the economic, social 
and the physical environment as a result of the dra-
matic increase in national income that has come with 
the development of the oil industry. The extensive 
adoption of modern technologies, urbanization, rapid 
development and modernization has resulted in ma-
jor social and economic transformation in the Saudi 
society. In less than half a century, the Kingdom has 
been transformed from nomadic and rural societies 
into modem urban ones. These transformations has 
had a great impact on inhabitants' life style and their 
needs from the built environment.  As a result of 
these dramatic changes, most of the people had fast 
quitted their local traditions or lost functional rela-
tionships with it. Some research showed major con-
cerns about the swift and radical disappearing of lo-
cal traditions in the Kingdom (AI-Naim 2011, Al-
Ibrabim 1995). 

Vernacular traditions are vulnerable in the face of 
the strong waves of modernization and globalization.  
In response, research on vernacular architecture has 
focused on studying, documenting, and preserving 
historical and traditional buildings before they lost. 
Such research tend to deal with vernacular architec-
ture as static and place-specific entities from the 
past.  This paper aims to go beyond this static con-
cept of the vernacular by examining the role of ver-
nacular traditions in contemporary architecture of 
Saudi Arabia and their positive contribution in 
providing more sustainable buildings for the future. 

The paper attempts to review traditional design and 
construction methods in the different regions of 
Saudi Arabia and the recent formal and informal ef-
forts to revive and reinvent those traditions in re-
sponse to the social and physical context of the re-
gion. 

The rest of the paper is organized into the follow-
ing main sections. Part two examines vernacular ar-
chitecture in the three regions of Saudi Arabia and 
how they responded to the social and physical con-
text of the region; part three examines and analyzes 
the various vernacular traditions that have been 
abandoned in modern architecture of Saudi Arabia. 
Part four examines the recent formal and informal 
efforts to revive and reinvent Saudi vernacular archi-
tectural traditions.  

2 VERNACULAR ARCHITECTURE IN SAUDI 
ARABIA 

Saudi Arabia is a large country thus has well estab-
lished vernacular traditions in different regions. 
Most researchers (King 1998, Ishteeaque & Al-Said 
2008) divide Saudi Arabia into four regions that dif-
fer in their architecture style, construction tech-
niques, and materials. These regions are: 

1) The Western (Hijaz) region, a hot humid 
coastal plain along the Red Sea. 

2) The Central and northern (Najd) region, 
mainly a vast hot dry plateau in the center of 
the country. 
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According to King (1998) and Ishteeaque & Al-
Said (2008), a typical house in the Eastern region re-
sponded to climate harshness by maintaining the fol-
lowing characteristics: 

 One to three stories height, with houses 
massed together to create narrow passages. 

 Thick walls for greater heat resistant. 
 Layered roofing system of wooden beams, 

and palm trunks covered with palm leafs. 
 Installation of wind catchers (Badgeers) to 

create natural ventilation. 

2.3 Architecture of the Central Region (Najd) 

Typical houses of the Central region (Najd) are in-
troverted type where the house is built around one or 
more courtyards that are normally a pure geomet-
rical form of either a square or a rectangle. The 
courtyard serves two functions: microclimate mod-
erator and maintain the family life privacy life. As a 
microclimate regulator, the courtyard produce three 
air movement cycles in the house creating a desira-
ble comfort level to the residents. This is because the 
fluctuation of temperature between day and night 
varies from 10c to 20c (Fig. 2c).  

The traditional construction material in the Najd 
region was earth in the form of sun-dried mud 
bricks.  The mud also used as a plastering material 
for internal and external walls which, in essence, 
proved suitable for the sandy weather since building 
colors remain unaffected by the weather (Facey 
1997). Walls are load-bearing walls with limited 
small openings. External walls were thick (about 80-
100cm at the base) which acted as highly effective 
insulation from excessive heat in summer. The  
prominent features of Najd vernacular architecture 
can be summarized as follows: 

 Houses are generally arranged around court-
yards that act as lungs of the houses to regu-
late the micro-climate. 

 Houses have a compacted design where 
houses were built with shared sidewalls 
(sometimes from three sides) so they shade 
one another reducing the solar heat gain and 
glare. 

 Small opening were arranged on the exterior 
walls to allow air circulation to the court 
while maintaining the privacy. 

 Triangular-shape decoration and Sharfat on 
top of wall parapet are two prominent fea-
ture. 

3 DISPLACED TRADITIONS:  ABANDONING 
LOCAL/VERNACULAR TRADITIONS 

During the past six decades or so, Saudi Arabia has 
given high priority to modernization, industrializa-
tion and urbanization.  The rapid development and 

modernization in the Kingdom has resulted in major 
transformations in the economic, social, and physi-
cal environments.  These dramatic changes have re-
sulted in eroding and abandoning vernacular tradi-
tions, and particularly traditions related to vernacular 
architecture.  Below is an outline and analysis of 
some aspects of the vernacular traditions that have 
been abandoned: 

3.1 Building and Zoning Regulations  

One of the main reasons that led to disappearing of 
the vernacular traditions in Saudi Arabia is the adop-
tion of new Western building and planning regula-
tions without taking into account the particularities 
of the region. Since early 1950s, Western building 
regulations and zoning ordinances have been applied 
to the Saudi built environment without any consider-
ation for the region's long traditions particularly the 
building regulations history that extended to hun-
dreds of years. 

One of the earliest projects that has adopted the 
imported Western building regulations is al-Malaz 
project, a 500-acre satellite suburb near Riyadh 
completed late 1950s. Al-Malaz project has intro-
duced for the first time the gridiron and hierarchic 
pattern of streets, the square land lots, the setbacks 
on all sides of the lot, and ignored the local built en-
vironment traditions. 

Since 1968, when Doxiadis started planning Ri-
yadh, the Saudi government initiated tens of plans 
for most of the Saudi cities, based on Western Mod-
ern physical planning principles with little or no at-
tention to the long planning and regulations of the 
Arab Islamic cities or to inhabitants' social and cul-
tural attributes. Since then, foreign urban planning 
concepts have been applied heavily and replaced all 
local planning regulations. These regulations, as we 
will show in coming sections, has changed the con-
temporary Saudi cities and led to the disappearance 
of Saudi vernacular traditions on a vast scale.  

3.2 Building Materials and Construction Methods 

The movement of people from rural areas to cities 
has resulted in an unprecedented population growth 
in Saudi cities and urban centers. The level of urban-
ization in Saudi Arabia has increased from 10% to 
75% between the years 1950 and 1992 (Mubarak 
1999). To accommodate the rise in demand for new 
buildings, the government and large companies such 
as the national oil company ARAMCO (the Arabian 
American Oil Company) had abandoned traditional 
building materials and turned to imported building 
materials and modern techniques. Contemporary 
manufactured building materials, imported design 
styles and building techniques have become the new 
paradigm; symbolizing modernity, prosperity, and 
social status. Furthermore, government moderniza-



tion programs and media encouraged the adoption of 
the new imported building types, and the techniques 
and building materials associated with them (Fadan 
1983). 

Till mid-twentieth century, the Saudis used to 
build their buildings using natural construction ma-
terials (such as mud, stone, and wood) mainly ob-
tained from the local environment and used accord-
ing to traditional methods. The vernacular traditions 
of construction, as detailed in Section 2 above, re-
mained the prevailing approaches used in residential 
buildings until late 1960s (Mubarak 1999). For ex-
ample, by 1968, residential buildings built with mud 
comprised 46% of the Riyadh city compared to 34% 
built with cement block and concrete. In 1992, the 
percentage of residential buildings containing mud 
has dropped down to 1% (Mubarak 1999). 

3.3 The Saudi house 

The traditional Saudi house in many regions, an in-
troverted complex build mainly of mud and/or stone, 
has remained the main type of residence in use until 
1950. The detached villa and apartment buildings as 
new foreign types of residence were first introduced 
in 1951 by ARAMCO in its Home Ownership Plan 
in cities of al-Dammam and al-Khobar, and in al-
Malaz suburb of Riyadh built by the government 
during the 1950s. The villa has been adopted by the 
majority of the Saudi population and became the 
popular residential type for the upper middle-class in 
the 1960s (Al-Naim 2011, Al-Gabbani 1984). 

The adoption of new imported residential types 
(villa and apartment buildings), building techniques, 
and construction materials had changed the percep-
tion of the Saudis of the house and its requirements, 
and as a result, the traditional Saudi house was no 
more the preferred house solution (Boon 1982, Al-
Naim 2011). 

The current Saudi villa is a kind of hybrid; it is the 
imported Western villa appropriated to fit the Saudi 
family needs. For example, separate male and fe-
male reception rooms were built in the front part of 
the villa to accommodate traditional hospitality and 
gender segregation. A family living area is intro-
duced within the house for informal family activities 
instead of the traditional courtyard.  

3.4 Courtyards and Mashrabbiyah 

In modern Saudi architecture, it is hard to find sur-
viving examples of traditional vernacular elements 
such as internal courtyards, Mashrabbiyah, wind 
towers, small openings, and shaded passageways. In 
addition to other functions, these traditional architec-
tural elements has major role as passive cooling el-
ements. These traditional passive cooling elements 
have been substituted by modern air cooling tech-

nologies that enable an effective protection against 
the Country’s boiling heat and humidity. 

The harsh weather of the country (for five months 
of the year, the temperature can range from 39– 45 
centigrade with close to 95% humidity in coastal ar-
eas) make it a must to use cooling methods – either 
passive or active. While traditional vernacular archi-
tecture has used successfully well-established pas-
sive cooling techniques to modify the country hostile 
climates, modern architecture in Jeddah, Riyadh and 
other Saudi cities has ignored these passive cooling 
techniques, and turned toward unsustainable solu-
tions of modern mechanical cooling systems. 

The courtyard, an important feature of domestic 
architecture in Saudi Arabia has almost disappeared 
in modern times because of adopting inappropriate 
building regulations that allowed the building of 
high rise buildings near courtyard houses which vio-
lates the neighbor rights of private life in the court-
yard of his house.  In modern houses, courtyard has 
been replaced by an outside space or garden in 
which privacy is lacking because of the small set-
backs that cannot prevent neighbors of seeing over 
this space (Al-Ibrahim 1990) 

3.5 Loss of Identity  

Abandoning vernacular traditions in the Kingdom 
was so swift and on a vast scale during the 1950 and 
1960s. Many architects and researchers have pointed 
out the dramatic loss of identity in the Saudi built 
environment (AI-Naim 2011).   Ben Saleh (1980) 
pointed out that "Recent buildings have lost their 
traditional identities and have become hybrids of ex-
otic character in their architectural form, main con-
cepts, arrangement of spaces, organization of ele-
ments, and building techniques employed." 

Abu-Ghazzeh (1997) has pointed out that modern 
architecture in Saudi Arabia is seem to be “culturally 
destructive”. He criticized the desire of Saudi archi-
tects to reflect images of economic and technologi-
cal development through the adoption of Western 
images and designs.  Other researchers indicated that 
fascination by Western life-style have drawn Saudi 
attention away from developing a clear and concise 
understanding of the evolution of a traditional living 
environment (Fadan 1983). 

4 RECENT FORMAL AND INFORMAL 
EFFORTS TO REVIVE AND REINVENT 
VERNACULAR TRADITIONS 

As pointed out in previous sections, urban develop-
ments in Saudi Arabia during the 1950s till late 
1970s has been characterized by abandoning local 
traditions and adopting imported Western ideas. In 
1980s things have changed. In an attempt to search 
for an identity for the Saudi urban environment, sev-
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4.3 The Use of Courtyards  

The central court has been reintroduced in many 
contemporary governmental, commercial and resi-
dential buildings (Fig. 3e). However, since these 
buildings are entirely air-conditioned, in most cases 
the courtyard has been enclosed and separated by 
glass walls with doors to access. In other cases, the 
courtyard is covered by a roofing structure or sky-
light and thus becoming an internal space within the 
building.  In both cases the courtyard has lost its so-
cial and passive cooling purposes.  In addition, the 
courtyard is used in commercial, public and gov-
ernmental buildings but rarely in residential build-
ings, which was the context in which the courtyard 
concept developed in Saudi Arabia (Al-Ibrabim 
1995). 

4.4 Critic for Applied Approaches  

Many researchers have criticizes the above listed 
approaches for reviving or re-inventing the Saudi 
traditions for their tendency towards superficiality 
and sheer visual attractiveness (AI-Naim 2011). 
They have been criticized as icongraphic approaches 
that aim toward "packaging tradition" and applying 
it to the surfaces of buildings that were in essence 
modern and unrelated to local traditions.  The critics 
claims that the interest in issues of iconography and 
appearance had diverted attention away from the 
important issues in architecture and the built envi-
ronment toward trivial matters of surface. In Saudi 
Arabia, those approaches has resulted in many cases 
in kitsch “bad taste” architecture. 

Another critic for those approaches is that in many 
cases the traditional elements incorporated were 
used in the wrong context. For example, the use of 
Mashrabbiyah in office and public buildings and in 
hot arid regions has been criticized by many re-
searchers as the Mashrabbiyah was originally used 
to provide privacy to females in residential build-
ings, while keeping the windows open for breeze in 
hot humid regions. Wind towers also used in many 
buildings without any functional purpose. Further-
more, in many cases, traditional elements from one 
region are used in another region, while in other cas-
es a mixture of vernacular elements from different 
regions are used in one building. Thus those ap-
proaches have isolated form from production and 
meaning; that is they are unable to reconcile form 
with content. The main purpose of such approaches 
remains to create local character regardless of the fit 
of the treatment to the context or whether this treat-
ment is functional or not. 

One way to overcome such problems within those 
approaches is to relate and associate them with deep 
understanding of the relationship between space and 
people, rather than just being led by nostalgia for the 
past. That is more efforts should be given to under-

stand how spaces are utilized, justified, and re-
justified by contemporary residents and users. Ismail 
Serageldin (1989: 58) suggested that "the issue is not 
whether the structure conforms exactly to the criteria 
of the past; it clearly cannot do so and remain rele-
vant to today's concerns. Instead, the issue is wheth-
er the designer has learnt the lessons of the past, in-
ternalized them, and used them as an input, although 
partial, in defining the solution to a contemporary 
problem for contemporary clients". 
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