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AL AIN 

Al Ain is located on a narrow fertile alluvial plain bordered on the west by the sands of the Empty 
Quarter and on the east by the Hajar Mountains. The southern limit of this cultural landscape is 
marked by the distinctive mass of the Jebel Hafit formation. This mountain rises 1,000 metres 
above the surrounding plain and formed an important landmark on ancient land routes that 
connected Al Ain with the rest of the Arabian Peninsula, the Gulf and the Indian Ocean. The 
geology of the mountains has been key to past settlement on the plain, which benefits from 
run-off during rainstorms but also from deeper water resources stored within the mountains.

Al Ain was the home of the late Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, the Founding Father of the 
United Arab Emirates. Its unique landscape and culture had a significant impact on shaping his 
character. Al Ain can be translated from the Arabic as ‘the spring’, a description that refers to 
the six oases in the city: Al Ain, Mutaredh, Muwaiji, Jimi, Qattara and Hili. These oases have been 
a vital source of water, food and shelter for people for centuries and are the main reason Al Ain 
is one of the oldest permanently inhabited settlements in the region. Archaeological research 
has shown that the falaj (pl. aflaj) irrigation system — underground channels that bring water 
from the mountains — has allowed agriculture to thrive in the region for thousands of years. 
Date palm trees were a significant crop which successive generations relied upon. More 
than 100 varieties of date palm exist today, still providing a source of food, building materials  
and income.

5



THE CULTURAL SITES OF AL AIN: 
A UNESCO WORLD HERITAGE SITE  

The Cultural Sites of Al Ain consist of four major assemblages: (Hili, Hafit, Bidaa Bint Saud and 
the Oases Areas), with 17 components. It is  a UNESCO World Heritage serial property, inscribed 
in 2011 because of its outstanding universal value, provide an exceptional testimony to the 
development of prehistoric cultures in the region and the management of water in a landscape 
characterised by oases, desert and mountains. The Cultural Sites of Al Ain preserve important 
examples of settlements and burial traditions from the Bronze and Iron Ages, including remains 
of circular stone tombs, large mudbrick towers, settlements and underground aflaj irrigation 
systems. The six oases — Al Ain, Mutaredh, Muwaiji, Jimi, Qattara and Hili — preserve numerous 
examples of historic mudbrick structures built for defensive, domestic and religious purposes.

The oasis landscape of Al Ain testifies to the capacity of the people who lived there, from 
the prehistoric period onwards, to develop a sustainable and positive relationship with the 
environment. They knew how to access water in a sustainable way and how to use it to create 
a green and fertile environment. This expertise in water management enabled the early 
development of oasis agriculture at least 5,000 years ago, using practices that have continued 
down to the present day. The Cultural Sites of Al Ain tell the story of a distinctive and ingenious 
culture characterised by its ability to overcome the challenges of a natural environment with 
scarce resources.
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ASSEMBLAGE 1: 
HAFIT 

The term ‘Hafit’ represents an early period in the history of the region dated to between 3200 
and 2700 BCE. The funerary architecture of the period is represented by the Hafit Tombs — 
round, single-chamber tomb structures, often containing multiple burials. The Hafit period is 
named after the first known tombs of this type that were excavated at Jebel Hafit. Hafit-type 
burial cairns first appeared in the late fourth millennium BCE and represent the first above-
ground collective burials in the region. The Hafit Tombs are towers built of unfaced or roughly 
shaped stone which could have measured up to eight metres high and have a diameter of five 
to seven metres. They typically contain a maximum of three to four individuals but can contain 
a significantly larger number of burials. They consist of a central single chamber surrounded by 
two, or occasionally three, concentric ringwalls and an entrance way. These burial monuments 
contain a limited repertoire of grave goods consisting of imported ceramic vessels, copper 
objects, beads and occasional shell and flint artefacts. About 50 Mesopotamian (present day 
Iraq) ceramic vessels have been recovered from Hafit Tombs, the majority recovered from 
tombs on Jebel Hafit and Garn Bint Saud. During the Hafit period, south-east Arabia appears 
to have been home to a relatively mobile local population with an economy focused on herding 
sheep, goats and cattle, although more permanent agricultural settlements were established 
in Hili in this period.
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1.1
SITE 1: Jebel Hafit Desert Park
The area of Jebel Hafit Desert Park is a core element of the Cultural Sites of Al Ain UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. Its sites offer exceptional testimony to the development of successive prehistoric 
cultures in a desert region, from the Neolithic to the Iron Age. Rising over 1,000 metres above 
the surrounding plain, Jebel Hafit was an important landmark in the past, and a focus for land 
routes that connected Al Ain with the rest of the Arabian Peninsula, the Gulf and the Indian 
Ocean. The geology of the mountains has been key to past settlement on the plain; it provides 
raw materials and run-off during rainstorms recharges deeper aquifers. The mountain was a 
focus of prehistoric activity in the area; it gives its name to the Hafit culture (3200–2700 BCE), 
as a distinctive form of tomb was first excavated here by Danish archaeologists in 1959. While 
there is very little archaeological evidence from the park relating to the centuries preceding 
and after  the introduction of Islam to the region, the traveller Al Muqadassi does refer to a 
place called ‘Hafit’ in this area in the second half of the 10th century CE. An extensive natural 
cave system exists below the mountain.

Mezyad Fort
Mezyad Fort lies at the southern end of Jebel Hafit, guarding the approaches from Oman. It is the 
best preserved of a series of forts built at the end of the 19th century to protect the approaches 
to Al Ain. Subsequently, it served as a police border post between the United Arab Emirates 
and Oman. The fort has undergone several phases of alterations and restoration, including the 
addition of towers at the corners.

Legend
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          Archaeological site

          Al Ain WHS buffer zone

          Al Ain WHS core zone
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Investigations of the Hafit Tombs by Danish archaeologists, at the invitation of the late Sheikh 
Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan, began in 1959 and resulted in the discovery of an entirely new 
Bronze Age culture. This was named the Hafit culture (3200–2700 BCE), after the mountain 
on which a new form of distinctive above-ground tomb was first excavated. In the Hafit period, 
nomadic people travelled across the landscape with herds of sheep, cattle and goats. Trade with 
southern Mesopotamia occurred at this time and imported ceramics are found in these tombs, 
along with copper objects and stone beads. Jebel Hafit was a focus for burial activity because 
of its prominent position in the landscape. It was also an important source of hard rocks that 
could be made into tools or used in construction. The desire to construct a tomb that was highly 
visible may also be related to a new sense of territoriality and ownership over the landscape. 
Surviving evidence of Hafit (3200–2700 BCE) and Umm an-Nar (2700–2000 BCE) settlements 
is centred around Hili, where several large tombs and mudbrick towers are preserved. 

1.2 | 1.3 | 1.4
SITE 2: Jebel Hafit Tombs
SITE 3: Al Ain Wildlife Park Tombs
SITE 4: West Ridge Hafit Tombs  
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1.5
SITE 5: Al Naqfa Ridge  
Al Naqfa Ridge features the ruins of Al Naqfa Fort, located on a rocky outcrop overlooking and 
commanding the approach to Al Ain Oasis. A mixture of pottery scattered on the surface and 
dating from the Iron Age (1300–300 BCE) through to the Late Islamic Period (1650–1950 CE) 
testifies to the enduring significance of the site. The location of the modern-day cemetery and 
communal prayer ground near Al Naqfa shows the continued significance of this location in 
the cultural life of Al Ain.
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ASSEMBLAGE 2: 
HILI 

Excavations of archaeological sites at Hili began in the 1960s with Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan  
Al Nahyan’s invitation to the Danish archaeological team. The first sites to be excavated were 
Hili 1, a large circular mudbrick tower and the Grand Tomb (Tomb 1059), which is the largest 
tomb in Hili Archaeological Park and is decorated with a number of human figures and animals, 
including lions and oryx, all carved in relief. Since these early investigations, numerous tombs, 
settlements and falaj systems have been excavated throughout the Hili area. The settlements 
and tombs of Hili illustrate the emergence of the Hafit (3200–2700 BCE) and Umm an-Nar 
(2700–2000 BCE) cultures during the Bronze Age. Monuments from this period include large 
circular communal tombs and towers. During the Iron Age (1300–300 BCE), settlements again 
flourished, in part due to the invention of the falaj irrigation system that utilised underground 
tunnels to channel groundwater across long distances. An extensive Iron Age landscape  
is preserved at Hili with villages, large fortified sites, falaj irrigation and extensive  
agricultural areas.
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2.1
SITE 6: Hili Archaeological Park

2.2
SITE 7: Hili 2

Hili Archaeological Park was developed to highlight the ancient monuments of Al Ain and to 
make them more accessible to the public. Most of the monuments within the park date to the 
Umm an-Nar period (2700–2000 BCE), named after the island near Abu Dhabi on which remains 
of this culture were first discovered. The most prominent element of the park is the Hili Grand 
Tomb, dating to around 2000 BCE. Built in a circular form with a diameter up to 12 metres and 
a height of four metres, the now-reconstructed tomb was probably used to bury people from 
surrounding settlements. Its two entrances are decorated with engraved reliefs portraying 
human and animal figures. In the area surrounding the walled section of the park a number of 
important Iron Age structures are preserved, including a large fort.

Located west of Hili Archaeological Park, this Iron Age (1300–300 BCE) village features more 
than 10 well-preserved houses that contained a range of artefacts, including large storage 
jars. The excavated remains at Hili 2 provide insights into everyday life in an Iron Age village. 
A major conservation campaign was completed in 2017–19 by the Department of Culture and 
Tourism - Abu Dhabi (DCT Abu Dhabi) in collaboration with CRAterre-ENSAG (the UNESCO 
Chair on Earthen Architecture, in Grenoble, France), to preserve the remains, mitigate the 
impact of flooding and plan for the presentation and interpretation of the site to the public. 
The campaign was also an opportunity to make new discoveries and to further understanding 
of life during the Iron Age.

Legend
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2.3 | 2.4
SITE 8 & 9: 
Hili North Tombs A and B
Located one kilometre to the north of Hili Archaeological Park are two well preserved Umm 
an-Nar tombs. Hili North Tomb A is a circular tomb, excavated during a series of campaigns 
carried out in 1981 and 1984, as part of a joint Abu Dhabi–French mission. The tomb was divided 
into four sections by three parallel walls and had two levels. The upper level was partially 
disturbed but the lower one was well preserved, with a large number of burials, together with 
in situ ceramics and other finds including soft stone vessels and copper implements. Hili North 
Tomb B is an Umm an-Nar tomb located 200 metres south-east of Hili North Tomb A. The tomb 
measures 10 metres in diameter and has ashlar (cut, squared stone) masonry on the exterior. 
It is similar in design to Hili North Tomb A.

Legend
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2.5
SITE 10: Rumailah
The Iron Age settlement of Rumailah was first excavated in 1968 by Danish archaeologists, at 
the invitation of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. The Danish archaeologists labelled the 
site 1062 and, in their brief excavations, they recovered part of a building dating to around 1000 
BCE. Subsequent excavations by French archaeologists from 1978 to 1982 revealed further 
information on the extent and history of the site. Their careful analysis of the archaeological 
layers and objects within indicated that there were two periods at the site: one from around 
1000–600 BCE and the other from 600–300 BCE. This discovery led to the first division of the 
Iron Age into two periods. During the first period, the use of falaj irrigation led to settlement 
throughout Al Ain. In the subsequent period there seems to be a decline in settlement, for 
reasons that are still not fully understood.

Legend
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Site 11: 
Bidaa Bint Saud



ASSEMBLAGE 3: 
BIDAA BINT SAUD
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3.1
SITE 11: Bidaa Bint Saud
The Bidaa Bint Saud site is dominated by Garn Bint Saud, a stone outcrop rising to about 40 
metres above the surrounding landscape. There are a number of Bronze Age (3000–1300 BCE) 
tombs on the eastern side, as well as Iron Age (1300–300 BCE) tombs on the top of the outcrop. 
These sites have yielded pottery, stone vessels, dagger blades, arrowheads and beads. Bidaa 
Bint Saud emerged as a rural centre and farming community during the Iron Age (1300–300 
BCE). Sites to the north suggest a caravan route linked Bidaa Bint Saud to the Al Ain oases, 
and continued north towards present-day Dubai and the northern emirates. A 3,000-year-old 
falaj was discovered one kilometre west of Garn Bint Saud, which attests to local ingenuity 
in obtaining water from far below the ground. The remains of a public building, Bait al-Falaj 
(House of the Falaj), have provided evidence on the origins and administration of the falaj system. 

Rock Art
Danish archaeologists excavating at Bidaa Bint Saud in the early 1960s noticed a series of 
enigmatic paintings and engravings on the eastern rock face. These were documented and then 
further analysed by Abu Dhabi archaeologists in the 1980s. The engravings represent animals 
such as snakes and cattle, and possibly weapons. There are also several motifs, of which the 
meaning is unclear. Subsequent research in other areas of the United Arab Emirates has 
suggested that the majority of these paintings and engravings date to the Bronze and Iron Ages.

Legend
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ASSEMBLAGE 4: 
OASES AREA

The oases of the city form part of a wider cultural landscape that has been subject to constant 
modification and remodelling since the beginning of the Bronze Age, around 3000 BCE. Ongoing 
archaeological research is showing how the present-day oases of Al Ain were superimposed 
over the earlier ancient landscape from the late 17th century CE onwards. The oasis landscape 
consists of three distinct concentric zones. The inner zone is the palm garden oasis, essentially 
a sunken basin divided into numerous small plots. These contain palm trees with fruit trees 
and vegetables cultivated beneath the palm canopy. The main source of water for each oasis 
was underground channels or aflaj tapping into the groundwater trapped at the base of the 
mountains, often carrying the water over substantial distances. On arriving at the oasis, this 
water was then carefully distributed (using a complex system of traditional water rights) to the 
various plots via a series of surface channels. These core oasis zones are still preserved today 
within the city and form individual components of the World Heritage Site. Around each oasis, 
a second agricultural zone was composed of an extensive network of fields watered by wells 
and seasonal rainfall. This zone also contained the settlements associated with each oasis. The 
outer zone of this complex subsistence landscape included areas of seasonal natural vegetation 
used for the grazing of camels and goats. Cultivating dates and other crops continues in Al Ain 
today as it has for centuries. In fact, the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 
has recognised the oases of Al Ain for their importance as a repository of genetic resources, 
biodiversity and cultural heritage. More than 80 historic buildings remain in and around the 
oases, illustrating the traditional building techniques of Al Ain — thick mud walls with limited 
small openings for light and air, roofed with palm logs and palm mat, and with mud plaster on 
the floors and walls. This historic earthen architecture includes forts, mosques, watchtowers 
and fortified houses built to protect the inhabitants and their flocks and produce.
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Al Ain Museum
Al Ain Museum was the first museum in the United Arab Emirates, and preparations began for it in 
1969 under the guidance of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. The museum charted the history of  
Al Ain from the Neolithic Period (8000–4000 BCE) through to the foundation of the United Arab  
Emirates in 1971, and also housed archaeological and ethnographic artefacts from elsewhere in the 
Arabian Peninsula. While the original museum building was being constructed, a temporary exhibition 
was held at the adjacent Sultan Fort. On 30 November 1971, Al Ain Museum was inaugurated by  
His Highness Sheikh Tahnoun bin Mohammed Al Nahyan, Ruler’s Representative in Al Ain Region.

Sultan Fort
Sultan Fort is a mudbrick structure with towers at three corners and a gate in its southern facade. 
It is located at the eastern edge of Al Ain Oasis. During the early 20th century, it lay at the heart  
of the former village or hara of Al Ain, which took its name of Harat Al Hosn from the fort. The 
fort is one of several historic buildings associated with the increased influence of the Al Nahyan 
family in Al Ain from the mid-19th century onwards. It was built in 1910 by Sheikh Sultan bin Zayed  
bin Khalifa Al Nahyan, Ruler of Abu Dhabi from 1922 to 1926, the son of Sheikh Zayed bin Khalifa  
Al Nahyan, popularly known as Zayed the First, and the father of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. 

The exhibition at Al Ain Oasis introduces visitors to the complex oasis ecosystem and 
demonstrates the importance of the traditional falaj irrigation method in the development 
of the historic landscape of Al Ain. This is the largest of Al Ain’s oases, covering an area of 
around 120 hectares, with individual plots separated by historic boundary walls. Farmers 
also tend to fodder crops and fruit trees such as mango, orange, banana, fig and jujube 
(known locally as sidr). With its traditional falaj irrigation system and meandering pathways, 
lying beneath a thick canopy of date palms and other fruit trees, Al Ain Oasis reflects what 
agriculture in this region has been like for millennia. Nowadays the oasis is integrated into 
the city’s urban fabric, with date palm gardens surrounded by bustling modern city streets. 

Al Ain Palace Museum
Located on the western edge of Al Ain Oasis, Al Ain Palace Museum served as the 
administrative seat of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan during his time as Ruler’s 
Representative in Al Ain Region (1946–66). From 1961, the palace was the home of Her 
Highness Sheikha Fatima bint Mubarak (‘Mother of the Nation’), and His Highness Sheikh 
Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, President of the United Arab Emirates and Ruler of Abu Dhabi. 

The palace developed from a small earthen building in the 1930s to a large complex of 25 
buildings organised around five courtyards. In 1998, the palace was converted into Al Ain 
Palace Museum, which opened to the public in 2001. The interior was refurbished at this time 
with traditional designs, furniture and furnishings to replicate the atmosphere of the era. 
An exhibition gallery and new administrative wing were added. The Al Ain Palace Museum 
represents a rare example of a period of transition in architecture in the United Arab Emirates, 
which is characterised by the hybridisation of traditional and modern architectural genres and 
practices reflecting the socio-cultural and economic transformations which resulted from the 
discovery of oil in Abu Dhabi during the 1950s. The site is therefore a symbol of the legacy of 
Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan and his vision of embracing modernity through his approach 
to governance and his adoption of a plan of active public works in the city.

4.1
SITE12: Al Ain Oasis
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Al Jahili Fort 
Located a little to the west of Al Ain Oasis, the fort complex at Al Jahili contains within one 
site many elements of traditional mudbrick architecture preserved elsewhere in Al Ain. These 
include a round watchtower, a square fort with defensive towers at its corners, two large walled 
enclosures and a mosque outside the walls. Recent work has also uncovered the remains of 
a falaj. Each element of the fort complex provides a physical and visual link to important local 
and regional historical events of the 19th and 20th centuries. Today, its prominent location 
at the centre of the city and its landmark status has established Al Jahili Fort as a symbol of 
the traditional architecture and cultural heritage of Abu Dhabi and the United Arab Emirates.

The oldest parts are the inner fort and the multi-tiered round tower. An inscription over 
its south gate dates the inner square fort to 1898 when it was built by Zayed the First. This 
earlier group of buildings had fallen into disrepair by the time Sheikh Shakhbut bin Sultan Al 

Nahyan, the Ruler of Abu Dhabi from 1928 to 1966, offered the fort to the Trucial Scouts in 
1955. This military use continued until the fort was passed to the Union Defence Force in 1971. 

Restoration of the fort between 1986 and 1989 created a large courtyard that is regularly 
used for public events. The present monumental entrance flanked by large towers was also 
added at this time. These additions were built using the same traditional combination of 
mudbrick walls with palm log roofs. Further conservation and rehabilitation work by DCT 
Abu Dhabi in 2007 preserved the fabric and value of this historic building whilst transforming 
the most recent parts of the building into an active visitor destination with an information 
centre and permanent and temporary exhibition spaces. The conservation and development 
process was informed throughout by archaeological investigations and documentation 
that allowed the preservation and interpretation of the various parts of the building. 



Traditional materials and techniques for earthen buildings were combined with innovative modern 
technology to allow for additional cooling inside the rooms around the arcaded gallery of the west 
wing. The technology used in the building supplements the thermal qualities of the existing earth 
walls to provide a comfortable environment for modern year-round use. This has been achieved by 
the use of a network of chilled water pipes laid beneath the mud plaster over almost every vertical and 
horizontal surface, cooling the building when the summer temperature in Al Ain can reach to 50 °C. 

The 2007 restoration also sought to highlight the green and recyclable qualities of the traditional 
materials used in the buildings of Al Ain, principally earth and various by-products of the palm 
tree. Subsequent conservation work in 2013 entailed the reconstruction of the north gate of 
the 19th century enclosure, based on evidence from archaeology and historic photographs. 

The north wing of the courtyard is devoted to a permanent exhibition of black and white 
photographs by the traveller Wilfred Thesiger, titled ‘Mubarak bin London: Wilfred Thesiger 
and the Freedom of the Desert’. The west wing is used as a temporary exhibition centre, opening 
out onto the courtyard. The south wing contains an information centre for visitors to the fort 
and Al Ain, a bookshop and a Majlis.

Legend
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4.2
SITE 13: Hili Oasis
Hili Oasis
The northernmost oasis of the city, Hili Oasis covers an area of around 70 hectares 
and contains up to 40,000 mature palm trees in 252 farmed plots. The oasis contains 
several historic structures, including two watchtowers, the fortified Bin Hadi Al 
Darmaki House, built in the early 1800s, and is watered by a falaj irrigation system. 

Hili Watchtowers
These two towers date from different periods, but served a common aim: to protect the 
village of Hili and its vital water supply. Both were built from locally produced mud bricks, 
palm trunks and fronds. The square tower, known as the Sheikh Zayed Murabba, was 
built on the orders of Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan in the 1950s. The tower stands 
on an artificial earth mound and has the classic features of a defensive murabba (square 
tower). The ground floor has no windows and contains a wooden staircase leading to the 
battlements, from which guards kept watch over the surrounding area. Approximately 
50 metres away, the 7.4 metre-high round watchtower known as Seebat Khalifa bin 
Nahyan is a reconstruction of an earlier tower probably dating to the early 19th century. 

Hamad bin Hadi Al Darmaki House
The Hamad bin Hadi Al Darmaki House stands in the centre of Hili Oasis and is a good example 
of the fortified tower houses that guarded the oases in the early 1700s/18th century. The house 
has a rectangular enclosure with a large ruined square tower at one corner. Excavations at 
Hamad bin Hadi Al Darmaki House and in other historic tower houses have produced evidence 
of madabis, or date presses (sing. midbasah), which point to the economic significance of the 
cultivation of dates in the oases of Al Ain.
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4.3
SITE 14: Jimi Oasis
Jimi Oasis covers an area of around 80 hectares and comprises 185 plots. Its mosques 
and fortified houses demonstrate the agricultural and economic importance of the 
oasis from the 18th century onwards. There are more than a dozen historic earthen 
buildings, including forts and watchtowers, built to protect the falaj irrigation system. 

At the southern edge of Jimi Oasis is the historic village of Harat al-Khrais. A number of historic 
buildings survive here, including the Friday mosque and a watchtower to guard the shariaa, 
where the water of the falaj came to the surface and was accessed for drinking. The largest 
of these buildings is the fortified house of Ahmad bin Hilal Al Dhaheri, the wali or governor 
(representative) of Al Ain for Sheikh Zayed bin Khalifa and his successors from 1896 to 1937. 

The House and Mosque of Bin Hamoodah Al Dhaheri are located on the eastern edge of Jimi 
Oasis. The house has a large courtyard with a deep well and is thought to date back more 
than 200 years. A mosque, with a prayer hall and small courtyard lies in the eastern part of 
the house. South of Bin Hamoodah, the House of Khalfan and Saif bin Abdullah Al Dhaheri is 
a small mudbrick courtyard house believed to be around 90 years old. This building displays 
many aspects of the traditional layout of earthen houses in and around the oases of Al Ain. 

The house of Bin Jabr Al Suwaidi, along with the house of Abdullah bin Rashid Al Dhaheri and 
the Bin Hazzam Al Dhaheri Mosque comprise a group of mudbrick buildings that lie along the 
south-western edge of Jimi Oasis. The two large ruined houses and the mosque are enclosed 
by perimeter walls and are believed on the evidence of oral testimonies and archaeological 
investigations to be at least 150 years old.

Legend
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4.4
SITE 15: Qattara Oasis
Qattara Oasis covers an area of around 65 hectares. The present form of the oasis dates 
back at least 300 years, but archaeological investigations have revealed extensive remains 
of much earlier activity in this area. To the east of the oasis, at a distance of 500 metres, lies 
the 14 metre-long Qattara Tomb, in which a trove of ancient artefacts was found dating back 
more than 3,000 years. The buildings of the haraat, historic villages that grew up along the 
edge of the oasis, illustrate the religious, domestic and economic aspects of traditional life. 

Al Qattara Souq
Al Qattara Souq dates from the 1930s. The original structure remains largely intact, although 
limited restoration work took place on the building in 1976. The souq comprises a 35 metre-

long corridor with 19 shops on either side of a central covered passageway. It demonstrates the 
traditional building techniques of the oases — large thick mud walls with limited small openings 
for light and air, roofed with palm logs and mats, with mud plaster on the floors and walls. 

Bin Biduwa Al Darmaki House 
To the north of the souq, the partially ruined traditional courtyard house of Mohammed bin 
Biduwa Al Darmaki lies partially concealed within a palm grove. Bin Biduwa is one of the earliest 
structures in Qattara Oasis, with the core of the building dating from the mid-17th century and 
therefore broadly contemporary with the creation of the adjacent oasis in its present form.
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Al Qattara Arts Centre 
Opened in 2011, Al Qattara Arts Centre was developed around the Bin Ati Al Darmaki House, a traditional 
mudbrick house and tower reconstructed during the 1990s and built on a mound overlooking the date 
palm gardens of Qattara Oasis. Al Qattara Arts Centre consists of an exhibition hall in the northern 
courtyard and art workshops to the west of the tower, offering a range of cultural programmes. 

Qattara Archaeological Basement
During the construction of the Al Qattara Arts Centre, excavations revealed a five-metre sequence 
of archaeological layers, or ‘horizons’, dating from the Iron Age (1300–300 BCE) to the Late Islamic 
Period (1650–1950 CE). Iron Age features from the earliest phase of this sequence have been 
preserved and are now presented to the public in a specially redesigned basement display. This 
forms part of the broader interpretation of the site and the oases of Al Ain. Archaeological work at 
Bin Ati Al Darmaki House is part of a detailed programme of investigations, conservation and site 
management being carried out by DCT Abu Dhabi focused on the historic buildings of the oases. 

Al Daramkah Watchtower
Al Daramkah Watchtower stands on a mound at the south-east corner of Qattara Oasis and 
was built to protect the vital water supply. The water for the oasis was supplied by a falaj, or 
underground water channel, which brought water from the Hajar Mountains, several kilometres 
to the east. Entrance to the 6 metre-high tower would originally have been gained by a rope or 
ladder to a door set high in the wall.
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4.5
SITE 16: Mutaredh Oasis
Mutaredh Oasis covers an area of around 25 hectares. It is irrigated by the traditional falaj 
system bringing water many kilometres to this western part of the city. Apart from date palms, 
lemon, mango, ghaf, acacia and tamarisk trees also grow here. Several historic buildings dating 
from the 19th and early 20th centuries can be found in the oasis. These buildings include the 
house of Sheikh Suroor bin Sultan bin Mohammed Al Dhaheri — a large mudbrick courtyard 
house on the south-west edge of the oasis. Much of the building has been lost but the main 
entrance and several rooms have been preserved. Remains of two other mudbrick courtyard 
houses, those of Sheikh Ahmad bin Muhammad bin Suroor Al Dhaheri and Sheikh Maana’ bin 
Mohammad bin Maana’ bin Suroor Al Dhaheri, can be found at the northern edge of the oasis. 

Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa
Around 400 metres to the north-east of the oasis is Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan, 
a fine example of local palace architecture dating to the mid-20th century. The particular 
significance of the building lies in its size and location, as well as the survival of architectural 
forms and decorations from the pre-oil era. Built in 1958, Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa was home 
to Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, the father-in-law of Sheikh Zayed bin 
Sultan Al Nahyan. Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan was an influential historical figure 
associated with important events in the history of Abu Dhabi and the United Arab Emirates. He 
was a central figure in Al Ain society, and his house was at the heart of community gatherings. 
Bait Mohammed bin Khalifa embodies this sense of place and the community’s sense of 
identity. Inside, the ‘Sheikh Mohammed bin Khalifa Al Nahyan: Life and Legacy’ exhibition tells 
the former owner’s story through an interactive experience enriched by popular Arab music. 
From 2017 to 2021, the house underwent extensive conservation, with particular care taken to 
preserve key architectural features of this period. The rehabilitation project by DCT Abu Dhabi 
aimed to conserve the site as an example of mid-20th century cultural heritage at the dawn of 
the modern era, while adapting it to a new use as a community centre and a gathering place 
for cultural activities.
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4.6
SITE 17: Muwaiji Oasis
Muwaiji Oasis is the smallest and most westerly oasis in Al Ain, covering an area 
of around 10 hectares. It was guarded by the nearby fort of Qasr Al Muwaiji, which 
lies some 500 metres to the north, and was fed by Falaj Al Muwaiji running from 
east to west under the modern city from its source in the foothills of the mountains. 

Qasr Al Muwaiji 
Qasr Al Muwaiji was built in the early 20th century by Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed bin Khalifa Al 
Nahyan. It consists of a square enclosure (65 x 65 metres) with projecting square towers at 
the north-west and south-east corners and an entrance in the southern enclosure wall facing 
Muwaiji Oasis. The fort stands at the entrance to Al Ain and was among the first landmarks to 
greet travellers to the city arriving from Abu Dhabi. In 1946, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan 
became Ruler’s Representative in Al Ain Region and moved to Qasr Al Muwaiji, establishing it as 
his diwan (council or seat of governance), a place where the community could congregate and 
his family home. His eldest son, the late Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan, second President 
of the United Arab Emirates, was born at the palace two years later. He spent much of his youth 
there, learning from his father. The Qasr Al Muwaiji exhibition is housed in a contemporary glass 
structure within the fort courtyard and tells the story of Qasr Al Muwaiji and the life of Sheikh 
Khalifa bin Zayed Al Nahyan. The exhibition celebrates his rule and achievements, outlining 
the chronology of Abu Dhabi’s ruling family with connections to Qasr Al Muwaiji. Visitors can 
explore the history of Qasr Al Muwaiji and learn about archaeological discoveries from the site 
and its significance as a family home, a place of rule and a focus for the community.
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